
  
    [image: Preference]
  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Copyright

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

    

    
      
        Emergence

      

      
        Chapter One

      

      
        Read alternative Versions of Preference Today!

      

      
        COMING SOON

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Also by Adrienne Woods

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Preference: Beaumond Academy 3

        Copyright © 2023 Adrienne Woods

        Cover Designer: FQ COVER DESIGN

      

      

      If you purchased this book from anyone other than Fire Quill Publishing or a licensed FQP reseller, you should be aware this e-book is stolen property.

      This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      

      
        
        Fire Quill Publishing

        www.firequillpublishing.com

        All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.

        All graphics and text associated with Fire Quill Publishing.

        Formatting by FQ Design

        Manufactured in South Africa.

        First Fire Quill publishing edition May 2021

        All rights reserved.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        GABRIEL

      

      

      I stood against the wall, this time at the palace in Wyvernglade: territory of King Xiou. Since the kidnapping of the princess, he had refused to leave Dragon Court and was even negotiating extra security for his children at Beaumond Academy.

      I’d found them, hadn’t I? None of them had a scratch on them either.

      My mother’s face popped into my mind again. The way the corners of her eyes pulled when she saw me. That longing. She’d still fled. Left me when I was three. It was a huge fucking disappointment.

      Ed stood opposite me again, close to the entrance. He looked bored.

      The Shadowed had been quiet lately. Something told me the fact that the Shield had almost caught them, discovered a few things too, had put some strain on their backbone.

      They were being careful, even if they had Max’s X-Gene.

      The entire summer, everyone was on guard; knowing that they could be a simple street cat or a mockingbird was sort of alarming.

      The robin on the branch caught my eye. It had been chirping the entire morning.

      Not knowing whether it was a normal little robin or part of the Shadowed kept me on edge.

      I tried to redirect my thoughts.

      Today was Max’s birthday. I still didn’t know what I was going to do about her. I clearly couldn’t escape her, or look the other way, and I clearly couldn’t pull her closer to my side.

      But I had to do something as she was drowning in sorrow. Today was a good day, though. I could feel it. She was lighter, not suffocating in her sadness like the other days. It could be because it was her birthday or because it was Garner’s Day.

      Her thoughts vibrated at the edge of mine. It came like a zing, and it would just overpower my own thoughts whenever I tuned in. It was such an easy transformation now. The change had come after I’d found her almost four months ago. Four months? It felt like years.

      I looked at my watch.

      The kings were finally bringing their meeting to an end.

      Ed looked alive again when the yearly gathering adjourned.

      I stayed close to my uncle as our paths split, trying to dodge Lucious. I was leaving with Uncle Matthew through his ring, just as Lucious said my name. We were on solid ground in no time.

      “He is trying, Gabe,” Uncle Matthew stated.

      “I don’t care,” I mumbled and walked with huge strides up the steps to my room. As I entered, my phone buzzed. It was Ed.

      “You up for a brewsky later on?”

      “Where are you?”

      “Hitch a ride with Alexis. Mom’s place. I really need to get my own crib.”

      “You live at Beaumond. It would be a waste of your money.”

      “I know.”

      “I’ll come to you. There is a party at Westville Lake.”

      “Kraken Lake? You sure you want to go?”

      “Yes.”

      “It’s a bunch of teenagers, Gabe.”

      “So? I was one a few years back.”

      “You were never a teenager. I don’t even think you were a child.”

      “Fuck off.” I brought the phone down and chucked it on my bed. The corner of my lips curled up as I took off my cloak and vest. I sniffed myself and decided on a shower.

      In less than fifteen minutes, I shone like a brand new blade.

      I put on my beanie and grunted to myself. Who the fuck was I busy turning into? I wanted to pull the beanie off when golden sparks caught my attention. Alexis’ swirls got bigger and bigger.

      “Keep it on, you look hot,” Alexis joked, and I flipped her off. “Kraken Lake, Gabe?”

      “Yeah, Baldie told me it’s not the coolest place to hang out. Just thought—”

      “No, if you want to go, we can go. I just don’t think you are going to like it. It’s rowdy.”

      “Give me a sec. Need to grab a jacket.” I rushed to my closet and grabbed one of my hoodies along with the present that I’d gotten for Max. Glad that I’d finally come up with a reason for getting her a present when she would ask—one, I hoped, she would believe.

      I stuffed the stone in my back pocket and grabbed my hoodie, rushing back to Alexis’ portal.

      I stepped through.

      “Finally! Are you finished powdering and puffing?” Ed’s voice came from the couch.

      Alexis laughed as I stared at him blankly. I was doing this all wrong. It was just Max. But a huge part of me had missed her this summer…or missed seeing her this summer.

      “Kraken Lake it is.” Ed pushed up from his seat.

      “Where’s your mom?”

      “Went with a friend to Benson’s for the day. She’ll probably be back around eleven.” There was a snide tone in his voice when he said ‘a friend.’

      “Friend?”

      “That is what she said.”

      “You think it’s more than just a friend?”

      “I’ll kill him, if that’s what you’re implying.”

      Alexis laughed. “She is your mother, Ed. She is allowed to have another man other than you in her life.”

      “No man is good enough for my mom.”

      “At least you have a mom,” I muttered.

      “Gabe?” Ed gaped.

      “I’m just saying. Alexis is right. She needs other men in her life than just you.”

      “She has you too.”

      Alexis twirled her petite looking hands and the portal opened. Loud music seeped through first, before the shadows of trees.

      “Told you it was rowdy,” Alexis said.

      Ed tapped me on the back. “After you, princess.”

      I stepped through and held my head down. Nobody liked it when one of the Commander Lieutenants of the Shield entered a party. It was an instant buzzkill and believe me, I could clear a party in a few seconds.

      Ed followed. Alexis immediately took off in the opposite direction when she stepped through and her portal disappeared. Not even Alexis liked to party with me.

      A colossal bonfire on the right caught the corner of my eye. But it was hard to look through the bodies that either chatted in groups or danced to the music that boomed from the truck that had parked on the outskirts close to the woods.

      My gaze immediately searched for Max, but it was hard to find her through the sea of people.

      The blue trail appeared, and it crept toward the bonfire. The trail never failed me whenever I searched for Max.

      I bent my back slightly and looked over some heads.

      Logs and scattered boulders became seats around the bonfire, and the trail stopped on the other side of the giant flames. She sat next to Scarlet and Amy. Her hair was wet, probably from the lake, and it looked like she wore shorts and a tank top.

      If Amy was here, her brother was near. My gaze landed on him and Will when Cade threw his head back. All three of them had towels hugging their hips.

      Cade’s laughter overpowered the music to whatever Will told them.

      “Gabe?” Ed spoke louder.

      “Sorry, what?”

      “You want a beer?”

      “Yeah, beer will be great.”

      Ed headed toward a guy with a sassy setup using the back of his truck and bought two beers from the dude. He didn’t look familiar, but the way Ed and he spoke told me that Ed knew him.

      He walked back with huge strides and handed me the bottle. It was cold, and ice water dripped from the glass. It almost burned my hand. I uncapped the lid and took a few gulps. The ice cold bitter brew glided down my throat. It was a great beer, and I looked at the label as this brand wasn’t familiar.

      “So, you made a choice around Lucious, yet?”

      “No.”

      “He didn’t know, Gabe.”

      “He is not my uncle, okay? I have nothing in common with them.”

      “You have a lot more in common with them than you have with the witches.”

      “Like what?”

      Ed laughed. “The moon.”

      I shook my head. “You know what I mean.”

      “He reached out. He’s nothing like Heath and Rachel. Just give it a shot and hear what he has to say.”

      “They are nothing of me, okay? Let it go.”

      “You can’t choose blood. Be glad that yours comes from royalty, both sides.”

      Ever since Ed had told me that I was like the prince of the hybrids, I’d tried to push away from the monarchies. My life was nothing like that. They did not see me as a prince among anyone. I didn’t grow up as a royal, either.

      If monarchies had runts, I was it. The boy nobody talked about, and at the moment, I was that runt in two courts.

      I stared at the ground, still trying to process this wave of shit that just kept hitting me. It was enough to hide the fact, I was part of a primal bond. Dealing with both monarchies wasn’t part of anything. I didn’t ask to be born from a werewolf prince and a witch princess.

      But I got that Lucious was trying to make amends. Lowell was his twin and would’ve been king if he didn’t fake his death. Lucious would do anything to see his brother again or be close to him, even if it meant making peace or accepting his bastard child.

      Was I even a bastard?

      I shook my head and pushed the thoughts to the back of my mind as Edward was in a deep discussion with another vampire who didn’t look familiar. Max’s gift in my pocket pushed me back to the present. It was the only day that I had a valid reason to give it to her.

      It was now or never.

      

      
        
        MAX

      

      

      

      It wasn’t easy losing Ben, and it took a toll on me. More than I thought it would. I had to listen to how much weight I was losing almost on a daily basis coming from Scar.

      I’d always been way too skinny. Funny how she noticed that only now.

      I’d walked days wearing his hoodie; it had started to smell so bad that Scar literally pulled it off my body and threw it in the washing machine.

      It smelled different after the wash.

      We fought regularly, and Dianna always stepped in, begging Scar to give me my space.

      It took me about two weeks into the summer break to get out of bed and want to take on the world again.

      I worked extra hard the few days before my birthday to act more human. But the lethargic feeling still pulled at my limbs.

      Scar woke me up early this morning with a giant birthday cake. Dianna and Phil made it extra special, giving me a present, and then she dragged me to a nearby coffee shop for breakfast.

      Everything was draped in green again for Garner’s Day. Will and Simon wore big green hats, while Cade and Amy had on matching green outfits.

      Scar wore a green shirt and forced me to get into the spirit by wearing a green baseball cap.

      They all got me gifts, which I wasn’t used to, but the gesture brought tears to my eyes.

      We didn’t see much of Garner’s Day, as they took me to Kraken Lake.

      It was packed with students, swimming and drinking. Enjoying the day.

      The ambience was more or less what I’d assumed a party at the lake would’ve been. We spent the first half of it inside the lake; the water was refreshing, and I honestly enjoyed myself a bit more than other days.

      Something that I was feeling guilty for as Ben would never be able to enjoy himself with friends like this.

      We got out of the lake as soon as the first fireworks colored the sky. We’d watched all the amazing appearances they’d taken on for the past hour.

      The dragon was my favorite.

      That it was spent with my friends made this birthday even more spectacular. We laughed at how silly Will was. He seemed so free and couldn’t wait to get back to Beaumond since he missed Debra like crazy.

      “You better hope and pray a stud in Tuskfall didn’t steal her attention.”

      “I’ll suck them dry.”

      The way Will said it with no humor in his face made it a lot funnier than what it truly was, and we were his perfect audience.

      “Oh no, party is over,” Cade yelled as he walked with an outstretched palm toward someone.

      “Hide the booze,” Will playfully hissed at the others around.

      “Cade,” Commander Charles’ deep voice reached my ears.

      I looked up and saw him with a guy wearing a beanie, smoking a cigarette.

      “Commander Charles,” Scar said. “I didn’t know you hung out at Kraken Lake.”

      “Scarlet,” Commander Charles acknowledged with a smile.

      “Commander Hendrix?” Scar replied with a slightly gaped mouth as Amy pulled her shirt from her body.

      “Scarlet,” Gabriel mumbled.

      I looked at Amy, who kept staring at Gabriel. Her gaze flickered to mine the same time someone who smelled extremely intoxicating plopped next to me.

      “Max.”

      I turned my head toward him. “Commander Hendrix.”

      “It’s summer break. Just Gabriel is fine.”

      “Okay, Just Gabriel. What brings you to Kraken Lake?” Why did I ask that?

      “What brings everyone to Kraken Lake?”

      Commander Charles laughed, stealing our attention. Simon and Cade were in hysterics over something Will had told them.

      “Booze,” I said, and his lips curved.

      “Is it booze for you?” he asked.

      “No, I’d never been. Had to check it out.”

      “Edward.”

      “What?” Commander Charles said.

      “I didn’t speak to you,” Gabriel answered.

      “You mentioned my name.”

      “Answering a question.”

      Commander Charles’ gaze flickered to mine. “He is probably lying.”

      Gabriel stared at Commander Charles without a hint of humor in it. “You are so glad we are at Kraken Lake, my friend.”

      He took a sip of his beer and made no effort to move from the seat next to me.

      Heat waves rolled off my body as sweat clammed my palms. That he smelled like heaven didn’t help at all. It actually did the opposite, not to mention the fact that we had this crazy telepathy thing. I often wondered if what I had done at the fighting club wasn’t linked to it.

      I looked at Amy, but she was in a pretty close discussion with Cade, who sat on the ground with his back leaning against the log she sat on.

      The conversation that was happening between Simon and Gabriel only grabbed one of my ears. It had something to do with whatever happened at Wyvernglade today. Gabriel didn’t seem too fazed about it. If only my body would react the same way and stop with whatever was happening at this moment.

      What was it about this guy that made me so nervous? That put me on the edge, making me want to run as far as I could from him.

      He bumped me, and I looked at him, only to find out that he stared at me with a tight smile on his face.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Happy birthday,” he mouthed.

      I closed my eyes and shook my head, opening them I leaned closer to him. “How did you know?”

      “I have my contacts,” he whispered. He leaned forward and took something out of his pocket.

      My gaze landed on an oval gray stone connected to a leather strap bracelet.

      I leaned over to grab my bottle of cooler when a hand grabbed my forearm. I looked back and found him tying the leather straps around my wrist.

      “What is this?”

      “Something that will help me find you when you get lost again. I won’t have to rely on spells that drain the crap out of me.” His gaze fluttered to me for a second before falling back down to the task in front of him.

      “I’m not planning to get lost again.”

      “You told that to the universe?”

      My lips fanned into a smile. Why was he doing this?

      He took out a small carving tool and chipped away at the stone.

      “So how has your day been?” he questioned as I kept staring at the fine carving skills I didn’t even know he possessed.

      “The friends made a huge fuss.”

      He chuckled. “It’s what they usually do on birthdays.”

      “Yeah, I’m not used to it.”

      Bright blue light started to seep from the stone as he chipped away. Goosebumps spread over my skin as I realized what he’d given me. My throat instantly dried. Where did he get this?

      “Commander—”

      “Gabriel.”

      “I can’t accept this. It’s too much.”

      “I’m giving it to you for this sole purpose, Max. I’m not taking any more chances with you.”

      I didn’t like the way he said it.

      “I’ve failed you enough, don’t you think?”

      “You didn’t fail me. You’ve found me every single time.”

      “But at what cost? Never take it off.” He let go of my hand and placed the small carving tool back in his pocket.

      I brought my hand to my lap and glanced down at the small bird he’d carved out on the stone. “Thank you. It’s really beautiful.” And probably the most expensive gift anyone has ever given me, but I didn’t say the last part out loud.

      “You know what it is?”

      “Yeah. It’s a Mildew-Stone, also known as a witch tracker. I grew up with witches, remember?”

      For a split second, the kiss I’d shared with him flashed through my head and a wave of warmth flew up my spine, making my cheeks glow from the heat. Thank heavens the bonfire was right in front of us.

      I looked away before I embarrassed myself more.

      Gabe huffed. “Don’t get into trouble, okay? Enjoy whatever is left of your birthday.” He got up and motioned with his hands at Commander Charles toward the tree line.

      Commander Charles nodded without interrupting the conversation he was having with Will and Simon. Cade joined them as Amy shuffled closer to me. Scarlet also retreated from the discussion she been having with Dawn, a vampire who was in the Selective program with us.

      “What was that?” Scarlet asked, and I swallowed the lump in my throat.

      “Present, something that will help him find me sooner next time.”

      “Max, it’s a Mildew-Stone,” Scar said.

      “I know.” The words came out louder than I expected. “Sorry, I know.”

      Amy giggled. It was something she did whenever she got nervous. I did not know why she was nervous. Maybe she was an empath and could feel me on the verge of freaking out. She could, after all, see auras.

      I looked over my shoulder but couldn’t find Gabriel anywhere.

      Why would he give me something as exquisite as a Mildew-Stone?
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        MAX

      

      

      The rest of the summer went by in a flash. Around twelve, Scar and I walked through the gates of Beaumond Academy. We didn’t use any magical portals, travel through rings or candles. A train brought us here and stopped right in front of the gates.

      We weren’t the only students traveling by train, either. A lot of the vampires that stayed in Gloryshout, Scar’s city, came by train.

      It was nice to be back. My gaze landed on Liz as she walked next to James, the crown prince of the djinns.

      I remembered Amy mentioning that they were an item now.

      My gaze flickered to the dark head that walked next to her.

      I took a few steps back as cold expanded my core.

      “Why are you stopping?” Scar asked and then craned her neck and looked in the direction I was staring. “What are we looking at?”

      My muscles quivered as the beating of my heart pulsed faster. “I think that’s Raven…”

      She turned around and stared past us. I looked down. That was Raven, all right. Dark thoughts flashed through my mind. How could the Eye give her an ability?

      I kept filling my lungs with air, more than I needed to calm my nerves.

      “Raven is the little one, right?” Scar asked.

      I nodded.

      “The girl that beat her horse?”

      “Yes, that Raven.”

      “Liz’s little sister?”

      “I don’t know who is worse, her or Liz.”

      “You are not alone anymore, Max.” She put a comforting arm around my shoulders. “I’ll literally kill anyone who thinks that they can mess with you, and Amy will help me dispose of the body.”

      A curt chuckle escaped me as a smile fanned across Scarlet’s lips.

      We reached the piazza, glad that the other two Lanes had walked in the opposite direction with James.

      A group of first years assembled in the middle, and we walked around them. I held my head down, walking past the volunteers and Shield members that came to help out today. We entered the administration building where Ms. Kendra sat behind her desk, looking like a fruit loop with her dusted pink hair, and stood in the queue.

      “You’ll kill for me?” I asked Scar.

      “Without thinking about it.” She leaned closer. “And you know Amy would do it too.”

      “Yeah, she would. She scares the crap out of me.”

      The guy in front of us finished receiving his package from Ms. Kendra.

      “Then be glad she is our bestie.”

      Ms. Kendra looked up. “Last names.”

      “Flavion and Lane,” Scar replied.

      The drawer flew opened, and envelopes jumped out, dancing through the air toward her awaiting hand.

      How did she do that?

      She handed them to each of us and pointed at the open book. “Sign by your names.”

      Scar paged the book to F and found her last name quickly. I paged through to the L’s and signed for mine.

      “Bye, Ms. Kendra,” Scar sang, and the woman huffed.

      She clearly didn’t like hybrids. Unless you became someone worthy of liking.

      “Beaumond is going to see another level of drama with little Lane here, too,” Scar said.

      I laughed at how she stressed the a’s in a singing tone. “Drama, I did not sign up for.”

      “It won’t last. She is going to learn the way Liz did.” We headed to our room, this time on the second level.

      “What? How to get away with shit. Liz hasn’t learned a thing.”

      Scar didn’t know what to say as it was the truth. There was no justice for us hybrids. Not when we were up against a pure blood.

      Our room was on the opposite side of the hallway. Scar slipped in her key and opened the door. Our belongings, Amy’s included, filled the middle of the carpet. Magic was sometimes amazing.

      The room had the same layout as our first one. Three beds, two against the wall and one close to the window. There was a bathroom and three desks. Amy wasn’t here yet.

      “She lost Hendrix,” Scar eventually said.

      I put my bag on the bed I claimed as mine and placed the phone charger and notebook that I’d bought during the summer on the desk. “Sometimes I wonder.”

      “C’mon, Max. He doesn’t seem like someone who gives all the girls Mildew-Stones for their birthdays.”

      There was a little shelf against the wall that already held some of the books I’d bought. More magic. “I told you why he gave it to me.”

      “Oh, for when you disappear next time.” She quoted with her fingers on the word ‘disappear’ and put on some music, streaming it from her boom box.

      “Well, I believed him.”

      “And this is the same guy who kissed you.”

      “I told you that was a mistake.”

      “Was it?”

      “Yeah. We were both experiencing a moment. I think he was just lonely and still hung up on Liz. Why not kiss her half-sister?”

      Scar had no reply. It was still one thing my mind struggled to process. That they were not stepsisters, but my half-sisters.

      Still, the two of them together made my stomach turn and tie into knots.

      Scar sang along with the artist. The corners of my lips curved, glad that the Moore hadn’t robbed her of her love of singing.

      I let my phone charge as I packed away my clothes and let the music fill me. Silence with Scar was never an uncomfortable thing. It was sort of soothing.

      The door opened as I put the last bundle of clothes into my closet, and Amy entered.

      She shrieked and came running over to me, stood on her toes and flung her arm around my neck, giving me a hug.

      “You really need to eat, Max. You are vanishing.”

      I rolled my eyes. You would think that we hadn’t seen each other at all during the summer. I couldn’t have changed that much over the past week.

      Scar was next, and then Amy plopped her luggage on the bed close to the window and started unpacking as she launched into her stories about the last week when we hadn’t seen her.

      The stone around my wrist caught my attention again. He’d carved out a bird, and the blue glow of the stone was dormant now. Raven filled my mind again as Amy’s voice trailed off in the background. I wondered what her ability would be. Probably something equally as cruel as her sister’s.

      “Okay, what is up with you?” Amy asked, standing with her one hand on her hip.

      Scar gave Amy the big-eyed look.

      “What?” Amy whispered.

      “It’s okay, Scar. She is going to find out, anyway.”

      “Little Lane tested positive for the X-Gene,” Scar answered.

      “Raven?” Amy asked.

      Scar nodded.

      “What is wrong with the Eye?” Amy grunted, looking up at the ceiling.

      “I know, right?” Scar replied.

      “Don’t worry, Max. They wouldn’t dream of messing with you. I’ll wring her neck if she or that hag of a sister tries anything again.”

      “See,” Scar motioned with her hand toward Amy, “Told ya.”

      “I’m actually not as helpless as you guys make it sound,” I said.

      “Oh, we know. But sometimes friends just have to keep a friend down on the floor and take on the bully,” Amy explained.

      A laugh broke free from Scar’s throat, and the corner of my lips tweaked before joining in Scar’s laughter.

      Amy’s giggle followed. She killed the distance between us and hooked her arm into mine. She really was a tiny vial of poison.

      We helped Amy settle in, and afterwards we left for the guys’ room. Loud music streamed down their hallway, and as we entered, smoke lingered in the air.

      Will turned the music volume a tad lower as he handed the cigarette between his fingers back to Cade.

      He took one drag and then killed it.

      “I thought you were going to give it up?” Scar said as she looked at Will.

      “You are not my mom,” Will responded.

      “I’m going to laugh when the two of you huff and puff during training,” she added.

      “I’m as fit as a fiddle.” Cade slapped his stomach.

      “Famous last words.” Amy went over to Cade for a side hug. “You’ll spin another story if Hendrix gets his hands on you. Where is Deb?”

      “Not here yet,” Will grunted. “I miss her like crazy.”

      Amy shook her head as she stared at him. “You are such a baby.”

      “A baby in love,” Simon teased, and Will grabbed a pillow and chucked it in Simon’s direction, which he dodged with ease.

      I took a seat with Amy on Simon’s bed, which was the neatest of all the boys’ beds.

      Amy blurted out that Raven had an ability, and all of them wanted to know if it was the mini hag, to make sure. They hadn’t met her yet, but something told me they would and soon.

      “We’ve got your back, Lane,” Will said. “Always.”

      “I know.”

      Scar’s phone rang, and she jumped from Will’s bed and rushed out of the room.

      “Never thought Scar would date a chick,” Will pointed out. How did they know it was Storm?

      “They have been seeing each other for the past nine months, Will,” I remarked.

      “I thought it was a phase.”

      “I doubt Scar knew she would date a chick,” Amy said, eliciting laughter from all of us.

      Ben jolted through my mind again. The tears burned, but I pushed it away.

      Every time someone just mentioned the D-word, tears for Ben emerged.

      “Sorry, Max. I’m an idiot,” Will mumbled, fumbling with a shirt in his hand.

      “No, I really should move forward, find a way past this sadness.”

      “Everyone grieves at their own pace.” Simon handed me a tissue. “You’ll get there.”

      “Yeah, give yourself some time,” Cade seconded.

      “Ben was a great guy,” Will spoke dreamily.

      “Seriously,” all of them yelled as a pillow hit Will in the back of the head.

      “Idiot,” Cade growled as laughter slipped through my lips, wiping away a tear.

      “I’m okay. He was a great guy.”

      “A bit of twinkle toes, but a great guy,” Will teased.

      Ben was a brilliant dancer and artist.

      The topic got changed so fast, and we stayed up in the guys’ room until dinner was called. It felt weird that the last-year students weren’t sitting at the end anymore. That we had all moved up a few spaces toward the middle.

      “Hey, Storm,” Cade said as she and Scar were in a deep discussion. She wore her dark curly hair up in a bun.

      “Hey, guys.” She got up, hooked an arm around Cade’s neck. She then gave Will and Simon both a hug.

      Amy followed, and I was last.

      She hugged me the longest. I hated the pity.

      Connor was in a deep discussion with Matias. It still felt so weird without Ben.

      Time wasn’t fixing this either.

      Four new hybrids shoved in at the end of the table. Cade immediately reached out with Will. They were such warm guys.

      The four new Selectives had really impressive abilities, especially Fabio. He was the beautiful tanned guy at the end with the piercing brown eyes. His hair was long too, and he tied it up like Cade into a ponytail. They had dubbed him the banshee. The girl could drain someone’s energy and that was why she was wearing gloves. The redhead had a nifty ability that could cause people to see things that weren’t real. A dark vibe followed her. I took a deep breath, filling my lungs. The third guy could turn into a blob.

      Will and Cade spoke to the four of them. My gaze skidded over to the staff table and found Alexis, wearing an officer’s uniform, sitting next to Gabriel.

      He snickered at something she said. His entire face lit up when he laughed, and it was doing something weird to my stomach. Always had. Pity he was so stingy with his smiles.

      Principal Williams stepped to the front.

      “Welcome back to Beaumond Academy. We hope that you guys had a wonderful Summer Break. I’m sure this year won’t come without its difficulties, but remember that we are here to assist and guide in every way we can.” He smiled at all of us.

      “I would like to welcome Captain Rane. Some of you will know that she graduated from Beaumond just last year, but also know that she is a gifted Shield member, and I would trust her with all of your lives. Learn from her and treat her with respect.”

      Applause broke out, and Alexis sort of slumped into her chair, cheeks slightly redder.

      I kept wondering what Raven’s ability was going to be as Principal Williams carried on with the announcements. A part of me hoped that it wouldn’t be something as sinister as Liz’s.

      The stone around my wrist dangled as the blue bird caught my gaze.

      Everyone applauded, and it brought me out of my thoughts.

      After dinner, we all went back to our rooms, and I thanked the Eye that I hadn’t bumped into Raven or Liz.

      I just couldn’t stop thinking about Raven also being blessed with an ability. It seemed Beaumond was slowly turning into Lane Ranch, and I hated every second.
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      Every year the Selective program was getting bigger and bigger. There was a witch in the first row that kept staring at me as if I owed her something. I didn’t like it.

      There were only four hybrids this year. Their abilities moved everyone on Garner’s Day. One could make people see things, which was helpful if she could control it; the other one with the gloves could drain your energy. That was dangerous, and I hoped that the Eye had bestowed it on someone who wouldn’t abuse it. Then there was the screamer. Apparently, the power behind his gift could burst your eardrums. The last one could turn into a blob. I didn’t know what to do with that yet, but I was sure he would come in handy.

      Tomorrow night was the ceremony that would showcase all the pure bloods’ gifts, and then the hard work would start again.

      I tuned in to Max to find out if she was okay. She struggled with the fact that her other half-sister, Raven, had also gotten an ability. And she still grieved for Ben.

      I knew she would since she hadn’t gotten a proper farewell. Maybe I could help with that.

      A lot of things were happening this week that made it overwhelming to hold some sort of memorial for the Selectives who had lost their lives, but after this week, things would settle, and it would get easier.

      Then again, it might also give everything away that Max guided my agenda.

      Scarlet, Storm, and Amy were with her. She would be okay with them at her side.

      I unlocked my door and stepped in.

      This day was draining. Alexis looked good in her training uniform. They gave her a choice to join one of the royal guards or train with us.

      She chose to train with us, as she knew how much I valued her.

      Just as much as I valued Max—okay, almost as much as I valued Max.

      Turning into any sort of animal was hard to top. Well, if she could connect with her animal again. I’d already decided that I was going to help her with that, too. To be there emotionally for her. Maybe it would tell me if I was cut out for this Ahmdahney crap or not.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, we cut a lot of the first years as plenty of them were late.

      The witch, who couldn’t stop staring at me, was still here. She was creeping me out. I’d seen her before, but I couldn’t place her.

      I showed the sign to Ed to get their names. Maybe if I heard hers, I could place her better.

      “Raven Lane,” she said, and my shoulders dropped. Now I knew where I’d seen her. She had been with Evangeline at the courthouse. Sitting behind Liz and the other witches on trial.

      Ed gave them a lowdown of his gift, as well as Anya and Dex.

      It was Dex’s turn to be Anya’s guinea pig to showcase her gift.

      I didn’t like the way little Lane looked at me as if she had a free pass or something.

      Ed spoke about tonight and that they were off this afternoon to get some rest, and then the meeting adjourned.

      “Raven Lane?”

      “Liz’s little sister,” I said.

      “The Eye is seriously messed up.”

      I chuckled. I could only imagine if big sis was that dark, little sis would be messed up, too. “Let’s just hope it’s not invisible thunder to go with her sister’s invisible fire.”

      I rushed up the steps and left with Anya, helping her brother, who babbled between us.

      “You did great today, Alexis.” Ed and Alexis were right behind us.

      “Thanks, Ed.”

      “I’m glad that you became a trainer with us.”

      “Guess I wasn’t ready to part with what I know, and I have a feeling that you will need my traveling expertise this year.”

      “Glad you stayed,” I said, as Dex’s weight pressed down on my shoulder. Ed laughed as he rushed to Anya and took her place.

      “I’ve got it.”

      “I know you do, but I’m a gentleman.”

      “Of course, you are,” Anya said, and we all walked to the infirmary together.

      
        
        MAX

      

      

      

      The next morning, I was in the arena bright and early. I struggled to connect with the screeching Hancocks flying outside. It was a native bird that loved the magic that swirled around the academy.

      I’d read about it in one of the books in the library when I’d tried to find that spell Gabriel had used to locate me.

      The door opened. Think about the devil and you stepped on his tail. He rushed down the steps. I sighed and walked to my towel and picked it up.

      “Any luck?”

      “No,” I said. He would just push me if he knew I could see through animals’ eyes, and I didn’t have the strength for that just yet.

      “Give it time. You’ll get it.”

      I huffed and walked up the steps. I went to the lake and sat down on a log.

      The hollowness in my chest felt like it weighed a ton. Memories of Ben at this place haunted me. I missed him so much.

      I willed myself up from the log and took a jog through the woods, staying on the path.

      At seven, I headed back toward my room and took two steps back as Raven walked out of the arena with her little Selective friends.

      “Hendrix is so hot,” her one witch buddy said.

      “You can say that again,” the other girl with auburn hair quipped.

      Raven remarked, “He had a thing with my sister last year, but it didn’t work out. Who knows, maybe he just dated the wrong sister.”

      I rolled my eyes at their giggles. I tuned out and almost walked into Gabriel.

      “She is trying out to be a Selective?” The words slipped out of my mouth.

      His lips quirked. “Give her a fair chance. For all you know, she’s changed.”

      My left eyebrow raised. “She is disgusting with whatever leaves her lips, so I doubt anything has changed.”

      “I wouldn’t know. I’ve learned to block things out.”

      I couldn’t help the smile that tweaked at the corner of my own lips as I stepped in the direction of my dorm.

      “Sisters usually root for their little sis, Max,” he yelled.

      “She is not my little sis. Liz can root on my behalf, too.”

      He laughed as I continued on the path that would take me to my room. The heaviness in my chest became lighter. Something only Gabriel could do. Imagine that.

      I rushed up the steps toward my room just as the girls were waking up. They each had a coffee in their hands.

      What Raven had said still grated on my nerves though. She would probably succeed too. The fact that she was in the Selective program boiled my core.

      I threw a slight hopping tantrum on one spot, and both girls’ eyes were on me when I stopped.

      “You okay?”

      “No, she is trying out for the Selective program.”

      “Oh, wonderful,” Amy said in such a way that I couldn’t help the chuckle that broke free from my throat.

      “It’s not wonderful, Ames.” I plopped down on my bed. “Beaumond is turning into Lame ranch.”

      “Lame ranch?” Scar asked, as she was busy unbuttoning her white blouse.

      “It was pretty lame after my father’s death.”

      “The pure bloods usually flock out in the Moore,” Scar pointed out.

      “Let’s hope.”
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the day was spent getting this year’s hand guides and helping to set up for this year’s ceremony. They’d brought the stones again. The ones that would find the princess.

      “Why?” I asked Scar.

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s just to make sure.”

      I really felt bad for King Montreal. I wondered if the cherub of Annedale had forgiven him for the scolding he’d given her at Christmas.

      We had today off, but from tomorrow it was back to training. It was now part of our class schedule and not in the mornings, afternoons, and evenings anymore. We still had afternoon trainings and evening trainings, but not on the same days. Most of them. There was the occasional day or two when we had double training.

      The next morning I woke up with this worry about Raven and what her ability could be, but the two-mile run toward the lake eased the thoughts in my mind.

      The days seeped by, and on the fourth day, I got startled by a figure that walked out of the woods to where I was stretching. Commander Hendrix’s laughter reached my ears, proud of the jump-scare he’d forced out of me.

      “It’s not funny.”

      “No, it’s not, but the ears on your head are.”

      My hands flung to the top of my head, and there was nothing.

      “Made you touch.”

      “That is cruel.”

      He walked backward. “How is your X-Gene coming along?”

      “Like any other day, not great.”

      “Will not helping you anymore?”

      “Will has other activities this early in the mornings.”

      Gabriel smiled as he looked at the ground. “I see. I could help you?”

      “I doubt you could help me get in touch with my X-Gene now.”

      “Why are you so mean?”

      I huffed as my lips curved upwards. The heaviness felt light again. “I feel like an imposter. I shouldn’t be here.”

      “Nonsense. Dr. Nolan found something. That is why you are here. Clear your mind, Max. It’s where the magic usually lies.”

      “It’s hard when your hag of a stepsister roams the school grounds, and one has yet to find out how to control her ability, which would be just as cunning as her, I’m sure of it.”

      “Stop feeling sorry for yourself.” He looked at his watch. “Tell you what, meet me tomorrow morning here around five, and we will help you get in touch with your X-Gene again.”

      “Fine, anything to get you off my back.”

      He laughed, turned around, and ran in the opposite direction. My eyes caught the way his ass moved in his tracksuit pants.

      I looked away immediately, but I couldn’t help thinking about what a masterpiece it was.

      Heat seared up to my cheeks as I walked back to my room to get ready for school.

      Beaumond might not be as lame as I thought it would be as all sorts of thoughts about Gabriel wanting to help me rushed through my mind.

      I bumped into someone. “Sorry.”

      “Oh, look who it is?” Raven said. “If it isn’t Maxi-pad.”

      “Be careful what you call others here, Raven. They’ll chuck you out of this school, like this.” I snapped my fingers. Why was my heart beating so fast?

      She laughed. “Oh, like they did Liz. Nice try, Maxi-pad.”

      I huffed and walked on. She wasn’t worth it.

      “Sorry to hear about your boyfriend. Just think…if he wasn’t in your life, he would still be alive.”

      I stopped, and an icy finger that turned extremely hot rushed up my spine.

      She laughed, thinking it was the funniest thing in the world.

      Tears pricked in my eyes as my throat clogged up.

      “Poor dude didn’t even get lucky with a goody-two-shoes like you. He should have known better than to fall for the likes of you.”

      I turned around, ready to strike, when I saw Commander Charles standing behind her with his arms folded.

      I stopped as Raven still laughed. “Aw, are we crying, little cry baby?”

      “You are an idiot, Raven.” I shook my head.

      She turned around and almost smashed into Commander Charles. A shriek left her lips.

      His gaze flickered to mine. “You okay, Max?”

      “Peachy,” I responded, looking at him, then I turned around and stormed toward my room.

      “I think the two of us should go for a walk.”

      “It’s not what it looks like.”

      “Yeah, you Lane girls say that all the time. Let’s go.”

      I should gloat that Commander Charles caught the twerp on her first try, thinking she could turn a Liz on me, but I didn’t. What she’d said was the truth. If Ben hadn’t loved me, he would’ve still been alive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        MAX

      

      

      “You okay?” Scar asked as I entered the room. There was this horrible tightness in my throat that I struggled to swallow.

      I stormed to the bathroom and locked the door behind me. I wanted to scream, but struggled to breathe.

      Besides, I doubted that it would ease what I felt.

      Stop thinking about it, Max, just stop.

      I couldn’t…because it was the truth, and that was what made both of them such evil little hags. They twisted the truth to hit where it hurt the most.

      Sobs stuttered from me as I slid down the wall. The pain in my chest was bad. It ached like it had never ached before.

      I took a shower and put on my uniform. During breakfast I kept to myself, shoveled my cereal around with my spoon. My appetite was still nowhere. I wasn’t in the mood for any other food either.

      “Eat, Max,” Scar hissed, and Storm looked with a slight pull at her eyebrows.

      Scar could be such a pain, but I missed her during class as I hardly had any with her this year.

      I had one magic class with Cade, and he wanted to know what was going on.

      I shook my head, and we tried to pay attention to Mistress Pavlova, who was very gifted with spells.

      When the bell rang, I walked with Cade back to our dorms since we had to be at the training arena at eleven.

      “What is bothering you?”

      “Later, okay?”

      “Little Lane?”

      “Yeah,” I breathed, and he shook his head.

      “You bet we are going to speak about that one later.” The boys’ dorm came up first, and he rushed toward the entrance as I walked toward the girls’ dorm.

      Scar and Amy were already busy changing to uniforms as I grabbed mine, toed off my school shoes, and started unbuttoning my shirt.

      “You okay?” Scar asked.

      “I’m fine. Sorry about this morning.”

      “Is it Hendrix?”

      “No.”

      “One of the Lanes?” Amy asked, and I chuckled.

      “It’s stupid.”

      “A Lane it is,” Scar confirmed.

      “We are going to speak about that later.” Amy put on her training shirt as I pulled on my leggings.

      They waited for me, and we walked together to the training hall. We entered with two minutes to go and found Commander Charles. He put an extra bounce into Scar’s skipping down the steps.

      Amy and I followed her to the boys sitting in the first row.

      We plopped down next to them and waited for the others.

      Victor was the last to enter, and Commander Charles closed the door with a wave of his hands.

      We started with katas and some mind exercise. I felt much lighter after our training session, only to meet up with Commander Hendrix at three by the outside training court.

      Scar growled softly, and I struggled to hide the smile that fanned up my lips.

      What followed had Cade and Will huffing and puffing like bulls, which had Scar and Amy almost doubling over.

      Scar loved her ‘I told you so’ moments.

      The training session from hell finally came to a stop, and he adjourned us.

      “Don’t forget tomorrow morning bright and early, Max.”

      Scar’s head swung in my direction as I lifted my hand, acknowledging Hendrix’s statement without looking at him.

      She waited until we were inside our room and then asked me what that was about.

      I shook my head, and she grunted. “You never tell us a thing.”

      “It’s nothing, Scar.”

      “Yeah, just like this morning was nothing.”

      I sighed and took a shower first.

      Scar slipped in when I finished, and I found Amy on her bed. “Your silence is killing her, Max. She can clearly see that you are struggling with something, and not telling her is what irks her off.”

      “Because I’m tired of speaking about the same things. If it’s not Ben, it’s Raven or Liz.”

      “Yeah, meeting Commander Hendrix tomorrow morning is not Ben or your stepsisters.”

      “He is asking—”

      “Uh-uh. We wait for Scar.”

      The door opened, and Scar walked out with a towel draped around her body. She took out clothes and started cloaking her body.

      I got dressed in a pair of yoga pants and a tank top as Amy took a shower. Scar plunged into her bed and opened one of her books to do her homework.

      I knew she was upset, and I hated it. I didn’t know how to sort out conflict, as I’d never had friends like her or Amy before.

      The door opened, and it felt as if I could breathe when Amy walked out. She acknowledged the silence as she turned to her cupboard and took out clothes.

      “So, what did Commander Hendrix ask you?” Amy said.

      “He wants to help me and said I have to meet him at five in the woods.”

      “In the morning?” Scar asked.

      “Yeah, I know. It raised a lot of red flags.”

      “No, it doesn’t. He trains at five; you train even earlier. He basically just wants you to do that together,” Amy said before Scar could highlight everything that was wrong with that.

      “And what happened this morning?” Scar questioned.

      “Raven,” I said and huffed as my lips curled into a smile. “It was actually kind of funny, as Commander Charles was close by.”

      “Oh, now you have to tell us, from the beginning,” Scar urged, and I told them everything.

      Scar and Ames elicited their fury at what she’d said to me and how cruel the little git was. But they gloated the way I should’ve this morning when I told them that when I turned around to say something, Commander Charles stood right behind her, listening.

      “That is why I love him,” Scar said.

      “Yeah, don’t let Storm hear you.”

      “Storm loves him equally. I’m sure if there would ever be a threesome, Commander Charles is our first choice.”

      Laughter filled the room as Scar asked Amy why she wasn’t showering at Cade’s, and I felt better as Amy launched into her story.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I slipped out of the room around ten to five and ran toward the woods, trying not to be late. I knew how much he hated tardiness.

      The air in my lungs deflated as Raven stood next to him chatting as if there was no tomorrow.

      My strides grew smaller as I walked toward them. Seriously, why was the universe so cruel? He was falling for the little twerp now?

      “Hurry up, Max.” Hendrix clapped his hands as my gaze flickered from him to Raven, who rolled her eyes and ground her teeth.

      Back at ya, girl.

      I finally reached them and crossed my arms over my chest, staring at the Commander.

      “What?”

      “Are you kidding me now?” I looked at Raven.

      “She needs help with her ability.”

      I laughed. “You falling for that one again, Commander Hendrix?”

      “I don’t know how to control my ability, Max,” Raven sniped.

      “Right, well, then you need him more than I do.” I looked back at the Commander. “I’ll just take the arena since the two of you are going to use the woods.”

      I turned around and could feel my blood boiling. He knew how I felt about Raven and Liz.

      He let me go, and I couldn’t believe he was that stupid to fall for another evil Lane again.

      You are a Lane too, Max. Only I wasn’t evil.

      I struggled to connect. It was déjà vu all over again. Fuck. I gave up halfway through and went back to my room. He made me so furious, falling for the same fucking thing over and over.

      Stop, just stop. You are not going through this again with him. Let him do whatever he wants.

      I got dressed in my school uniform since I hadn’t really worked up a sweat this morning, only my temper.

      Scar and Amy didn’t speak much either, and I knew it couldn’t be easy to live with my mood swings.

      I ate my breakfast and felt as if I was drowning with everything new that was happening this year.

      I didn’t want to feel sorry for myself, but how much did the Eye want to put on my shoulders?

      Classes were the same-old. I excelled in the non-magical subjects and was close to failing in the magical ones.

      The only thing I had going for me was training as a Selective. I was really great at katas, weapon training, and bootcamp straight from hell.

      The stone was still a reminder that I’d gotten something from the Commander that wasn’t a cheap gift.

      “Max!” I heard Hendrix’s voice as I walked from one class to the other class.

      I stopped and waited for him to reach me.

      He just stared at me.

      “I’m not training with her. I don’t care what you say, you can’t make me.”

      “She needs my help. She is on the Selective program too.”

      “Oh, and you are the only Commander and training officer in this program?” Shit, why did I say that?

      “Max?”

      “What? You want to fall into that mess again, go ahead. I don’t have time for this.”

      “Time for what?”

      “I can train on my own.” I started to walk away.

      “Yeah, and how is that going for you?”

      I really wanted to flip him off, but decided not to. I walked to my next class and was glad that I hadn’t given into his demands. There was no way I would train with that hag.
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        * * *

      

      I slept most of the weekend and only got up when I needed food, which wasn’t a lot.

      Scar kept complaining about how skinny I was. Which was always, but apparently worse than before.

      On Monday afternoon after class, Scar and Ames waited for me by the girls’ building. I was exhausted and had a feeling that Raven might have gotten the new girl who drained people’s energy to follow me.

      “Max!” Raven yelled as she stormed toward me.

      “What do you want?”

      “What do I want? You are ruining everything! Just like you always do.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Commander Hendrix gave me to Commander Charles this morning because apparently you refuse to share, boo-fucking-hoo.”

      “For crying out loud, I didn’t ask him to do that.” I was ready to walk away when she grabbed my wrist and pulled me toward her.

      “I wasn’t done, half-breed. You forgot what happened last year. I could easily arrange something like that again. Gabriel is ours, and a half-breed like you won’t stop us.”

      Ours? She belonged to a cult now?

      I didn’t know why I did it, or what came over me, but I wanted to tear her skin off. Ames and Scar pulled me back as I grunted.

      Raven laughed at me, thinking it was hilarious.

      “Oh, you can be glad we stopped Max. You do not know what beast lingers inside of her, little one,” Amy yelled. “We did you a favor, so walk.”

      Raven flipped her off and stormed in another direction as Scar guided me away.

      “We are not done, Max,” Raven yelled.

      “Okay, they really know just which buttons to push,” Scar remarked.

      “Walk,” Ames yelled.

      “You didn’t tune in, did you?”

      “No, I was too focused on getting to you before you ripped her skin off,” Scar replied as Amy continued to yell insults to Raven, who flipped her off again.

      Angry tears welled up; I was so over it. I stormed up the stairs and could feel something breaking. I’d had enough.

      I missed Ben, missed how he could calm my soul with one word or just a smile. The other person who possessed that power had a thing for evil little twerps.

      I opened the door and flung myself into the room, rushed to the bathroom, and slammed the door behind me.

      My knees connected to the tiles, and the scream that I’d wanted to release so many times before rushed up my throat and tore from my lungs.

      Anger at my X-Gene for not working the same followed, anger at being a magnet for danger, anger at how stupid one person could be—all of it mixed into the fact that the one person who felt as if he knew me wasn’t here anymore. It was so unfair.

      I pushed myself off the floor, and everything that lay on top of a dresser by the door, I smashed against the walls. The cream lids opened, and it scattered over the tiles.

      Scar rushed into the bathroom and held me tight. “Calm down, Max. Just calm down. It’s okay.”

      “It will never be okay. The Eye just puts more and more on my shoulders.” I screamed more sobs in the nook of her shoulder as she held me tighter.

      Everything was upside down. There was nobody that could help me out of this mess.

      I screamed at the top of my lungs once more and just wanted this feeling inside of me to go away. It wasn’t normal. I wanted Ben.

      More footsteps rushed into the bathroom, and a tiny prick jabbed into my skin.

      My screams stopped, and my eyelids felt heavy as my body got lowered to the ground. Scar stared at me with tears in her eyes as Dr. Nolan’s figure blurred. Then I drifted into oblivion.

      

      
        
        GABRIEL

      

      

      

      At seven, the second years were deep in their training. I took over for Anya as Jack wanted to see her and Dex.

      My eyes skidded around the group. Max was missing.

      “Cade?”

      He looked up, and I nodded for him to come.

      Cade rushed toward me while all the others stayed in formation, doing push-ups.

      “Where is Max?”

      “Dr. Nolan gave her time off. She had a nervous breakdown this afternoon.”

      My eyebrows furrowed. “What happened?”

      “The little one. She is worse than her sister. She said things to Max. Luckily, Scar and Amy were close.”

      I didn’t like this. Her ability was as screwed up as her sister’s. I doubted Max had a breakdown. I got a feeling that it was Raven misusing her ability like Liz used to, which meant that she could control it perfectly. “Is Max okay?”

      “She’ll be fine. She is just struggling at the moment with her X-Gene, and missing Ben. Drowning.”

      I nodded and motioned for him to go fall back in with his group.

      I trained them hard for the next thirty minutes and tuned into Max whenever I could. She was sleeping. It was one of those dead sleeps where you didn’t even dream. The first week was over, and I needed to help Max say her goodbyes.

      At eight-thirty I adjourned them, and they all left, voicing that I was actually giving them time off. I walked to the training hall where Ed was busy with the first years.

      I entered and plopped my ass on the top stone seats, watching from the top tier.

      They were still in the useless phase, and Raven Lane was still among them.

      At nine, Ed adjourned the class, and they all walked up the steps and out the door.

      I got at least a dozen hellos from the girls as I passed them on the stairs. This bunch was really brave, or maybe I’d just become more approachable. I hoped not.

      Ed was busy using his magic to put the mats in the corner. “You okay?”

      “I’m fine. I think we should do a memorial for the three Selectives who had died last year.”

      “Gabe, they had a funeral.”

      “The school gave them those funerals. I’m speaking about a Selective farewell. Saying your piece and farewell the Shield way.”

      He nodded. “Okay. I’ll arrange the wood for the bonfire.”

      “Thank you.”

      “When do you want to do this?”

      “I was thinking this Thursday evening, before everyone leaves for the weekend.”

      He nodded.

      “Thank you, Ed.”

      “Always welcome, Gabe.”

      Hopefully, Max could say goodbye to Ben and find the courage to move on with her life.
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      I woke up the next morning and felt like an idiot. I apologized profusely to Scar and Amy.

      “Stop apologizing. I knew something was wrong.” Scar pulled me into her arms and held me tight.

      When the hug broke, I walked up to my closet.

      “Why don’t you take today off too?”

      “No, believe me, the last thing I want is for that little twerp to think she caused me going temporarily insane.”

      Scar just stared as I pulled out my school uniform and got dressed.

      I made a mental note to go shopping, hopefully this weekend, to replace whatever I’d broken.

      The girls were very understandable and agreed not to talk about it with the guys.

      All five of them made sure I was surrounded so that Raven couldn’t try her shit again.

      I visited Ben’s grave that afternoon, talked my heart out, and I didn’t feel an ounce better.

      For afternoon training, we had Lexi. She pushed us with our gifts, but I struggled with mine.

      She came over to me. “You okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You need more time off?”

      Shit, how many people knew? “That is the last thing I need.”

      She nodded and helped me with calming exercises and how to clear my mind. I did what she said, but still struggled to connect.

      “Practice makes perfect, Max.”

      “Thanks, Captain Rane.”

      She giggled, and before our time was over, she called us together, and we huddled by the trees.

      “On Thursday night at nine, there is going to be a farewell ceremony for the Selectives we lost last year. It’s time that you learn how the Shield says goodbye to their fallen.” Tears glistened in her eyes. “Get whatever is in your heart jotted on a piece of paper and make sure that you bring it with you. You are free to go.”

      We all left, and Scar stroked my arm as we walked to the dorms.

      We passed the training area where the first years were busy getting drilled.

      Commander Hendrix’s voice boomed out the open door. They usually closed it.

      The guys snickered as Scar sucked in her lips to stop her smile from spreading. What was so funny?

      Magic closed the door, and Commander Charles walked with huge strides past us in the direction of the administration building.

      We said nothing about it, and our paths split at the girls’ dorm.

      Inside our room, Scar burst out laughing. “I love to hate Hendrix. He is ruthless with them.”

      “He was the same with us,” I pointed out.

      “Yeah, no.”

      “He was.” I looked at Scar and then at Ames who shook her head.

      “Not like that. Anya and Dex were ruthless. Hendrix was a jerk, but he never worked us like that,” Scar said.

      Ames headed toward her cupboard. “Reminds me of the third years last year.”

      Scar laughed. “It does, right?”

      They stared at me.

      “Why are you staring at me like that?”

      “Let me think,” Ames said, peeking from behind her open closet door. “A first year caused his bird a semi-breakdown, and the very next day, he gives them hell.”

      My cheeks heated. I got up from my bed, shook my head, and went to the bathroom to take a shower.

      “Accept it. Hendrix has a weird fixation on you, girl,” Scar yelled.

      “Stop. It’s not like that.” I opened the shower.

      I disrobed as the thoughts kept haunting me. It couldn’t be that, could it?

      The warm water sprayed over my head, and I tuned in.

      “Wouldn’t surprise me if this farewell was him too.”

      “Because?” Amy asked.

      “She is struggling. She hasn’t really said goodbye to Ben. He could’ve done it any time, but he didn’t.”

      “Cade said that he wanted to know why Max was struggling.”

      Fuck!

      “He told him Ben was part of it?” Scar asked

      Amy must have nodded or shaken her head. Someone huffed. “It’s him.” Scar laughed. “He is not hiding it one bit.”

      “You think?” Amy asked. “I knew that the second he put that bracelet around her wrist…”

      I tuned out. It wasn’t like that. I was nobody. I couldn’t even get in touch with my X-Gene anymore, and we all knew that was where his fixation lay. In my ability to turn into animals.

      I turned off the taps and pulled the towel around me. Another one went around my head to dry my hair. My gaze found the bracelet around my wrist again. He’d given it to me because I was on the Shadowed’s list.

      The other things were coincidence. They had to be.

      I walked out, pretending that I hadn’t tuned in or heard a word, and got dressed.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the days flew by. Before bed, I worked on what I wanted to tell Ben. I put all of it on paper just like Alexis had said and put the paper in my drawer before I went to sleep.

      I ignored Hendrix whenever he trained us, but I couldn’t undo seeing the bandages around his hand. My curiosity lured me in to him again.

      Still, the girls were wrong about him not drilling us last year. He was ruthless this year, too.

      Thursday finally arrived, and the hours till nine ticked off slowly.

      We trained the afternoon with Alexis again and found Connor’s group helping Commander Charles building some sort of tee-pee, but without the tent.

      Dinner came and went, and the last two hours dragged.

      I went through everything I’d written and what I wanted to tell Ben. I did not know how I was going to say all this without becoming a blubbering mess.

      We finally got ready, and I took my hoodie and pushed the paper into my pocket, following the girls to the area where the guys had worked at this afternoon.

      Huge flames flickered in the distance. As we neared, I noticed Principal Williams as well as the third-, fourth-, and fifth-year Selectives.

      The Commanders were all in their Shield uniforms. The black ones with their capes. Scar couldn’t stop mentioning how hot they looked wearing them. I couldn’t help but notice the bottles of hard liquor in their hands.

      It took a while for everyone to reach the area, and we made an enormous circle around the bonfire.

      The Commanders stood on the opposite side with the Captains.

      Storm stood next to Scar, and Debbie was next to Will. I took my spot in between Scar and Amy.

      “We all say something about the ones we knew,” Commander Hendrix said. “And then after we drink, pass on the bottle.”

      “The germs,” Scar mumbled, and Cade’s shoulders bobbed as he tried to suppress an audible laugh.

      “What? There are a lot of germs in the mouth, Cade.”

      “It’s a farewell, Scar. Fuck the germs.”

      “Besides, it’s alcohol,” Will piped. “Germs don’t stick around alcohol.”

      Si and Amy snickered.

      “Fine,” Scar breathed.

      “I’ll start,” Commander Hendrix offered. “Jenna McCowan. I remembered when she joined us.”

      “Loved to drool over you,” Commander Charles said and elicited a few laughs as Commander Hendrix smiled.

      “One of many,” another Selective yelled.

      “She struggled to control her X-Gene, but she could fight. She was brave and cut way too short from the program. I would’ve loved to see what she could’ve become. Lewin Chong was smart. He never attacked without a strategy. To lose him was an enormous shock since he always thought about the odds. Which told me how brave he truly was—a genuine hero.”

      He sighed and stayed quiet. “Which brings me to Ben Vogue. The guy was a thorn in my ass.”

      Scar, Amy, and the guys all sniggered.

      Commander Charles laughed.

      “He never listened. Was a rebel through and through. But there isn’t a Selective here who didn’t know who he was. He was great with people and had a way to make you feel great about yourself. He feared nothing, which pissed me off even more.”

      More chuckles mixed between the snapping pops of the fire. I didn’t know what was so funny about it.

      “I miss his presence every day, and I hate it with a passion. He was our Pan.” He lifted the bottle and every one of the fourth-year group yelled ‘Pan.’

      Hendrix took a few gulps and passed his bottle on to the next guy. He was a fifth year. He spoke about Lewin Chong and told everyone what a great artist Ben was, something that was on my list. How he drew him once in exchange for tutoring him in djinn spells, which apparently he sucked at.

      The guys in his group laughed.

      Then he drank and passed on the bottle.

      Every one spoke about Ben. If it wasn’t about his ability to make them laugh, it was the ability he owned at making them feel like they were a million bucks. They covered all the things that were on my list.

      Connor and Matias spoke about his friendship.

      Tears pricked my eyes when Matias took his sip and then Connor spoke about how he wasn’t just a friend.

      “It felt as if I’ve lost my brother. Like we were triplets and a piece of my soul is gone. There is this ugly gaping in the pit of my stomach that nobody will ever fill.”

      I sniffed as tears blurred in my eyes. I felt his pain; I related to it. Will sneaked up on me and put his arm around me, pulling me into his chest.

      Connor sniffed.

      “You are a wanker, Connor,” Will said, and I laughed through snot and tears with Amy and Scar.

      “Sorry, Max,” Connor said as he walked toward us.

      “It’s okay. You basically said what I wanted to say.”

      “Yeah, wanker,” Will said.

      “Dude, you were in love with him, too?” Simon asked.

      “Ha-ha,” Connor said and pulled me out of Will’s arms to give me a hug. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. He was your best friend.”

      Connor stayed with our group.

      The bottle finally reached Debs, who stood next to Will and spoke a few words about Jenna, Lewin, and Ben. Will was next.

      “I only had the pleasure of knowing Ben. He put a smile on Lane’s face, and I miss that.” He took a drink and passed it on to me.

      “Fuck,” I said, and everyone chuckled as I sniffed.

      “I didn’t know Jenna or Lewin, but I feel I do because of everyone here tonight. I knew Ben, though, intimately.”

      More sniggers came, and I wiped a tear.

      “He was the kindest guy I’d ever met, made me feel like a million bucks, and when he smiled—oh man, my heart skipped a beat even if that is impossible. He was a talented dancer, and the things he created with a piece of chalk were out of this world. I miss him every day.” A sob tore from my lips, and Connor hugged me tight. I sniffed and tried to control my tears. Everyone waited patiently. “Sorry. Everything is so bland, it’s like he took the color with him. And the worst part is, he would still be here if he didn’t love me. Those arrows were meant for me.”

      “No, Max,” Scar yelled and came over. Her arms wrapped around me tight. The dam opened again, and my body shook as Connor drank my sip and gave it to the next person. Amy spoke about Ben. Simon and Cade did the same thing. I finally got a hold of myself but felt like an idiot again. Not an ounce better.

      The Captains worked through all of them like Commander Hendrix, and last was Commander Charles.

      He ticked them off one by one. Only good things and ended with Ben.

      “Ben didn’t make mistakes. The boy was near damn perfect.”

      “Like I said, a pain in my ass,” Commander Hendrix mumbled.

      Commander Charles chuckled. “He was kind, and he valued lives. Big or small.”

      “He was a bit of a twinkle-toes,” Will yelled.

      I laughed. “Hey, I couldn’t dance for shit, so he had to be.”

      Scar laughed through her tears too as she rubbed my back.

      “He was plenty of good things and, like Commander Hendrix said, leaves large shoes to fill. He set that bar high when he died for someone that he loved. It’s honorable and the only way to leave this world. Ben didn’t make mistakes,” he said again. “He didn’t before his death either, Max.” He looked at me. “Even if it feels like it was a mistake. I know there is a reason, I just don’t understand what yet. Something tells me we will find out when the time comes and then we will understand everything.” He lifted the bottle and finished the entire damn thing.
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        MAX

      

      

      Commander Charles’ words stuck with me that night. The guys crashed with us.

      We made a huge family bed from our mattresses on the floor.

      I cried as I slept next to Simon.

      They left early the next morning, and I had to admit, I felt lighter. It felt as if a bit of color was seeping through the grays. Pastels though, nothing too bright.

      I got dressed and realized for the first time how loose my skirt sat around my waist.

      The fear pushed from my gut. I was already as skinny as I was. I couldn’t afford to lose more weight.

      The eagerness to get to breakfast overwhelmed me. It was easy to notice the lightness that everyone carried all of a sudden. They seemed more cheerful. Storm even threw her head back and laughed at Connor.

      Matias’ chirp made them all laugh harder. They joked again, and we all laughed like we used to do. I could feel that this time, we all might just heal and move on from Ben and the others’ deaths.

      I didn’t know the reason behind last night, but I thanked whatever it was. All of us had needed this farewell.

      I still had my twenty-four-hour protection from my five friends and was grateful for that, as I still wasn’t able to deal with Raven or Liz’s snide attempts.

      However, it didn’t stop her loud mouth in the hallways when we changed for class.

      Will laughed. “She is so obnoxious.”

      “Yeah, she knows what buttons to press.”

      “She has, like, a little entourage, too.”

      “Probably bewitched them.”

      Will chuckled.

      “Sorry, I shouldn’t be so nasty.”

      “Yeah, I don’t blame you, Lane.”

      We entered vampire class and took our seats. I hated the history around the vampires. They were so cruel when Hans Montreal ruled followed by his son, Thomas. It changed obviously with Theo. Scar said that he was the kindest king they’d ever had, according to her father.

      I kept remembering that day at the palace. The way that Annedale’s cherub threw her tantrum.

      At eleven, it was training with Commander Charles again. He handed us each a weapon, and we kept staring at each other.

      “Why are you all looking at it as if you haven’t seen a weapon before?”

      “Because the last time someone put weapons in our hands, we almost bled to death,” Scar said.

      Commander Charles chuckled. “This time I’m going to teach you how to wield it, Scarlet.”

      “Great, more cuts and bruises.”

      Everyone snickered.

      “Okay, first lesson,” Commander Charles started, and it was brutal because the sword was heavy and after ten minutes, felt as if it weighed a ton.

      Who the hell was still fighting with swords?

      My arms felt numb when the bell rang, and he told us to put the weapons in the weaponry that was at the back. This arena was definitely magical as I knew there wasn’t a weaponry there last night.

      I gave mine to Will since I was too short to hook it back on its spot and walked out of the weaponry to my bottle of water and towel, rubbing the muscles in my arms.

      “Max, can I see you for a minute?” Commander Charles asked, and I feared that Scar and Amy were going to leave, meaning that I could easily run into the little twerp.

      He waited until everyone left and waved his hand. The weaponry disappeared into the wall.

      He turned back toward me. “Rumor has it, you are still struggling with connecting to your X-Gene.”

      “Rumor is right.”

      “Okay, be at the woods tomorrow morning at five, and we will get you to connect.”

      “Who is this we?” I asked, and he squinted. “The last time Commander Hendrix said we, my evil little stepsister was there too.”

      The corner of his lips tweaked. “I promise, she won’t be there this time.”

      “Okay, it goes for the other Lane too.”

      “Why would she be there?”

      “I don’t know. Just making sure that you’re not planning some sort of a family reunion.”

      Commander Charles laughed. “No, they won’t be there.”

      “Good, may I go?”

      He motioned at the door.

      “Thank you.” I rushed up the steps and left. Felt like an idiot. Why would he even bother with our messed-up family?

      I jumped as Scar and Amy pushed themselves from the wall and could have given them both open-mouthed kisses for waiting. We walked back to the room.

      “So, what did he want?” Scar asked when we entered the room.

      “Training, helping me to connect with my X-Gene.”

      “Lucky bitch,” Scar mumbled. Amy and I laughed. She really had a thing for Commander Charles, but I doubted she would break it off with Storm for him.

      I waited as Amy walked into the bathroom to take a shower.

      That night, sleep struggled to come. I hated the insomnia. I wondered why Commander Charles was going to train me, as it was originally Commander Hendrix’s idea.

      I finally drifted away and dreamed about a huge fire. The fallen three were also there, celebrating with us, but I couldn’t get to Ben. There were so many people pushing me away from him.

      I woke up with a jump, and my gaze flickered to my phone. It was four. I might as well get ready, since no more sleep would come.

      I hated that dream. Why did I dream that shit? What did it mean? I knew he was gone, and I would never get to see him or get close to him again. Why push me away?

      It didn’t make any sense.

      I scrolled through my phone, looking at pictures of Ben and me, waiting for the time to pass.

      Before five, I put my phone back on my desk and walked at a steady pace toward the woods.

      My throat instantly felt dry as I found Commander Hendrix in a black tracksuit stretching.

      Fuck. There was no sign of the little hag, and I walked a bit faster as it looked as if he was going to push over the tree.

      “I thought I was meeting Commander Charles.”

      He stood straight and looked at me. “He is busy with Raven.”

      “Oh, I see.”

      “Get going, Max, stretch those little sticks you call legs.”

      I stared at him, and the corner of his lips tweaked.

      I stretched my legs using another tree, trying hard not to pay attention to him.

      After the stretch, he put in his Ear Pods and nodded for me in the direction I should run.

      I ran, and he took a pace right behind me. I didn’t like the fact that he was behind me. I could feel his eyes on me and that was never a good thing. Not with Hendrix.

      I couldn’t stop thinking about what Amy and Scar kept saying. I tuned in to listen to what kind of music he was listening to, but it wasn’t music. It was a guy speaking, like a self-help course. Laughter pushed through my lips as I stopped.

      Hendrix stopped too.

      “Sorry,” I snorted, and he waited as more laughter bubbled out of me.

      I managed the laughter and finally quit, taking a long deep breath. Hendrix looked at me with a raised eyebrow. Waiting patiently.

      “What are you listening to?”

      His facial features dropped and he stared. “Run.”

      My feet fell back into pace, and the last mile he pushed me, making the pace faster, threatening to give me training from hell if he passed me.

      He didn’t switch on the audio again.

      I laid on my back with my knees pointing to the treetops, trying to catch my breath.

      “C’mon, Max, it’s not that bad.”

      “Not that bad? Every muscle in my body aches.”

      “What muscles? You are skin and bones.”

      “I have muscles.”

      He smacked his hands. “Let’s go.”

      I grunted and sat up straight before I got up from the ground.

      “Keep up the pace,” he said and fell down on the grass into a push-up position.

      I grunted.

      “C’mon, Max!”

      I got back on the ground and followed him. He was relentless but did everything with me. I took my jacket off mid-way through as it was hot, and he did too, revealing muscled arms that made heat sear to all my limbs and organs.

      I tried not to look as he was one pure distraction. We did everything there was to do and when the time was finally over, I couldn’t get up from the grass.

      The sound of slugging water reached my ears, and I found Gabe drinking from a water bottle. He offered me some since I didn’t have mine. It should teach me.

      I took his bottle and the water was ice cold—heaven.

      I handed it back to him, and he put on the lid.

      “You understand why you struggle to connect with your X-Gene?”

      I showed him the back of my hand with my fingers pointing to the trees.

      He stared at it.

      “Pick a finger.”

      His lips curved.

      My leg muscles ached like mad.

      “You need help stretching?”

      “Stretching? I need help walking.”

      “You are such a cry baby. When I was your age I was already hunting the Grimoire.”

      In his dreams.

      “Legs flat,” he said and then took a knee next to me. He lifted my one leg up and brought it to my chest. The stretch was deep and ran all the way up my butt and back, but that was not the best part. His leg rested against the back of mine, trying to work the stretch more.

      I tried not to focus on it. The Eye alone knew how hard I tried as I focused on the canopy of trees and the birds flying around and not on his green eyes.

      Then it was the other one.

      This guy was driving me insane. Training with him like this was not going to end well for me.

      When the birds didn’t help, I kept my eyes closed and concentrated on the stretch and not the one who was putting me through this torture. He still smelled great, even when the sweat dripped from his hairline and soaked his shirt.

      The pain stopped.

      “Sit up,” he ordered.

      “You are very bossy.”

      “I have to be to get you into top shape.”

      He sat behind me and lifted my arms, then hooked my fingers behind my head. He then hooked his arms through mine and pulled back on my arms.

      A grunt left my lips as it stretched my entire chest. I struggled to breathe as Hendrix chuckled again.

      “Stop it. I’m twenty times smaller than you.”

      “That doesn’t mean shit. It’s usually the dangerous ones in the little packages. Just look at Amy.”

      “Yeah, you can’t use Amy as a comparison.”

      Hendrix laughed as he kept stretching me. “She scares me.”

      I laughed, and he pulled tighter, turning my laugh into another grunt.

      “Suck it up, Max. Tomorrow you will thank me.”

      “I doubt that.” The words squeezed through my lips.

      He even helped me to push my back straight. The joints clicked back into place, and it felt great. “You are very tense. When was the last time you had—”

      “Stop!” I yelled.

      “What?” he asked as I looked up at him still behind me.

      “Whatever you are going to say.”

      “What was I going to say?” He had a tense look on his face.

      I stared at him

      He looked at me. “A good massage.”

      “Oh. I never had one of those, to be honest.”

      “What did you think I was going to say?”

      Shit. “Not that.”

      A lightbulb moment happened as his eyebrows raised.

      “Yeah, that would be very forward of me, Max.” He helped me up and chuckled. “Why do you think I would ask you that?”

      “Gee, I don’t know, Commander Hendrix. Maybe because you are part wolf and my best friend is also one.”

      “I’ve told you plenty of times, it’s Gabe when no one is around, and not all wolves are the same, Maxima Lane. Besides, I learned to contain my wolf hormones a long time ago.”

      “That’s great. I’m just going to go and drown myself now.” I walked faster to get away from him. Fucking Amy.

      “Same time tomorrow,” he yelled.

      “Yeah, no thank you. I’ll train by myself.”

      “See you tomorrow morning then,” he hollered as I walked faster to get away from him. He was never going to let me forget about this.

      “And how was it?” Scar asked when I stumbled slightly as my back leg muscles still trembled.

      “Not Charles,” I said.

      “Hendrix?”

      “Don’t ask, please. I need a cold shower.”

      Amy screamed her laughter as I closed the door behind me and yanked off my shirt. She was already speaking about a purple-colored aura that clouded my normal one.

      Fuck, what did purple mean?

      During class, I searched the internet on purple auras and gasped as it meant sexual tension.

      I also searched for who’d captured the Grimoire. It was Todd Bishop, a Shield member that worked now for the Pantomath Sector. I was glad that it wasn’t Gabriel Hendrix.

      I searched for who’d captured Sierra Duff, and his name popped up with the mention of Queen Elenore and the curse that she’d gotten hit with.

      I closed the internet search. I still felt bad about it.
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        * * *

      

      We trained every morning at the same time. It started with a run, but was more like a sprint from hell. However, I was getting fitter; that was for sure. Then it was boot camp from hell. Sometimes we would have time for mind exercises, but it was hard to clear my head with Gabe being the one so close to me. And it always ended up with him helping me to stretch.

      Weekends were the hardest. Sure, it gave me time away from him, but I kept looking out for him whenever I would go for breakfast, lunch, or dinner.

      He was never there, making Monday mornings twenty times harder just to keep the erratic tick of my heart under control.

      The pull I had to him kept getting stronger and made it harder for me to breathe. He was constant on my mind too, and I was slowly falling into that Hendrix trap again.

      But he sure was different with me. We laughed a lot through our bickering.

      I entered my room, and Scar was already wearing her uniform as I headed for the bathroom. Amy was brushing her teeth, wearing her skirt and a bra.

      “He kissed you yet?” Amy questioned as I yanked off my shirt.

      “It’s not like that,” I mumbled.

      “It’s Hendrix. I’m sure you are making him hard every morning.”

      “Amy!”

      “What? He is a wolf, Max.”

      “Not all wolves are the same.”

      “Yes, they are. Whatever he says, he is lying. He is probably helping himself out in his shower and wishing you were there.”

      Scar’s laughter filled the room as I stared at Amy.

      “Stop kidding yourself, Max. I can see your frustration. A horrible purple has been clouding your aura since you started training with him, and it’s getting darker every day.”

      “Is that a wolf thing or an Amy thing?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

      “Amy?”

      “Relax, not all of us can do that. Just grab him and get it out of your system.” She exited and closed the door.

      My ears burned. She had no idea how close I was to grabbing him and getting him out of my system.

      The kiss from last year jumped into my head. I closed the warm water and left the cold open. I stuttered in a breath as I really needed to dampen my hormones. I needed to get Gabriel out of my thoughts, and fast too.
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        * * *

      

      It carried on like that until the day before the full moon. Commander Charles waited for me, and I knew it had something to do with tomorrow night.

      “Morning?”

      “Oh, hi, Max.”

      “I thought you were helping Raven?”

      He laughed. “Yeah, I’m afraid we both know that it was just a tactic to get closer to Commander Hendrix.”

      “Glad that you picked up on that so quickly. We do not want you to waste your time.” I sighed.

      “Why the big sigh as if the entire world hangs on your shoulder?”

      “It means I’m the only pathetic one who can’t connect with her X-Gene.”

      “You are not pathetic. Let’s go for a run and take it from there.” He put in his earphones and music actually played. I had just my thoughts, and they usually revolved around Gabe; I prayed that he wasn’t taking a step back and letting Ed take over my training. I was burning to ask why he wasn’t here this morning, but afraid that it wasn’t linked to the full moon.

      Ed was keeping pace next to me, not behind me, which was great since he didn’t make me uncomfortable.

      Our run wasn’t a sprint either, and it wasn’t followed by training from hell.

      I missed the brute to be honest.

      We did mind exercises, and it was easier with Commander Charles.

      I felt clearer with him.

      Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad thing if Commander Charles was taking over.
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        MAX

      

      

      That night Amy left early for the lock-up. Scar actually went to Storm’s room since she was sharing with werewolf twins.

      It was lonely in my room with only my thoughts. I gave up on trying to read as I could only see Gabe in the main character. I grunted as every part of me wanted him, and I knew for a fact he didn’t feel the same.

      If he had, he would’ve grabbed me a long time ago, like that day in the arena.

      I stared at the full moon, even pulled the curtain away. It was so bright.

      I tuned in, but my hearing didn’t reach the lock-up area. I couldn’t stop thinking about what Amy had said, how big his wolf form was. I wondered how big.

      I closed my eyes and willed myself to sleep. Darkness finally consumed me, but it changed fast to Maria wanting my X-Gene. Gabe’s mom and dad were also there, with the guy who carried a long scar over his eyes.

      The door opened, and Gabriel entered. He was so friendly. His hand reached out for mine and waited, patiently.

      I grabbed it and was immediately in his arms. I felt so safe, and I kept staring at his lips. I didn’t know where we were, but I knew as long as I was with him, nothing would happen with me.

      I planted my lips on his, and the kiss was like that first kiss in the training arena.

      The dream changed to that memory. I was snug in my blanket, lying in his arms, my leg over his knee. My hand grasped his jaw. My lips and tongue couldn’t get enough, and I wanted to stay, but something pulled me away.

      I turned into a bird and got pulled back from Gabe. The wind pushed me out the door, and it closed, leaving Gabe inside.

      I hated this feeling and woke up with a startle.

      I wiped my eyes with my palm, got up, and walked to the bathroom. The feeling finally disappeared, and I wanted to cry.

      I hated this because I knew I would never have Gabriel like that. It didn’t matter what Scar or Amy had said.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, it was Commander Charles again, who insisted on me calling him Ed.

      He was so much like Gabe, no wonder they were such good friends.

      He was easier to talk to though. He didn’t have the walls like Gabe had and asked me all sorts of questions about my life as we ran.

      There was no training from hell afterwards, two days in a row; how lucky could one girl get? The mind exercises worked faster, and it felt great that my thoughts weren’t stuck on just one thing or one person anymore.

      My life didn’t revolve around Gabe. I also felt something faintly in the back of my mind. Like my X-Gene stirring.

      It broke when a bell rang.

      I grunted.

      “Sorry, Max. It looked as if you almost had it.”

      “I felt it. It’s at the back of my mind, way at the back, and it’s just so hard getting to it.”

      “You are making progress. You will have it in no time.”

      “I wish I had your confidence.”

      Ed chuckled as we walked together back to the training hall.

      Scar was in the room.

      “And?”

      “I almost had it. I could feel it.”

      “So Charles is the better trainer here?”

      “Shush.”

      She smiled. “I’m with Amy, just grab him.”

      “Yeah, if things weren’t so complicated, and he wasn’t my Commander, I would’ve grabbed him a long time ago.”

      “You are a party pooper, Max.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”
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        * * *

      

      At three, Amy was back. She looked like shit, but I stayed out of her way. The day after the shift was usually the worst for her, not to mention poor Cade.

      Not that he complained, but still.

      After dinner I went up to my room. Scar had disappeared with Storm again and as I entered, Amy’s wails came out of the bathroom, screaming Cade’s name.

      I yanked the door shut. My cheeks burned as I held my head down. My heart beat faster, but not as fast as my legs rushing down the steps and out of the girls’ dorm.

      Now I knew why Scar just disappeared.

      I went back to the dining room and grabbed a cup of coffee. I should’ve grabbed my book while I was at it.

      “You okay?” Debs and Will sat down at the table.

      “Yeah, I’m just giving Amy some breathing room.”

      Will laughed. “Sorry, Simon actually has someone over in our room.”

      I squinted. “Si is seeing someone?”

      “No, he found a fuck-buddy.”

      “A what now?”

      Debs laughed, and Will stared at me. “Closer to the shift is usually the worst for wolves. Didn’t you pick up on it when Hendrix trained you?”

      “No, Ed has been training me the past few days.”

      Debra laughed. “Now you know why.”

      My face glowed, thinking about it. “Please. It’s not like that.”

      “Famous last words,” Debs said. “I’m with the others, there is something about you that is like catnip to the Commander.”

      “Yeah, my X-Gene that doesn’t exist.”

      “Nah, I think it’s more than that.”

      I wished. “So how long do I give them?” I asked Will.

      “Another few minutes. Amy has a huge appetite.”

      I blushed again, and Will burst out in laughter with Debra.

      “How am I so clueless about any of this?”

      “Hey, everyone has their own pace, Lane. How is the connection going?”

      “I suck again. I feel it, way at the back of my mind, but I struggle to reach it. I don’t know why.”

      “You want help?”

      “As tempting as that sounds, I need time to rest too.”

      Will nodded, and we spoke about other things.

      He finally looked at his watch. “I think it’s enough time.”

      “You can always come to my room,” Debs said, looking at him.

      “And have to listen to the baby comments,” he mumbled.

      Debra laughed and kissed him on his cheek. They were a cute couple.

      They walked with me to the dorms as Will believed I wasn’t safe, not with the wolves prowling the hallways. According to him, they would shag everything and everyone willing.

      A couple of guys greeted me. They carried way-too-big smiles. Screamed wolf too, whether hybrid or pure blood.

      Will kept smiling the faster I walked, and we finally reached our door.

      I opened it, and there were no wailings coming from the bathroom.

      “It’s safe.”

      Debs laughed as we said goodnight, and I entered.

      Amy sat on her bed, doing her homework; there were no sign of Cade.

      “You okay?”

      She pulled out an earphone. “What?”

      “Nothing.” I entered and sat on the chair behind my desk.

      “Shit, Scar didn’t tell you.”

      “No, Scar just disappeared.”

      She closed her eyes for a moment and then opened them. “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay. I’ve been your roommate for longer than a year now. I know how difficult today is for you.”

      She giggled. “You mean, how difficult it is to stay away from Cade.”

      I laughed.

      She smiled and shook out her arms. “Last night was tense, very tense.”

      “How so?”

      “I was stuck with Hendrix in the lock-up area again. I’ve never been so afraid.”

      I put down my book, eager to listen. “What happened?”

      “I don’t know. Something was wrong. It was like the elixir was working out faster with him. He wanted out.”

      “Out?”

      “Yeah, thank heavens the chains held his strength. He finally calmed down around three. I don’t know how, probably tired himself out. It was scary.”

      “What would happen if he gets loose?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t think we can, but with the Commander, you never know. If he doesn’t remember, his wolf will take over, meaning that a lot of the she-wolves will die.”

      My eyes grew. “What?”

      “Hendrix is a huge wolf, Max. We didn’t lie that time in the bathroom. He will break our backs.”

      “Amy?” Oh heavens, she was talking about mating.

      “You asked what would happen. The elixir is literally keeping him sane. It’s not his fault if it can’t hold him.”

      This girl was putting horrible images in my head. Images I didn’t want in there with the others.

      She looked tired, and I hated that the elixir wasn’t working for him anymore.

      “If it carries on, I think they are going to put him in confinement.”

      “Meaning he will be alone in lock-up?” I asked.

      “It’s not very healthy for us to be alone.”

      Amy wasn’t always in the same lock-up area as Gabe as there were actually a few. They were many here at Beaumond, but the times she had been, she’d never been afraid like she was today.

      They’d better fix it. I didn’t want him to break free and get himself hurt.
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        * * *

      

      Ed was waiting for me the next morning again, and something told me that Gabe was taking a step back. It was better this way too as I needed the break, but I couldn’t stop thinking about what Amy had said.

      We ran for two miles and then did mind exercises, but the thought was too powerful.

      “It’s no use today, sorry.”

      “What is it?”

      I shook my head. “I’m just tired, I think.”

      Ed pushed. “Talk to me.”

      I sighed. “Amy said something, and we’re friends so it’s normal that I’m a bit worried.”

      “About what?”

      “What would happen if one of the wolves got loose during the full moon?” That question sounded as if I feared for my life, better that than making him think it was my fear for what would happen to Gabe.

      He smiled. “I think I know what she’s told you. They are looking into the elixir. Reason I am here and not him. He won’t get out. It would be impressive if he did, but he won’t.”

      “If he does?”

      “Then there are other measures in place to put him back asleep.”

      “So they are asleep?”

      “The elixir tires them for half of the night and calms them for the other half. You are safe at Beaumond, Max.”

      “I know that, Ed.”

      “Then stop looking as if you want to run away.”

      I smiled. “So what happens when they change like that?”

      “You have a werewolf as a roommate, you never asked her?”

      “Yeah, asking Amy is a bit of a problem as she always thinks there are hidden agendas behind it.”

      Ed laughed. “I see.”

      “Please, I know nothing about wolves. My father wasn’t a fan, and I was at a school that didn’t care much for them either. I’m literally learning the hard way that the night after the full moon, they are so horny they will bang anything.”

      Ed threw his head back and laughed. I giggled.

      “Let me guess, you walked in on your roommate?”

      “Thank heavens no, but I heard her in the bathroom. Poor Cade.”

      More laughter came from Ed. “Don’t feel sorry for Cade, Max. Believe me, a werewolf lover is the best kind there is.”

      “What now?”

      He laughed again.

      “Stop laughing at me. She almost gave me a heart attack yesterday.”

      Then we both couldn’t stop laughing.

      “I love her to bits, but she is a wild one.”

      “She is a werewolf.”

      “Bullshit. Her brother isn’t anything like that.”

      “Oh, really?”

      “He isn’t. He is more in control of his hormones. Amy is so open with everything.”

      Ed grinned. “It’s not just the day after the full moon; it’s the day before the full moon too and the night of the full moon. It’s why the school give them the elixirs to dampen everything.”

      “Everything?”

      His lips curved into a beautiful smile. “They also have no problem with their bodies. They would walk naked if they could.”

      “That one I’ve come to witness too. They sleep in very little clothes,” I explained.

      “You are lucky that they sleep in something. Some of them sleep naked. Had to learn the hard way that clothes are not for them, but for the others, to show respect.”

      I could only imagine who that someone was.

      “They are also straightforward, and possessive, but they have great qualities too. Be careful of the vampire/werewolf hybrid as that is just one big fuck up.”

      We both burst out laughing. O’Toole and his sister were half vampire/half werewolf, and I remember Ben telling me the same thing. They were possessive.

      “And vampire/werewolf romantic relationships I’m afraid are the same. One big messy affair.”

      I didn’t like how he said it, but I could see it. Vampires and werewolves were the common enemy.

      “I’m here if you want to know more and can’t ask Amy.”

      “Thanks, Ed. I really appreciate it.”

      “You are welcome, Max.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, it wasn’t Ed stretching, but Gabriel. My heartbeat immediately started to raise, and these four days away from him weren’t enough. I was super glad that this was the last day of the week.

      “Morning.”

      “Morning. So Ed told me that you two made some sort of progress.” He was his broody self.

      “I wouldn’t say that. I’m still struggling.”

      “Fine, stretch.”

      I walked to the tree and started stretching. The walls were up again, and I hoped that he would listen to his finding his inner-peace audio again.

      The running from hell returned, and I suddenly wished that Ed hadn’t taken it so easy on me.

      Then it was boot camp from hell for the next half an hour, and after that it was clearing my mind or trying to.

      Gabriel was not himself this morning, and I was too scared to ask questions. Shit, did Ed tell him that I wanted to know a few things more about wolves?

      I was glad when it was over and that it was the weekend.

      We ended in stretching again.

      I kept staring at him. He didn’t even look at me, just stared in thought at the ground as he stretched my legs.

      My back was last, and all my joints were in its sockets. He let me go, and I stood up off the ground.

      “You going somewhere this weekend?” Gabe asked, and my stomach dipped.

      “No, I usually stay as all my family is in Blackwater prison, thanks to you.”

      Gabe’s gaze locked with mine and finally the corner of his lips curved. “Max, she tried to kill you.”

      “Yeah, nobody said family was perfect.”

      A chuckle slipped past his lips. “Fine, meet me tomorrow morning here early.”

      “No, weekends are for resting.”

      His face came awfully close to mine, and it would have been so easy to just kiss him right then if I could find a way to breathe. “You rest when you connect with your X-Gene,” he said, got up, and walked with huge strides back to the academy.

      My heart finally galloped again as I took a deep breath.

      My gaze turned to his figure walking away and then I giggled. I couldn’t believe he’d just done that. I walked back to my room.

      I entered, and Scar giggled. “Hendrix?”

      “Yes, fuck!”

      More laughter came out from the bathroom, and my aura was probably screaming purple again. Fucking Hendrix.
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        MAX

      

      

      I met him on Saturday and Sunday, but he made it up to me by bringing coffee in a flask. The wall was slowly disappearing as the nice Gabe was coming out to play around Sunday.

      He was sweet and as we walked back to the academy, I swore he wanted to ask me something, but he said goodbye and left.

      I wanted to cry as I fell on my bed. Why was this so complicated between us?

      On Monday it was Ed, and my stomach twisted again. Where the hell was he today? I didn’t ask Ed either. We just trained and made little conversation to show that I was okay with either of them training me.

      At eleven, Gabe entered the arena with a bandage covering his hand. I kept staring at it as the Commander was back and my sweet, sweet Gabe was gone.

      I hated this side of him as he was so mean.

      We all wondered what was up with his hand, and I really started to worry when it was only Ed training me in the following weeks. He was easy to be with, and I could see why Scar was so crazy about him.

      After the run, it was mind exercises, and yesterday I’d almost had it. I’d lost it when the seven o’clock bell rang.

      The next morning was different.

      I was there first, and I danced on one spot that I’d beat Ed to it. I started with my stretches and eventually Ed’s figure appeared on the trail that ran behind the training arena.

      My stomach still did the flipping thing, hoping that by some miracle it could be Gabe, but Ed was okay too.

      “Let’s go, let’s go!” I clapped my hands at him, and he flipped me off.

      I couldn’t help the laughter that elicited from my lips as it was such a non-Ed-like thing to do. The guy was a saint.

      “You overslept?”

      “No, you’re early.” Edward smiled. He was wearing a black beanie and went immediately into his stretches. We took the same route we always ran in the mornings. He had his Ear Pods in, and I had my mind to keep me company.

      There was still that bit of loneliness lingering in my gut, but time was making it better. I hadn’t visited Ben’s grave in such a long time, and guilt immediately pushed through my body. When our run finished, it was time to push my X-Gene.

      “You can do it. I can feel that today is going to be the day, Max.”

      “You say that every day.”

      “I’m positive today.”

      I smiled. “Who knows, maybe the two of you would finally climb off my back and I could sleep in for a few hours in the morning.”

      “Ha-ha,” Ed said. “Rumors tell me you will not sleep in. Close your eyes and concentrate. If we can get you to connect with your ability before the mission, you are set to go.”

      “Mission, what mission?”

      “Something all the Selective students go through. The Shield needs some help on minor missions and usually gives it to us. It helps a lot with your training, getting you ready for the Shield.”

      “You don’t say.”

      Ed’s lips tweaked. “Close your eyes.”

      I did, and I followed his voice, clearing my mind. I enjoyed these exercises, and the worries that used to plague me in the beginning, felt like something from the past.

      The Hancock in the tree screeched, and I would give anything to connect with him.

      Edward’s voice drowned out, and everything became silent.

      In my mind, everything shifted as I looked down at the two of us. I did it! I finally did it.

      I looked weird from the front, and the Commander was still speaking.

      “Shh,” I said, and laughter seeped from my lips.

      “Max?”

      “I’m behind you, in the tree.”

      He looked up and smiled.

      “Yeah? How do I know it’s you and not you trying to ditch our training sessions?”

      “Fine, my eyes are closed, so do something. I’ll tell you what that is.”

      He lifted his hand and flipped me a birdie, or the bird. I laughed. “Seriously, you’re flipping me off?”

      “No! You’re seriously…the bird?” His excitement pushed from his lips.

      “Yes! I see through his eyes. It’s so weird.”

      “Can you control him?”

      “I just connected and now you want me to control him?”

      “Always pushing, Max,” Ed said. “Let’s go. Make him move.”

      “You have a better chance of making him move than I do.”

      Edward clapped hard in the bird’s direction, making a grunting noise. The bird flew away. It worked. “You still with him?”

      “Yeah, it’s so weird. It’s like I’m flying, but I’m not.”

      “Where is he going?”

      “He’s flying in the academy's direction. Past the dorms and aiming for another tree. He just landed on the branch.”

      “Well done, Max. Now break the connection.”

      “I’m afraid I won’t be able to get this back. I don’t think it’s connected to emotions.” I looked at one of the open windows and straight into one room. The guy had forgotten to draw the blinds. He’d just gotten out of a shower with a towel draped around his waist. His dark hair hung in wet strands and a round tattoo covered his breast, but at this angle, I couldn’t see what it was.

      The bird screeched, and the guy looked. I gasped; it was Gabe. He looked away.

      “I’ll help you get it back. Break the connection.”

      My lips curved as he opened his closet, taking out clothes. His hand was covered with a new bandage, but my sight didn’t linger too long on that. He turned toward the window, and my throat dried instantly. The guy was a god. His V-line showing at the rim of his towel made my throat dry and turned my brain to mush. His gaze lifted to the Hancock, and my cheeks reddened. It took a while for him to look away.

      “Yeah, I really don’t want to.”

      “Oh man, where are you?” I could hear the smile in Ed’s tone.

      “Guys really need to learn to close their curtains.”

      “Max, break the…” he chuckled in between his sentences, “connection.”

      I grunted and pulled out. It was hard, and a slight ache pulsed. I covered my one eye with the heel of my palm. “The headache is still the same.”

      “Serves you right. Now I have to remind the guys to close their curtains.”

      “And take away my fun? You are a party-pooper, Ed.”

      “Yeah, you don’t see us roaming around looking at girls getting dressed and undressed.”

      I pushed my tongue out at him. He was lenient with me this morning, and we cut the training short because I’d managed to connect.

      “Tomorrow you are going to focus on making the bird move.”

      “Really, I can’t just celebrate the fact that I finally made the connection?”

      “No, you are in the Selection program. Always pushing.”

      “Am I ever going to get rid of you?”

      “Sorry, you are stuck with me for four more years, Max.”

      “Great.” I sighed as we walked back to the academy. Principal Williams bumped into us at the training arena, and Ed told him that I’d finally connected with a Hancock.

      “Congratulations, Max,” Principal Williams said, a huge smile fanning over his lips.

      “Thank you.” I bid my farewell and walked down the path that led to the girls’ dormitory.

      I couldn’t help thinking about the way he’d laughed when he’d asked me to break the connection. Shit, did he know that I’d looked through Gabe’s window?

      

      
        
        GABRIEL

      

      

      I locked my door as Ed’s laughter came down the hallway. He was still wearing his tracksuit, probably coming from training Max. I looked at my watch. It wasn’t even seven o’clock.

      I fucking hated these trials as I would give anything to just train her again and spend some time with her.

      They were really becoming too close for my taste, and I didn’t like it since Ed had no idea how I truly felt about Max. He leaned toward me and looked into my window.

      I followed his gaze.

      “How is the trial going?” he asked.

      “Nowhere fucking close. They’re struggling to find the missing ingredient in Petunia’s tonic.” I lifted my hand that still ached. My werewolf-healing usually took five hours to heal this sort of a wound.

      “I’m sorry, Gabe.”

      “Hey, I have healing abilities.”

      “So do Anya and Dex.”

      “I can’t ask them to do that.”

      He chuckled again. “You really need to close your blinds.”

      “Why?”

      “Max connected with a Hancock this morning and ended by peeking through someone’s window. So fair warning: a bird from now on could easily be Max.”

      “She connected?”

      “Finally. We still have a long way to go. She can’t make it move. She flies with it.”

      “She doesn’t shift into it anymore?”

      “Hey, we all know that her X-Gene will never be the same.”

      I nodded and remembered the Hancock this morning on the branch.

      A chuckle slipped past my lips, and I cleared my throat.

      “Please tell me it wasn’t your room.”

      “Why are you asking?”

      His lips marched up his cheeks. “She really didn’t want to break the connection.”

      “Even the proper ones are disgusting,” I joked, and Ed laughed as I walked down the hallway. I couldn’t contain the smile on my lips; maybe I should give her something better the next time she peeks. “Thanks for the warning.”

      “Always.” He entered his room as I shook my head. I was glad that Max wasn’t stuck anymore. In my mind, I still saw that Hancock sitting on the branch. The way it looked directly at me. Something told me that it wasn’t a normal Hancock.

      

      
        
        MAX

      

      

      

      The next few weeks, we tried super hard to make me move the bird. Nothing worked.

      I was also worried about this mission and voiced it to Scar and Amy one evening.

      “Ed said that?” Scar sounded worried.

      “Said the minor ones that the Shield thinks we can sort out. The way he spoke about it, it’s like they do this every year with all the grades.”

      “Hmph.”

      “Ask Storm,” Amy said to Scar, and she nodded.

      The day carried on again, and the next morning it was back to trying to make the bird move.

      They say that the recipe for a fool is trying the same thing and expecting different results, which was busy happening in our situation.

      I felt so frustrated, so Ed called it a day.

      Our paths split by the training arena. My eyes caught a banner on the wall as I entered the girls’ building. The Jewel Ball. It was that time already? Time sure was flying.

      I rushed up the stairs, and the excitement was in both girls’ voices. They were speaking dresses again, and I knew there was no way out of it.

      The rest of the day flew by.

      The next morning, I met Ed again. A part of me told me that I was never going to get Gabe. We had our two-mile run, and we tried to make me control the bird.

      It was futile, and I doubted that was how my ability worked.

      “So, you going to the dance?” Ed questioned.

      “Probably.”

      “You do not sound eager at all. I thought girls loved dressing up and shopping.”

      I scoffed. “Yeah, not if it’s to an event that celebrated the day you met the love of your life.”

      “Love of your life? Wow.”

      I laughed at the way he said it. “It feels like that. Everything is still bland. Brighter, but bland.”

      “I get your meaning.”

      “Take me with you to the negotiation.”

      “Maxima, no.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it is brutal. It’s not fun seeing Gabriel getting drunk.”

      Laughter pushed out of me as I remembered the last time.

      “Stop it,” Ed said with a smile across his lips.

      I covered my mouth with my hands. “I’m sorry, but what was that?”

      Edward laughed too. “That was Gabriel, drunk.”

      “It’s like he gets a bit of personality when he is drunk.”

      Edward threw his head back and laughed. “Stop it. He is not like that.”

      “He is so broody,” I answered. “What did he want to speak to me about?”

      Ed laughed again. “Drunk Gabriel would say anything if it meant it would get a girl in his bed. You looked really beautiful that night.”

      “Thank you, Ed. He was different that night, more relaxed, and he looked like he had fun.”

      Edward nodded. “The Gabriel you see here is not the one he really is, Max.”

      “I don’t know, Ed. I know there is a really sweet Gabriel hiding behind that wall of his. He is like a turtle, pulling his head back when things get too much.”

      Ed couldn’t contain his smile. “He is, for a reason.”

      “His mom?”

      “Among other things.”

      I nodded, and his bandages popped into my thoughts. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Sure, shoot.”

      “Well, it’s not really me asking. All of us wondered about it. They just put me up to ask you.”

      “Uh-oh, what?”

      Another giggle slipped past my lips as Edward smiled. “It’s nothing like that, promise.”

      “Okay, then what?”

      “Why is his hand always in bandages?”

      “Oh, that. Petunia used to make the healing elixirs. Hers were the best. Mistress Pavlova, Master Conway, and Dr. Nolan are trying to replicate it, and Gabriel is their guinea pig.”

      “What?”

      “Rather him than any of us. He is not that monster in your head, Max.”

      “I never said he was a monster.”

      “No? Then why did the Moore show him as your biggest fear?”

      Oh fuck. “You saw that?”

      “We heard it.”

      Did I tell him?

      “It’s okay. He really doesn’t mind what people think of him. So don’t worry about that, okay?”

      Our paths split again, and I hated how they knew what our fears were.

      The day went super fast again. Everyone was talking about dresses and shopping. I didn’t have the energy for it, but I knew no matter how hard I was going to protest not to go, the girls would drag me with them.

      That night we had training with Gabe. I kept staring at his hand wrapped in bandages and thinking about what Edward had told me in the morning.

      The towel scene was constantly in my mind too. I hated that, but it was even harder to pretend that everything was still the same.

      I disliked that he knew he’d turned into my biggest fear in the Moore. And I just wanted to tell him that it wasn’t like that, but then he would know that Ed and I were talking about him.

      Ten minutes before our training ended, Hendrix called us to the middle.

      “Will, I want you to meet Max in the woods tomorrow morning at five o’clock. Maybe you can assist with her X-Gene.”

      My gaze flickered from Will to Gabe, and I sighed.

      “Do we have a problem, Maxima?” Gabe asked.

      “No, I’ve just learned the hard way that some things have to come naturally, Commander Hendrix.”

      “Oh, like your X-Gene always came so naturally.” There was a snide edge to his tone.

      I wanted to flip him off so badly, and the look he gave me was daring me to do it.

      “No problem,” Will said, and Gabe’s gaze broke with mine.

      “You are free to go.”

      “He is twenty-thousand times jerkier than his usual self,” Scar said.

      “Yeah, I just wish that he could stop forcing my X-Gene to wake up. It’s gone. It’s mutated into something else.”

      Scar rubbed my back.

      The next morning, Will was waiting with Gabe. It felt as if my entire body was doing somersaults, and then last night flashed through my thoughts and everything just crashed to the floor. Why was it so complicated with him?

      At times I just wished I could shake him really hard and tell him to stop.

      I reached them, and Will looked at me. “Lane, like old times.”

      “I guess so.”

      Will laughed and slapped his hands together. “I’m ready when you are.”

      Gabe chuckled. “Yeah, that’s not how this works.” He popped the earphones in his ears and started running.

      “Let’s go, Maxima,” he yelled, and I grunted.

      “Run faster than him, otherwise it’s training from hell.” I started to run to catch up with Gabe.

      Who was I kidding, it was always followed by training from hell.

      “You shitting me?” Will mumbled.

      I giggled. “Stop being lazy. It’s not that far.”

      He followed when I opened up to pass Hendrix, who already had a fast pace.

      After the run, there was no crazy boot camp training, and he moved immediately into making me connect with an animal.

      I connected fast with the Hancock behind me, and Will did even faster.

      “Can you make it move?” Gabe asked, and I knew he was speaking to Will and not me.

      “I’ll try.”

      Silence lingered as I stared down at all three of us. Gabe stared back at me—well, Maxima me—and didn’t take his eyes off me.

      I lifted my hand and flipped him off.

      His gaze broke with me as his eyes fluttered to the branches, not knowing which bird I was.

      I didn’t take my eyes off him though. A bird fluttered from a branch nearby and landed on a branch opposite me. Will laughed as Gabe looked at him.

      “You made it move?” I asked, staring at the bird on the opposite branch.

      “That is the easiest part, Lane.”

      “How?”

      He laughed. “I’m William fucking Peterson, baby.”

      Gabe smiled. “So she can control it?”

      “This gift is just as awesome as the other one. Maybe even better. It keeps you safe,” Will said.

      “Yeah, you see any tigers around?” I asked as my heartstrings pulled at the same time with his ‘safe’ comment.

      Will chuckled as Gabe grinned.

      “Break connection,” Gabe said.

      We broke connection, and I looked up at the Hancock who I’d just possessed.

      Gabe did the same and squinted at me as my gaze locked with his. It flew away, and the one on the opposite branch followed.

      My gaze skidded from Gabe to Will. “How did you do it?”

      “I just did. Knew the direction I wanted it to go, and it went. It’s something you need to feel, Lane. It can’t be taught.”

      I nodded.

      “You need anything else from me?” Will asked.

      “No,” Gabe said. “You are free to go.”

      “Really?” I asked.

      “Will, not you.”

      Will left as I gaped.

      “We needed to know if you could control it, Max. Now we do.”

      “And you are absolutely okay with that, or are you waiting for something else, Gabe?”

      “Like what?”

      “Like me changing back to my animals? It’s gone, it’s not coming back. You need to let go of it.”

      “Who says I haven’t?”

      “I know you haven’t. Because I haven’t.”

      Gabe huffed.

      I blew out breath, and my hands clutched my hair as a grunt slipped through.

      “It will become easier.” He took off his jacket. “Let’s go.”

      I hated him so much, but I followed him into the woods, and we started boot camp from hell.

      Afterwards, he stretched me again. I was so used to him being this near me that it was like breathing. I wished I had the guts to just kiss him and wipe that broodiness from his face. I wasn’t looking forward to the dance either. I hated this pull.

      “Please take me with you to the negotiations.”

      His gaze skidded from the ground, still stretching my leg, to mine. “Are you mad! Barock would do anything to get you to stay. I will not give him that chance.”

      He let go of my leg and took the other one.

      “Okay then, promise me one thing?” I grunted into the stretch as I struggled to breathe.

      “What?”

      “When it comes to Raven, just let her stay forever with them.”

      Laughter pushed out of Gabe, changing his entire face. He really should laugh more.  “Stop. It’s not funny.”

      “Whatever. What is her gift, anyway?”

      “You won’t like it, and I’ve got a feeling that you didn’t have a breakdown that day.”

      “No! That was her?”

      Gabe nodded. “She is powerful.”

      “What is wrong with the Eye?”

      “It comes with a downfall though, one she didn’t bargain on.”

      The stretch pulled into my back. Did he want to break me? “Which is?”

      “Everyone wants to rip her head off. So she is learning super fast how to control it.”

      “Someone tried to rip her head off? Who? You?”

      “I can actually control myself, Max, so no, one of the other Selectives in her grade.”

      My eyes grew just imagining it. “She tried it on you?”

      “She had; it’s how I knew she could control it, and her training with Ed stopped on that same day.”

      “Ugh. She is just like her sister. Lying to get what they want.”

      He let go of my leg and stretched my arms and back in one. The stretched pulled into my back as his knee pressed against me.

      “Can you blame them? They grew up that way.” He spoke from behind me.

      “No, no, no, no. You will not play that crap on me.”

      “What crap?”

      “Where you want me to put myself in other people’s shoes. I learned the hard way that they do not deserve it. I won’t feel sorry for them. They had a mother who loved them with everything she had. They got everything they ever wanted. So no. Save it for someone else.”

      He let me go and got up from the floor. I got up too before he lent me a hand.

      “Okay, fine. Ice Queen. You are free to go.”

      “Thank heavens, miracles happen.”

      He chuckled and bit his tongue. I almost grunted but rushed past him.

      “Good luck at the negotiations,” I said and walked faster. Drunk Gabe flashed through my mind again, and I had to suppress my laugh.

      “I’m going to need it. Especially for that faun.”

      I turned around and smiled, walking backward. “Remember to tell him I said hi.”

      Gabe stared at me, not thinking I was funny. I turned back around and giggled, walking to my room.
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        * * *

      

      On Saturday, I was dragged to the stores. I hated it and wished I could just sit with the guys, enjoying some junk food and a double thick milkshake, and not get dragged from store to store trying to find the perfect dress. I had the perfect dress in my closet, but something told me that Scar would never let me wear it again.

      I refused to budge on the mask. Nothing was wrong with my canary mask.

      We finally got back around five that afternoon. I was dead tired and glad that I didn’t have to break in another pair of high heels; Scar had budged on the heels, too.

      On Sunday morning, I wanted to scream. Deep down inside, I was a boy as I couldn’t stand to listen to another makeup trick or hairdo explanation anymore. So I spent almost my entire Sunday with the guys.

      I just wanted to sleep through the entire dance, but I knew Scar and Ames wouldn’t let me.

      Will gave me some expert advice to just do what they did, which was to give the girls everything they wanted. It was only six hours at the most, and then it was over and done with.

      It was good advice, but they’d forgotten one thing; I’d met Ben at that dance. A lot of memories were going to pop up, and there was no Gabe to distract me this time. The evening was going to be hard, no matter what.

      The Monday finally arrived.

      Scar started very early with our hair and makeup, and even had time for Storm’s hair.

      I hated the feeling that was brewing inside my gut, but I had to endure tonight. For my friends, and Will was right, it was only six hours. Maybe I could slip away. A part of me really wished that I could go with Gabe and Ed to the negotiations. The dance was fun last year, but it just wasn’t for me.
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      The dress differed from my other one. It was a princess cut again, but instead of a skirt, it came with pants.

      “Max, you rock these outfits.” Storm wore a suit, tie, white shirt, jacket, pants, and black shoes.

      Her mask matched Scar’s mask. Bowl hat with a mask infused.

      The door to the bathroom opened, and Scar walked out.

      “Oh, wow, babe,” Storm said, walked to her, and gave her a kiss.

      Scar wore a tight corset with the similar pants as last year with high heel boots. She always looked stunning.

      “I can’t believe last year this time was the night you finally gave me the answer I needed,” Storm cooed.

      The smile on my lips disappeared and got replaced with tears blurring and pricking my sight. I was emotional today, and it was a mixture of so many things. Including Ben.

      “Sorry, Max. I didn’t—”

      “Don’t. Please. Don’t say sorry. What the two of you have is solid. You shouldn’t apologize for the things you say to Scarlet.”

      “I know, but I didn’t think.”

      “It’s not your fault that Ben made his move this time last year, too.”

      Scar handed me a tissue. I tapped my tears and plopped on my bed. “Maybe I shouldn’t go.”

      “Oh, hell no. You get your butt off that bed and you go. You need this, Max. We all do,” Scar said.

      Maybe just for a while to make her stop pushing. “Where is Amy?”

      “She is getting ready at Cade’s,” Scar replied.

      “Probably fucking his brain out first,” Storm added on, and my ears seared.

      “Storm!” Scar reprimanded, and they burst out laughing.

      “I have so much foundation on that I doubt anyone could see my red cheeks.”

      “No, but the tips of your ears are mighty glowing.” Storm chuckled.

      “Damn.”

      “You beautiful girls ready?” Storm asked.

      “Yeah, let’s get tonight over,” I said.

      “Can you say that with a little enthusiasm, please?” Scar asked.

      I put on my mask and checked one last time in the mirror if I was ready to go. I didn’t want to think about a year ago. It was too painful, and I should enjoy this for whatever this was going to be.

      We passed plenty of students in masks and evening attire on our way to Hall H.

      They’d transformed it again just like last year.

      I handed my ticket to the people working the desk and made a mental note for next year to sign up for that duty.

      Scar and Storm guided me toward the Photo Booth. I felt like a third wheel and stepped out so that the two of them could take a picture together.

      The setup resembled the one of last year, more or less. Round tables surrounded a dance floor, and a DJ had set up his booth on the stage.

      Fairy-lights hung from the ceiling and more little orbs flew around. Probably a spell. There was more greenery this year than last, which gave off that forest ambience.

      Soft background music played while everyone was still finding their seats and grabbing something to eat.

      I found Amy and Cade super fast and was surprised to see that Debbie sat next to Will. Connor and his date also sat at our table. There was no sign of his twin.

      Simon took one of the first years—thank heavens not Raven—to this year’s dance and Cade was kissing Amy as if there was no tomorrow. I was the odd one out.

      “Max, you look beautiful,” Will said. Debbie nodded; she was so cool about all of us, especially the way Will and I had grown a bond with sharing my X-Gene, or how we used to.

      I plopped down and mumbled, “Should I really be here?”

      “Yes, you should,” Debs replied. She wore a beautiful pink and black dress with a dramatic mask that matched Will’s mask. His shirt was the same pink as Debra’s dress.

      I leaned over Will to get closer to her. “You look stunning.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Sexy lady,” Amy yelled, and I laughed as she’d only just realized that I was here.

      Scar and Storm reached the table. “We are going to fetch something to eat. Come with.”

      I sighed as my gaze flickered to Will, and I remembered what he’d said. I pushed myself from the chair as Cade winked at me. The guys knew how hard tonight was.

      I put food on my plate without registering it. Told myself if I could do this on autopilot just to get tonight over, then so be it. I took each second as it came.

      The food on my plate was way too much but delicious, and the time was really speeding fast, so thank the Eye for that.

      “Are you ready?” the DJ yelled over the mic when our table finished with desserts.

      “Yes!” Cade yelled with a piece of chicken still in his mouth.

      Will howled like a wolf. You would think he was a wolf, and the rest gave their war screams, showing just how much they wanted to party.

      “But first, a few words from your principal.”

      Principal Williams took the stage. “Welcome to this year’s Jewel Ball, and may I say that you all look beautiful and handsome. We want you all to enjoy the evening, and to all the first year’s Selectives, good luck with the Run. I’ll pray for you all to make it back safely. Tonight is your night. Enjoy your evening.” He dipped his head, took off his hat, and disappeared in a billow of smoke, just like last year.

      The DJ opened the dance floor with an upbeat tune.

      Amy and Cade were the first on their feet, followed by Will and Debs.

      Connor and his date also got up, and Scar was busy tugging on my hand. I shook my head.

      “Max?” she whined.

      “I’m okay, go.”

      “She is okay. Stop pushing,” Storm said.

      “Thank you,” I mouthed at Storm, and she dipped her chin as she whispered profusely at Scar.

      I watched them dance.

      One song after another played. I got asked more than a few times to dance, but I kept declining. I wasn’t a great dancer, to be honest. Ben was. He had made me look good.

      My friends would come back to the table, sit down a bit, then would get up and dance another song.

      I really should have tried to slip out while they were on the dance floor.

      Connor came back.

      He put his mask on the table and pulled his hair out of his face.

      I kept staring at his mask. It was a lot like mine, just more masculine and hardly showed any facial features, as it had a beak.

      “Your mask is really cool,” I said.

      “Thanks. How are you holding up?”

      “I’m okay, you?”

      “Good. It’s certainly feels weird without him.”

      “Where is your date?” I asked.

      “Somewhere on the dance floor. Way too much energy.”

      I laughed. “She is really beautiful.”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      “You guys having the party again?”

      “No, not with what happened the last time. Hendrix completely lost it.”

      I laughed. “Really didn’t think that would stop rebels like you.”

      “The way he pushed us for almost a month. I lost a bit of my flubber I’d gained over the summer. But still. We skipped this year.”

      I still wondered why the Commander had pushed them like that. Was it because of the party or because I’d rejected the kiss? I looked at my watch, imagining him and Ed negotiating the terms with Barock.

      “You want something to drink?”

      I lifted the drink I was still nursing. It was probably stale now with a lot less fizz, but he nodded and got up, walking to the bar.

      Storm and Scar came back and took Will and Debs’ seats.

      I gave them as much privacy as I could.

      “Let’s take this a tune down. To all the love-birds out there, this one is just for you.”

      I hated love songs, but I couldn’t help staring at everyone’s bodies mashing together on the dance floor.

      From the corner of my eye, Storm and Scar were making out again.

      The song had such a melancholic and sad tune. The voice was even sadder.

      A hand popped in front of me, and I looked at who it belonged to. It was Connor.

      “I can’t dance.”

      He shoved his hand at me again.

      “Go on, Max,” Scar yelled, and I sighed.

      I took his hand. “Fine, but don’t blame me if your feet are blue tomorrow.”

      We walked to the dance floor, and he grabbed me from behind and pulled me into him. My back connected with his chest as we stepped on the spot.

      His warm breath brushed my shoulder, and I couldn’t help the goosebumps that spread down my arms. His hand had a tight grip around my stomach and his other took a hold of my other hand, holding it close to his chest.

      Connor was sensual and was doing things to my body that I never thought was possible again. I remembered what Ed had said about them being sexual creatures. He was making my head cloudy.

      His hand left mine and his fingers slowly brushed down my arm, causing more goosebumps.

      “Trust me?” he whispered, and I nodded.

      The chorus played, and he pushed my body in the direction he wanted, pulling me back, tripping me at the same time. I lost my balance, yelped slightly, only to be caught by him. He pulled me up and shoved me gently in the opposite direction. I didn’t have to do a damn thing.

      His feet kept tripping mine lightly, and I should fall with flailing arms, but after the third time, I didn’t. I fell graciously into his awaiting arms.

      He turned me around, just by guiding my hips, and we were back to back. Scar and Storm had huge grins on their faces as they looked at us. My gaze skidded to the others on the dance floor. They all sort of looked at us while they danced.

      Connor grabbed my arm again and spun me back around to face him, only to spin me back out. His hand caught mine, and he was always there when I thought this was it and I was going to humiliate myself on this dance floor. He didn’t let that happen.

      A smile spread on my lips as the chorus finished, and this time he stood next to me with his hand around my waist and danced with me. It was clever. There were no feet in the way to step on.

      “I didn’t know you could dance like this.” I was slightly out of breath.

      He didn’t reply, just nudged his hand on my hip, and I turned in the direction he wanted me to turn.

      The chorus played again. It was such a powerful song and so sad at the same time. We danced in circles, kept turning around and around, before his feet gently kicked mine from under me, tripping me in the direction he wanted me to fall, just so that he could catch me, and kept on dancing, until it was time to fall in another direction. It was an art what he was busy doing, and it reminded me of Ben.

      He spun me around again with my back facing his and his arm holding me, steadied me behind him. We moved slowly, and I laid my head back in between his two shoulder-blades.

      I glanced back at Scarlet and saw Connor standing next to the table with folded arms.

      I looked over my shoulder. Who in the Eye’s name was I dancing with?

      His arm pulled me from behind him, and I faced him again. “Who are you?”

      The chorus started before he answered, and he spun me out. He caught me again and grabbed my hands. I was facing him, and I stared at him intently. Who was this? His scent wasn’t Connor’s, and it was weird how I didn’t pick up on it when I thought it was Connor. I danced the steps perfectly, but then again, whoever this was, was a master at this.

      I needed to know who he was. His scent wasn’t familiar at all. The cologne was expensive.

      The song was finally ending. He spun me out but then wasn’t there to catch me. I bumped against another guy, who stabilized me and put me back on my feet.

      “Sorry,” I apologized and looked in the direction the guy disappeared in. He was gone. There was no sign of him.

      A hand pulled me back. Scar gaped and smiled at me. “That was amazing, Max.”

      “Who the hell was that?”

      “You didn’t ask?”

      “I thought it was Connor up to a thirty seconds ago.”

      Scar tried to look too, but the guy was long gone. She led me to the table, and they all applauded. I curtsied, even though I shouldn’t take the credit. The stranger was a master at dancing. What if it was Ben?

      No, that was stupid.

      The guy I danced with was real. He smelled real. His hands were real, and the way his breath brushed over my skin was real. He had awoken something inside of me, and I knew I had to find him.

      “It’s like he had sex with you on the dance floor,” Amy said, bringing me back to reality.

      “What?”

      “Art sex. I didn’t know you could dance like that.”

      “It wasn’t dancing; it was graciously falling in the directions he wanted me to fall.”

      All of them laughed.

      “Well, it looked very sensual to us,” Storm said.

      “The fucker took my mask.” Connor’s voice came from behind us. He probably tried to follow the guy.

      “I guess no luck then?” Scar asked.

      “No.”

      “Connor, this your mask?” Leigh, also a fourth year, asked.

      “Where did you get it?”

      “On our table with this cape?”

      I looked at the cape and at the empty table that Leigh pointed at. The guy who’d danced with me definitely wore that cape.

      I looked around for anyone who wasn’t wearing a mask. There wasn’t someone like that in this room.

      It wasn’t Leigh either. He was just as tall as me. No, this guy was big like Connor. Why did he feel the need to hide his face from me?
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      I left after that. There was no sign of Edward or Gabe back from negotiations.

      It couldn’t have been Gabe even though my heart wanted that so badly. He was busy with negotiations. The same reason that it wasn’t Ed.

      Plus I knew both their scents, and this guy didn’t smell like them. His fragrance was intoxicating.

      The next morning, I tried to find the guy. Connor was still a bit upset the guy had taken his mask.

      “Borrowed!” Storm and Scarlet yelled.

      “Whatever,” he mumbled before biting into a piece of toast. I didn’t know what his problem was. The guy had danced with me. I should be gloomy, and I was…because I couldn’t find him.

      Tomorrow was the Run again, and we used all the free time we got to rest and do the things we wanted to do. So the guys made a giant Christmas bed in their room, and we watched movies the entire two days.

      I slipped out when my body refused to lie down and left to visit Ben’s grave.

      I told him about the mysterious dancer. Asked him if it was him. It sounded so stupid.

      “I feel like the prince in Cinderella.” I laughed and cried at the same time. “Life still sucks, but I’m trying, promise.” I finished my talk with him and then went back to my room.

      I picked up a novel and just tried to get lost in the pages. When my eyes felt heavy, I drifted away and dreamed about my mysterious dancer. I didn’t know who he was or how I was going to find him. He’d left nothing behind, or the things he’d left behind belonged to others; they weren’t his.

      He lifted his mask, and the face belonged to the one guy who wasn’t alive. It scared the living crap out of me, as it meant I would never meet anyone else who would love me like Ben.
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        * * *

      

      The day of the Run finally came. The academy was so empty without Ed and Gabe. The guys slept the night in our room with Debs and Storm.

      I hated how close Will and Debra were, and they got frisky when they thought everyone was asleep. They snuck off to the bathroom.

      Fuck, what was it with everyone having sex already?

      I put the pillow over my head, trying to drown out their moans, and willed myself out of a fantasy that would never be real. Liz’s words that day were the truth; Gabe would never see me like that.

      Whatever he felt once for me, was long gone.

      The sun shining through the width of a curtain on my face woke me, and it was time to face another yucky day.

      Everyone was still asleep, and I needed coffee and something to eat.

      I rolled out of my sleeping spot on the end and opened the door, sulking all the way down to the dining hall. It was still super early and not a lot of students were in the dining hall. I took a few danishes and a coffee and left.

      Fingers curled around my wrist and yanked me back.

      The coffee spilled all over my sleeve and burned. My gaze flickered to Evangeline’s fury-filled eyes inches away from mine. Her sweet fragrance irritated my nostrils.

      “What did you do?” she screamed like a banshee.

      “What?” My heart pounded in my chest.

      “You attacked my grandchild. That will be your last attack, half-breed.” Her hand lifted, and I got ready for impact. She was just like her daughter, and I’d endured plenty of face slaps in my life with her.

      Principal Williams’ face popped behind her as he grabbed her hand.“Stop this, Evangeline. Maxima did nothing to Raven.”

      “She was there!”

      “I wasn’t.”

      “I’m not talking to you, little liar,” Evangeline hissed.

      “I said, stop it,” Principal Williams instructed, and she finally let go of my wrist. Half my coffee was on the floor, the other quarter on my sleeve that burned like hell.

      Her nostrils flared as she glared at me. Her lips thinned as she pulled her jacket hard and wiped her hair out of her face. “It’s because of you, my daughter—”

      “I said enough!” Principal Williams roared, and I jumped slightly. Sweat drenched my hands as the fear lodged inside my stomach.

      What the hell happened?

      “Oh, Gabriel. I’m so glad you are here,” Evangeline spoke and sounded as if she was going to cry.

      Not this, please.

      Gabriel walked faster toward us. “Evangeline, what can I do for you?”

      She glared at Principal Williams. “Finally, someone with some sense.”

      “What is the problem?” Gabe asked.

      She pointed at me. “I want that abomination of a person out of this school, away from Raven. This monster attacked her.”

      “I didn’t,” I said; my voice faltered.

      “When?” Gabe asked Evangeline, with furrowed eyebrows.

      “In the Moore. She was there, probably that other trainer’s doing. Raven has told—”

      “Excuse me?” Gabe asked.

      “Evangeline,” Principal Williams said.

      “I want justice, and I swear if you will not give it to me, Jack, I will go to—”

      “Enough!” Gabe yelled, and we all started. “The Moore?”

      “Yes, this beast attacked her. You helped us to get justice last time. Help us again.”

      My throat clogged as Evangeline confirmed it.

      Laughter slipped from Gabe’s throat.

      “What is so funny? I want justice.”

      “Go spin that story at Lord Granger. We’ll see how far you get.”

      He walked on.

      “No, I want—”

      “The Moore shows you your greatest fear.” He looked at me. “Max, just go.”

      Nobody had to tell me twice, and I turned around and walked toward my room, but I tuned in.

      “Somehow Max became Raven’s worst fear. Max wasn’t near that maze. This is over. Get into your car and leave, or so help me, lady, I’ll chuck you out of here.”

      My eyes grew bigger as she growled at him and yelled about how Lord Granger was going to hear about this. Then her heels sounded on the pathway and disappeared into the distance.

      I ran up the steps and entered my room. Everyone was still sleeping as I put my almost-empty cup and danishes on the table. My heart thumbed in my chest like a bear trapped in a cage.

      “Max?” Scar asked in a sleepy tone. “What’s wrong?”

      I told her what had happened and that somehow I became Raven’s worst fear in the Moore.

      Storm woke up midway through the story, and I told her what Gabe had said.

      Storm laughed. “That is fuck-face for you.”

      “Wait, what?”

      Scar laughed.

      “You call him fuck face?” I asked.

      “Not to his face. He might be a jerk, but he doesn’t take anyone’s shit, not even the elite.”

      “She is going to Lord Granger with this.” I didn’t like that one bit, and I knew she was going to get whatever it was she wanted. They always did.

      “Max, it was in the Moore! You need to be in the Psyche center, and you weren’t anywhere near there. So unless your X-Gene somehow mutated overnight into the psyche category, then you have nothing to fear,” Scar explained, putting it in perspective for me. Still, it was pure bloods against a hybrid. There was no justice for us.

      “Stop stressing. It won’t get far, Max. I promise you,” Storm said.

      I sighed. “You know, when you said Beaumond was going to have a lot more drama, I really didn’t think it was the truth.”

      Scar laughed. “She will learn. They all do.”

      “Worry about your mock-up session that is going to happen soon,” Storm said.

      I was still trying to grasp the concept around the mission, but I got the idea that we needed real simulation. Ed had said that it was a little mission to give us a taste of what waited for us once we graduated. Why in the Eye’s name was Storm calling it a mock-up mission?
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      The next morning, I was glad that I’d met Ed. My curiosity burned to ask him more about the mission. Why did Storm call it a mock-up mission? But I knew it would get her into trouble, so I left it.

      “So, how was the Run?”

      “Interesting.”

      “I heard. Evangeline wants my head.”

      “Relax, Max. She won’t get far with this allegation.”

      “What happened?”

      “Well, Raven was the first to flunk out, which was a pity, as her gift is remarkable.”

      “You mean how she tortures people into having mental breakdowns?”

      The corner of Ed’s lips curved. “When she appeared, she begged anyone to get it off her. We knew that something attacked her, what we didn’t realize was that it was one of your animal figures.”

      “I became her worst fear?”

      “You became her worst fear. She must have heard other students speaking about your gift and something stuck.”

      I huffed.

      “So, how was the dance?”

      I fished out a flyer that Storm and Scar had helped me word. There was a silhouette of a face and an enormous question mark, with big, fat letters written on top of the flyer.

      Did you dance with MAXIMA LANE?

      Call now!

      There were three numbers listed.

      I handed it to Edward, and he stared at it.

      His lips grew tighter and part of a dimple showed. He cleared his throat as I waited for him to laugh so that I could scold him.

      He cleared his throat again, and his gaze flickered to mine. “I can’t wait to hear the story behind this one, Max.”

      “I danced with someone,” I said, and a giggle slipped past my lips. “I’ve got no idea who he is, but the way he danced with me, I felt alive.”

      “What do you mean, you don’t know who he is?”

      I told Ed the story, and he was a skilled listener, not like the girls that interrupted with gasps and questions.

      I pointed at the flyer in his hands, and he stared at it with arched eyebrows and clamped lips.

      “It’s not funny. Either the guy is real or it was Ben, and I like to think that it wasn’t my dead boyfriend who came to say goodbye.”

      “You thought it was Connor?”

      “Yeah, because he wore Connor’s mask and was as tall as Connor.”

      “Okay, I don’t get what you want me to do with this.” He lifted the flyer.

      “Just put it on a wall at your dorm.”

      “What are you going to do when you find him?”

      “That is for me to know.”

      Ed laughed. He had a contagious laugh, and I couldn’t help the laughter that bubbled out of me, too.

      “The world still bland?” he asked.

      “He brought brighter colors back, all right, but it’s fading to pastels pretty fast.”

      “Sorry that your prince ran away.”

      “No, I’m the prince in this situation. He is Cinderella.”

      “Okay, prince. We should get going.” He shoved the flyer into his jacket and started with our two-mile run.

      After our run, it was back to trying to make the bird move. It was still a hopeless situation, and we’d had no luck when seven o’clock arrived.

      Our paths split by the training arena, and I rushed to my room to get ready for breakfast.

      My phone was exploding with texts from strangers, which had Cade and Will doubled over.

      “Stop laughing at me and help me find him.”

      “The guy doesn’t want to be found, Max,” Will said.

      Tears pricked in my eyes. “Then why dance with me, huh?”

      “Probably because you looked gloomy,” Will pointed out, which made me want to cry even harder. The mystery man did not know what he was doing to me.

      For the next few days, it was chaos. I actually took all the flyers off the information boards and tore them up, as there were just way too many candidates, and none of them fit my profile. They were too skinny or not tall enough.

      I aimed to pull off another flyer when someone grabbed it before I could. I froze when I found Gabe reading it. Could the earth just open and swallow me now?

      A chuckle escaped his lips, which wasn’t a good sign as wolves were possessive, and if he felt anything remotely romantic for me, he would’ve been angry as hell. I had my answer.

      “It’s not funny, and this shouldn’t be a surprise to see this flyer. I swear, if Commander Charles didn’t put this flyer up—”

      “Relax, I have to ask you, why are you doing this, Max?”

      “Doing what?”

      “Giving up.”

      “Because it’s useless. The guy clearly doesn’t want to be found, and everyone is driving me crazy. So, there.” I grabbed the flyer out of his hand and left.

      “Didn’t think you give up so easily.”

      I wanted to flip him off so badly as another chuckle left his lips, but I didn’t. He would just take it out on the entire group later in training to get back at me.

      The next morning, Edward listened to my rant again. He didn’t think it was funny like the others had, but he said more or less the same thing that Will had said. Maybe the guy didn’t want to be found. He just really wanted to dance with me.

      It sucked.

      The rest of the week, we carried on practicing to move the bloody Hancock. My stomach twisted as the rumors told of the first mock-up mission being during this week. We didn’t know which year would be first.

      On Thursday morning, I finally made the bird fly from the branch.

      The feeling was exactly the way Will had described. It was more of a knowing that you could do it, than wanting and needing to do it. It was effortless.

      I felt like an idiot for always trying to make things so complicated when it shouldn’t be.

      Edward clapped when I broke the connection.

      “How do you feel?”

      “Great,” I said as I rested my palms on my knees.

      “Tired?”

      “Not really.”

      “Well, I think you finally got your X-Gene down, Max.” He lifted his hands. “We are finally off your back.”

      “Never thought that I would say this, but I’m going to miss our mornings together, Ed.” I stepped in to give him a hug. “Maybe not Gabe so much, but definitely ours.”

      Ed laughed. “That is not funny, Max, but he will be glad that you made it move. Maybe he could climb off my tits now too.”

      “Why is he on your tits to begin with?”

      “He feels that every Selective reflects him. So those who struggle, it’s because he isn’t the best.”

      “Why is he like that?”

      “It’s the reason he has the title of Commander Lieutenant, and let’s face it, he is complicated.”

      My lips curved. He was complicated. The kiss flashed through my thoughts again. He’d never even apologized for that. I knew for a fact that he didn’t suck at apologies.

      “Just keep practicing, okay?”

      “This is really the last time?” I asked and hated how sad my voice sounded. I didn’t even get a chance to say thank you to Gabe. It wasn’t like I could march up to him and give him a hug.

      “Yeah, there are other Selectives that need my help. But if you struggle again, let me know.”

      I nodded and went in for another hug. He always smelled so manly, even if he’d jogged for two miles.

      I broke the hug, and we walked together back to our dorms. I couldn’t believe that I’d finally done it.
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        * * *

      

      I practiced during class and roamed the school area.

      I sat on a branch and just looked around and tried to push myself to connect with more minds. I did it once.

      “She did it,” Ed’s voice sounded, and I broke my thoughts away.

      Gabe exited the registration building with papers in his hand and Ed walking next to him.

      “No more training?”

      “What else do you want to train her for, Gabe?”

      “It has to be a deeper connection, Ed.”

      “She can see through animals’ eyes. What else do you want her to do?”

      Gabe didn’t say anything. They were clearing the piazza, on their way to the fighting arena.

      “She’s right, you are waiting for her to shift into animals again.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      “Gabe, her X-Gene is gone, make peace with it.” Ed turned around in the opposite direction.

      I squaked and flew away, but not before Gabe’s head flung my way.

      I broke the connection and found myself back in class.

      The instructor was still busy with his monotone lecture as my gaze shifted to Will who looked half asleep sitting on the other side of the room.

      That night, Will and I practiced with Alexis. She was out of her element when I finally followed the bird that Will had possessed. There wasn’t a better way of explaining this mutation.

      “I still miss the feeling of being an animal, Lane, but this is pretty close to it.”

      “Oh, I know what you mean.”

      The others chuckled and felt as if they flew with us.

      “Break the connection,” Gabe’s voice said, and I sort of jumped out of it. A slight headache pulsed, as I hadn’t eased out of it like the other times.

      “I need all of you to meet me and Commander Charles tomorrow at four by the piazza. We will depart on the little mission that King Xiou dropped in my lap.”

      I looked at Scar.

      “Don’t be late. You will be pushed during this mission as anything could happen.”

      We all nodded and smiled at Alexis before he left.

      She adjourned us, and we went to our rooms.

      “King Xiou?” I asked Scar in the room.

      “I’ll ask Storm.”

      I wasn’t ready for an actual mission, didn’t matter how small it was.

      An hour later, Storm entered our room, and Scar told her.

      Storm laughed. “Last year, it was one Grimoire which was kept at the mosque.”

      “How do you know it wasn’t real?” I asked.

      “Ben and Connor. They overheard the Commanders speaking to the guy who led a team of Shield members, pretending to be the thieves.”

      Scar laughed. “And they didn’t know that they were listening?”

      “No, the guys told me and said I had to keep it quiet.” She touched Scar’s chin. “I couldn’t let my baby go in being all scared, now could I?”

      “You are the best.” Scar hugged her.

      “So it’s definitely a mock-up?”

      “Yes, just keep your mouth shut that it’s a mock-up, okay?”

      I nodded.

      We obviously told Ames and the guys, but they all agreed to take it to their graves.

      Still, it didn’t ease the knots in my stomach, and I didn’t understand the reason behind it.

      I guessed that tomorrow would unease all the knots and the coils.
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        * * *

      

      We had training at eleven with the psycho twins. We fought with weapons again. Ever since Edward had placed weapons in our hands, we’d trained regularly with them. Amy and Simon were really great with bows. Cade and Will were fast, and daggers became their preferred weapon. Scar hated weapons, and I was still undecided about how I felt about the entire affair.

      “You can take one weapon with you on this mission. You have to be protected at all times, so make sure you grab safety vests. They will be in the lock-up area. And good luck on your mission. Hope you find King Xiou’s Diamond of Ra.”

      We went to the weaponry to get everything we’d need. Vests hung against the wall, and the guys helped us to get them down. They were heavy, which wouldn’t be ideal in an actual mission. I took a dagger and so did Scar. I would not drag a heavy sword with me.

      Simon and Amy loaded up with bows and arrows, and Will grabbed as many knives as he could.

      We all left together after the twins adjourned us. Amy couldn’t stop mocking the Diamond of Ra.

      She said it over and over, making Simon giggle like a girl.

      Up in the room, I went on the internet to search for the Diamond of Ra and see if the jewel actually existed. It belonged to King Xiou, and there was a heading that it had been lost.

      I showed Amy and Scar, and we huddled together to watch the footage of the press release.

      King Xiou spoke about the diamond that he’d lost and that he hoped the Shield would find it and bring it back to him soon.

      There were more articles around it.

      “The mission is real,” I said.

      Scar looked perplexed. I was completely confused, not knowing what was real anymore.

      We got the guys after school and shared with them our findings.

      “So it’s not a mock-up mission?” Will asked.

      Amy read a couple of sentences from one article aloud from her phone as I played King Xiou’s interview for Simon.

      Storm entered, and all six of us looked at her. She had bags and bags of crisps and sweets in her hands. “Oh, for crying out loud, it’s a mock up mission.”

      “There is a Diamond of Ra,” Will said at the same time Simon said that it belonged to King Xiou.

      “Of course, the mission is real. It has to be, otherwise it wouldn’t sound real, now would it? Other members are looking for the Diamond. You guys really think that King Xiou is going to put his faith in a bunch of Selectives who have never been on a mission before?”

      “So it is mock-up?” Will said.

      “Yes, it’s a mock-up. You won’t face the person who really stole the diamond, Will. They are probably way too experienced for you guys, anyway.”

      “Okay, there you have it. It’s a mock-up; we have to get ready,” Cade said, and the guys got up and left the room.

      If only the knots in my stomach would release.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        MAX

      

      

      The nerves slightly ticked in my muscles as I put on my vest.

      I thanked the Eye that the Commanders and Alexis were coming along with us.

      My yearning to become an animal again grated on my nerves. It would’ve been so much more useful than just seeing through the eyes of one. I doubted now that it would ever mutate back to what it used to be.

      It was only a mock-up mission; I kept saying it over and over, hoping it would release the knots in my gut.

      Scar voiced it, and Storm nodded again.

      “Okay, so it will be Shield members then.”

      “Yes, dressing as some sort of Shadowed members. But don’t tell fuck-face I told you that.” She touched Scar’s cheek. “You’ll be okay.”

      Scar nodded, and Storm kissed her fiercely.

      I looked away, missed kissing someone.

      “I’ll wait for you, draw you a warm bath. And fix all your boo-boos.”

      “So, those are going to be real?” Scar questioned.

      “Yup,” Storm said. “They have their role to play, but they won’t kill you. Promise. Only scrapes, no deep gushes and guts hanging out.”

      “Okay, you’d better keep your promise.” Scar smacked her lips on Storm’s again.

      “Keep my girl safe, Max.”

      “Aye, Captain. But she is, in fact, a bad ass herself.”

      The vest was kind of heavy, and I hated that the back on my spine didn’t close properly. It was tied with strings.

      Storm said that it wasn’t even a real vest. The biggest giveaway since real vests had a leather flap that protected the spine area. It was usually bullet and arrow proof and the vest weighed almost nothing.

      I couldn’t remember feeling this nervous when we were under attack last year. Then again, my X-Gene was bad ass, and I could literally turn into a ferocious beast.

      Storm walked with us until we reached Gabe and Ed, who waited with Cade, Amy, Simon, and Will. He made his Shield outfit look so hot.

      I glanced around. There was no sign of the pure bloods yet, but just then they came rushing around the corner with Alexis.

      Gabe waited until they reached us. Alexis stood with him and Ed.

      “Stay together and you’ll be fine,” Gabe said and nodded at Alexis. “Let’s go.”

      Alexis’ arms moved into circles, and the golden sparkles glittered mid-air in front of her. It grew bigger and bigger and part of the forest became visible inside the circle. I’d only gone through it once, with Ben. She had an amazing gift.

      The golden sparkles stabilized until it was only a golden circle. Gabe jumped through first, followed by everyone else.

      I stayed with Scarlet as Amy followed Cade.

      Finally it was our turn.

      There was a vibration traveling through my body as I walked through the circle. Scarlet was right behind me, and Ed followed.

      “We’ll call when it’s time to pick us up again,” Ed said.

      “Good luck.” Alexis dropped her hands, and the portal closed pretty fast.

      The orange and purple hues painted the sky in a beautiful sunset.

      “It’s not time to admire the sunset, Max.” Ed smiled and looked back. “Although it is pretty amazing. Go, you don’t want to venture off from the group.”

      We rushed to reach Scar, and the three of us walked faster to catch up with the rest of the group.

      Gabe waited for everyone. We formed a circle.

      “In situations like this, you need to concentrate solely on those whose abilities are connected to the sixth sense. Like Scarlet in this matter.” He looked at her. “I want you to push yourself. Try to see what is going to happen an hour from now.”

      “I’ve never seen—”

      “It’s why it’s called pushing, Scar,” Gabe stated.

      “Okay, I’ll try.”

      “Tell me what you see as you see them.”

      She nodded and closed her eyes. Everyone stayed super quiet as Scar became restless. I knew for a fact that the eye behind her head was wide open, focusing on seeing what was going to happen an hour from now. She’d seen it once in the Moore quite ahead of its time, but then again, she was in an illusion. Maybe our abilities were showing us what it could become.

      She gasped.

      “Speak to me,” Gabe said.

      She gasped again and coughed. I caught her and was glad that I wasn’t the only idiot who got so affected by their gift.

      “It’s not Shield members,” Scar whispered.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Scarlet,” Gabe commanded.

      “It’s not Shield members,” she spoke louder.

      “How do you know about the Shield members?” Gabe wanted to know.

      “It’s not Shield members. A lot of us are going to die.”

      “Scarlet?” I gasped. Her eyes were as huge as orbs, fluttering around. Panic started to set in.

      She grabbed my arm. “I’ve seen it. Spears and arrows protruding from bodies covered in blood; they are not scrapes and bruises, Max.”

      My gaze fluttered to Gabe.

      “Go, see if you can see anything,” Gabe commanded.

      I nodded, and Will got ready. “When you are ready, Lane.”

      I got up and closed my eyes. The swoop came, bits of light seeped through dark circles, and then I was up in a tree. I looked down at us, saw what my back looked like.

      “Where are you?” I asked.

      “In the tree behind the Commanders, you?” Will replied.

      “Behind me. I’ll take south; you take north.” I lifted off the branch and flew straight ahead as a bird flew from the tree diagonally from mine.

      “Speak to me, Max,” Gabe demanded.

      “I’m not seeing anything, just land and mountains. The sun going down isn’t helping much either.”

      “Do you see a bat?”

      “No.”

      “Try.”

      Scar still whimpered as Ed tried to keep her calm. Asking how she knew about the Shield members.

      I tried to push my gift through the bird who was helping me. It flapped faster and flew around the curve of a mountain that we were on.

      There was movement up the mountain, and I had to look clearly. They wore cloaks that blended in with the color of the rocks.

      They were avid climbers and making their way to the top real fast.

      I couldn’t tell if they were Shadowed or not and voiced it to Gabe.

      “They are wearing gray cloaks.” Then the falcon caught my eye. She flew low, so that she wasn’t seen. “The falcon is here. Scarlet was right; it’s the Shadowed.”

      “Where is the Shield?” Gabe asked.

      “I found them,” Will said. “They are fighting on the north side.”

      “We need to get to the north side,” Gabe said.

      “The top climber is on his way.” An arrow hit the bird. It forced me out of the connection.

      I screamed as the pain seared through my neck, and I fell into someone’s arms. By the scent of his cologne, I knew it was Simon. I pulled my hand back. There was no blood. My gaze shifted to Gabe. “They know I was the bird.”

      “Will, break the connection now,” Gabe ordered.

      The slight ache protruded from my gaze as someone climbed up the cliff.

      “Commander,” Will yelled.

      Gabe released an arrow into the guy’s shoulder. The guy grunted and let go, disappearing off the edge.

      “Nobody gets up the cliff,” Gabe said and looked at Ed. “Try to get Alexis back and get them out.”

      “You can’t fight them all,” I hollered as my gaze flickered from Ed’s to Gabe’s.

      “She is right, Gabe,” Ed said.

      Cade and Victor kicked two guys trying to climb up the cliff and dodged arrows that whizzed past them. My heart pounded behind my ribcage. This was real.

      “Amy and Simon, get up the tree and thin out the numbers,” Ed yelled, and they both rushed up the tree like monkeys, got ready, and started releasing arrows.

      A flock of birds dashed down from the sky, darting toward us.

      “Gabriel!” Edward’s flame darted from his palms.

      They had my gift.

      Gabe’s hands changed into a crossbow. He sneered and released the darts, pegging the front line of birds. They squawked as they dropped to the floor.

      Ed’s flame grew hotter, and longer, like a whip. The warmth caressed my skin. He slashed through a row of birds that fell charred to the ground this time.

      The rest landed and transformed mid-air into their human forms. One kicked Ed hard.

      It was so fast. They had full control of my ability. They’d also replicated my harness.

      Scar and I teamed up and kicked a girl who’d aimed her weapon at Gabe.

      He dodged the arrow she released and was ready to release one in our direction but redirected it as he saw we were handling her.

      The girl faced me. “If it isn’t the flightless bird. Miss your X-Gene?”

      A scream slipped past my lips as I charged at her. I knew I shouldn’t fight with anger, but this girl had pissed me off.

      I jumped on her, twirled my legs around her upper body, and brought her down.

      Scar stamped on her leg, and the crack pulled a scream from her lungs, assaulting my eardrums.

      She shifted into a worm and slipped into the ground. A lot of them followed her lead and did the same.

      My eyes caught Will following someone into the forest.

      “Will,” Scar yelled, but he didn’t stop. “Let’s go.”

      I didn’t like this but had no choice but to follow them.

      I hated not knowing what I was chasing.

      Scar stopped and gasped. She was seeing something again.

      “Not now, please,” I begged, worried about Will. My gaze searched for him, but he was long gone.

      I looked back at Scar. Her eyes were pure white.

      “He’s going to die.”

      “Who?”

      “Commander Hendrix.” She shook her head. “No, this is wrong.”

      “What is wrong?” I couldn’t watch him die. “Speak to me, Scar.”

      “He is killing himself.” She jumped out of it.

      “What?” It made no sense.

      She grabbed my arm. “He is going to kill himself, Max. There is another Gabriel.”

      “Like a clone?”

      “Exactly like a clone.”

      I looked back and didn’t think a second on it. I ran as fast as I could.

      “Max!”

      I didn’t stop. I didn’t care if he felt the same for me or not. The way we’d met in the forest seeped through my mind. Then it changed to the day I’d handed my letter to him. Every single time I saw him, he either took my breath away or made my heart thump faster.

      I’d lost Ben already, and the world had lost its color. What would happen if I lost him?

      I always knew I loved him. This pull between us was still a mystery, and it would stay that way too.

      I just knew that I wouldn’t make it this time if he died. I was such a fucking coward, not owning up to how I felt. Not admitting it. I’d had so many chances, and I hadn’t taken one of them. Tears blurred my eyes, and I wiped them away as I remembered Ed’s words at the send-off. This was the only way to die. For those you love.

      I wouldn’t make it. The faint fighting and rumbling of magic connecting with more magic played off in the distance.

      I needed to be faster. A pair of cheetah legs appeared in my mind’s eye. I knew it was a waste of my time, but I had to try.

      A spurt of energy rushed up my legs, and I could feel myself gliding faster over the rocky terrain and past the trees. Maybe it was my vampire speed that had finally awakened.

      But then my body tingled as if I was going to transform.

      My gaze landed on him and true to Scarlet’s word, a second Gabriel hoisted himself up on the rock and pulled out his bow, aiming it at him. His hair was longer, and his hands weren’t like Gabriel’s. They weren’t weapons. In fact, he had a weapon in his hands.

      He took out an arrow, put it in the bow, and it split into three arrows at the neck.

      Yelling Gabriel’s name would only distract him, and the guy he fought with would strike.

      I pushed faster as Gabe got the upper hand of the guy in front of him. He grunted as Gabe’s sword pushed into him.

      Gabe was right in front of me, and I connected with his body, taking him down, like I had that day in the forest. Three jolts of pain poked right into my spine. I grunted. The pain seared down toward my butt and everything below the waist was on fire.

      Gabriel looked at me with wide eyes and then looked up. His bow released arrows. The shock on his face didn’t stop him from fighting.

      “Retreat,” someone yelled.

      My legs felt numb.

      “Max!” he mumbled.

      My eyes felt heavy as the numbness spread up to my butt.

      “No, no, no. Don’t close your eyes. Ed! Call Alexis now! Max!” He tapped on my cheek, and my eyes fluttered open. “Stay with me.”

      “I’m sorry. I couldn’t…” A tear rolled down my cheek.

      Tears glistened in his eyes. “Ed!”

      “She’s on her way.” His voice was close, and he commanded, “Max, don’t you dare leave. Keep your eyes open.”

      I knew they would not stay open. It was now or never. I stared at Gabriel and mouthed, “I love you.”

      My eyes closed, and everything became dark.
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      Where the fuck was Alexis? I was doing CPR on Max after Ed broke the arrows that protruded from her back.

      Scar and Amy’s cries were driving me mad. But I didn’t stop.

      Her heart wasn’t beating. I had to gain control of my emotions.

      “What happened?” Alexis’ voice finally reached my ears, and I grabbed Max and jumped through the portal. I ran to the infirmary to get her to Vincent.

      “Don’t leave me. You can’t leave me. Keep on breathing,” I spoke through gritted teeth.

      I knew she wasn’t listening. I’d been in plenty of comas myself, and I never heard a damn thing. She couldn’t die. Not after what she’d mouthed.

      We needed to talk about that; I needed to talk about that.

      “Vincent!” I yelled as I ran with Max in my arms down the hallway.

      He was right there, asked what had happened, and I told him that there were three arrows broken inside her back.

      Vincent worked fast, and it was as if life had left me.

      A hand grabbed me as the tears blurred my sight, and it guided me to a chair. My legs gave out under me as my butt connected hard with the seat.

      “Let’s give Vincent some space to do his job,” Ed said.

      “Edward,” Jack’s voice came from the entrance.

      “Get Simone here and all the healing staff. We were ambushed,” Ed said, giving me time to get up.

      “We need to get to the north side,” I spoke.

      “I already dispatched Dex and Anya to the north. Alexis went to get more. Relax,” Ed responded.

      I nodded.

      “The Shadowed on a mock-up mission? How?” Jack demanded.

      “I don’t know. It feels as if they have people knowing our every move, our schedule. Maybe they do,” Ed suggested.

      “One of the staff? I know all the staff members,” Jack answered.

      “Simone is new.”

      “She would never.”

      “Jack?”

      “She would never, Edward.”

      “Well, someone fed them something.”

      Silence lingered, and I could feel Ed’s gaze on me. “There was another you, Gabe.”

      “He is not a clone.”

      “How do you—”

      “He had a bow and arrow in his hands. His hands weren’t the bow and arrow.”

      “What are you saying?”

      I remembered what Tobias had seen. It wasn’t me teaming up with the Shadowed. “I never had a sister. I have a brother who is still alive.”

      Ed just stared at me.

      “If she dies tonight...” I couldn’t even finish my sentence. What would it do to the bond?

      “It’s not your fault. Nobody could have foreseen this,” Jack said.

      “I’m responsible for them!”

      Nobody said anything. I sniffed, as my emotions were short. I struggled to push them back.

      “Is Max okay?” Amy and Scarlet rushed past us and grabbed Edward’s arm.

      I turned around so they did not see my tears. I wiped them away, but I could feel Jack’s eyes on me while Edward gave the lowdown on Max.

      “Let’s wait for Max to wake up. I’m sure the Commanders have a lot to sort out tonight,” Simon said.

      “Thank you, Simon,” Ed said.

      “I’ll get a sweeper in the academy. Maybe they planted something last year, and we missed it,” Jack said.

      “Do that,” I said. “Let me know about anything that you find. I have to go.”

      “Gabriel?”

      “I need answers. My twin is alive, and the only man who can give them to me is not here. Call me if anything changes with her.”

      “You want me to come with you?”

      “No, I need you here.” I pressed the communicator on my shoulder. “Alexis?”

      Golden sparkles appeared a few paces on the left. She stepped through. “Max okay?”

      “I don’t know. She is with Vincent. Take me to the palace.”

      “You got it.” Her hands moved in circular motions until the palace rippled on the other side. When it stabilized, I stepped through.

      “Come get me if there are any changes.”

      “I promise,” she said.

      She disappeared as I ran up the steps of the courtyard and opened the door. My emotions pushed forward. I couldn’t bury them any longer. First my mother and father being alive and now my twin.

      “Uncle?” I yelled like a madman as doors opened.

      Staff appeared from doorways and over the railing, looking down on the foyer.

      “Uncle?”

      “Gabriel, what is it?” My uncle stepped out of his office.

      I pointed at him. “Why? Why?”

      “Gabriel?” He furrowed his eyebrows, staring at me, and walked toward the stairs that I was busy walking up.

      “If she dies tonight, what am I going to do?”

      “Who?”

      I got a hold of his collar and pushed him against the wall. “My brother shot three arrows in her back. My twin. You told me my sister had died at birth. There was no sister, was there?”

      “Gabriel?”

      “Stop Gabriel me. I need the truth now!”

      “Father?”

      “Go back to your room, Tobias. I’ve got this.”

      “Dad!” Gabby yelled.

      “Darling, it’s all good. Go back to your room.”

      “Gabe?” she begged.

      “I said go back to your room, now,” my uncle yelled. “Let’s go to my office and talk like adults.”

      I grunted. Adults? Adults lie, always have. But I did as he said.

      The door closed behind me after I stepped into his office. I leaned with my hands on the back of the chair. Praying that Max would make it. She couldn’t die. Not today.

      “What happened?” My uncle stood at his whiskey trolley and poured two glasses.

      “It was a mock-up mission. Like we do every year with all the grades. Scarlet saw something, then she saw us dying. The Shadowed knew about this mission. They knew. We fought hard and long and then she connected with me.” My chin wobbled. “Three arrows stuck from her back, and I immediately knew they were meant for me. I released my arrows, and he ducked all of them. My twin tried to kill me today, and a girl saved my life,” I screamed that last part at my uncle, who stared at me with big round eyes.

      I sniffed.

      “You told me that my sister had died. Why do I have a twin that isn’t female and the spitting image of me?”

      “Gabriel?”

      “I want the truth!”

      “I don’t know! I know what you know. Your mother told me that her daughter, your twin, had died. We found my sister’s body in the lake, decomposing. Her dental work confirmed that it was her.”

      “It was staged.”

      “Yeah. I didn’t know about your brother, I swear.”

      “Why do they want me dead?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe they feel you are a threat.”

      “I’m her son! The one she’d just left to do who knows what. Now she wants me dead?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry isn’t enough anymore.”

      “I didn’t know. I swear on my son’s life, I didn’t know.” His eyes were as big as orbs.

      Silence fell around us. He never swore on his Tobias’ life. Tears glistened in his eyes.

      The sparkles glistened in my uncle’s office.

      He pulled out a dagger.

      “Don’t, it’s just Alexis.”

      The hole became bigger, and Ed stood on the other side. “You should come.”

      “What is it, Ed?”

      “Gabriel, just come, please.”

      My gaze shifted to Alexis, who looked straight ahead of her.

      “I have to go, but this conversation isn’t over.”

      My uncle nodded, and I stepped through the threshold back into the academy.

      Crying immediately reached my ears.

      No! I ran as fast as I could.

      “Gabe!” Ed was right behind me. Tears blurred my gaze again as I rounded the corner into the hallway. I stopped.

      Scar was crying audibly, screaming into Storm’s chest, who had tears in her eyes and struggled to contain the wobble in her chin.

      Amy cried in Cade’s arms, and Will hugged Storm and Scar as tears rolled down his cheeks.

      “A blood clot shot through her lung,” Edward said and shook his head.

      “No, she can’t be…” Tears blurred my sight.

      “I’m sorry, Gabe. Max is dead.”
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      My legs couldn’t carry me fast enough to my room. I heard Alexis’ sorry and Ed telling her to give me some space.

      I struggled to breathe when I opened my door and shut it behind me.

      My knees connected with the floor as I took that deep breath to fill my lungs, and a suppressed scream scratched my throat.

      The tears rolled down my cheeks as my heart felt everything but numb. It felt as if someone had literally ripped it from my chest, then stamped on it, tore it to pieces, and chucked it back into its place.

      It ached, and nothing I would ever do would replace it. The sobs poured from my lips, wracked my body as I kneeled forward, not even trying to control my tears.

      I’d never cried like this before.

      I didn’t know how long I’d cried, but when I woke up, I was still on the floor.

      My throat was hoarse, and the ache immediately came back when reality poured into me. Overpowering the ache in my throat.

      Max was dead. She wasn’t coming back.

      The sobs escaped from my lips again, as the ache didn’t want to subside. It felt as if I’d lost part of my soul. We’d never gotten a chance to be like that. We’d both loved each other but refused to own up to it.

      I pushed myself from the floor, shuffled on my knees to my cupboard where I kept my liquor.

      I uncapped the first bottle and took huge chugs from it. The liquor glided and burned down my throat, lining my stomach as some dripped from my chin, down my neck and onto my uniform. I finished half the bottle. My head spun. The feeling was better, but not by much. The tears still blurred my vision, and the sobs still left my lips.

      I touched my jacket where her blood had dried. Some of it flaked off, landing on the floor.

      Today was not the day for me to go out there.

      Instead I finished two bottles in huge swallows and passed out.

      When I woke up, it was dark. I didn’t know what day it was. I smelled bad too. I didn’t care. Nothing would ever matter again.

      I got up and took out another bottle.

      A knock sounded on the door as I uncapped this one too and saluted whoever was knocking.

      I took the first sip and didn’t stop. I passed out again after that.

      My eyes opened again, and the same hollow feeling followed. I knew I needed to carve Max’s line out on my arm. I didn’t even numb my skin, I just took my knife and pierced the line onto my skin. It burned like hell, but burning was good. Anything other than this ache, this hollow ache, was better.

      I screamed as the blood poured from my arm. I didn’t even bother to close it. The blood dripped as far as I crawled back to my cupboard, hoisted myself up the furniture, and grabbed another bottle to numb my pain.

      I finished it way too fast. The room spun and darkness came once more.

      I didn’t even know what day it was when I woke up and after a while, there were no more bottles in my cupboard to open and drink.

      I didn’t give a crap either. Just laid on the floor until darkness consumed me.

      “Is he—”

      “Go,” Ed said.

      “Is he dead?” Alexis asked.

      I felt a warm hand touching my neck.

      “No, just go, Alexis, thanks.”

      The static of Alexis teleporting disappeared. Hard tapping connected with my cheek.

      I grunted.

      “Wake up!”

      I opened my eyes and stared at Ed.

      “What the hell is wrong with you? You’ve never acted this way before.”

      “Leave me alone.”

      “Are you drunk?” His nose scrunched up. “When was the last time you’ve taken a shower?”

      “Leave me the fuck alone!”

      “No, Gabe. You are going to clean up.” He picked me up, threw me over his shoulder, dropped me in the shower, and opened the cold water.

      I gasped and struggled to draw breath.

      “Snap the fuck out of it or make me understand what this thing was with Maxima Lane.”

      My lower-lip vibrated as Ed shook his head and walked out the bathroom.

      The water sprayed over my face, and I knew I should probably tell him something. This was far from my normal behavior.

      Red rivets of water ran down in the drain. I touched it. Her blood mixed with mine.

      I pulled off my jacket and pants. Took a long shower. I even shaved. I didn’t feel better when I opened the door with only my towel wrapped around my waist.

      The place was already cleaned. I was sure that Ed’s magic had worked overtime today. But he was wiping the counter with a cloth, not looking at me.

      “I can do it myself.”

      “Magic is magic. You drank all your liquor?”

      “I said, enough.” I sounded so tired.

      “No, Gabe. Tell me the truth. Because I knew you were hiding something from me. What is it?”

      I stared at Ed, and he finally looked at me. His gaze flickered to my arm. A curse word slipped past his lips as he grabbed my wrist. “What if this gets infected?”

      “I don’t care,” I muttered.

      He grabbed me behind my neck, and his face was inches from mine. “No! You do. This is not you. You weren’t even at her funeral. Everyone wants to know where you were.”

      “I need time away from the Shield.”

      “It’s not how we deal!”

      “I need time away—”

      “No!”

      I pulled away. “She was my fucking Ahmdahney, okay?!”

      Ed froze.

      Manic laughter escaped my lips as the tears continued to roll down my cheeks. “Fucking messed up. I know. Why would the Eye give me that type of responsibility? Me? Look where we are, Ed. She is dead!”

      His eyebrows knitted. “How?”

      “My aunt. Turns out she was a sensor. She told me, I have it. I thought it was Liz. It turned out it was Max, as I lit up like a fucking Christmas tree whenever I spoke about her. I didn’t ask for it. I didn’t even want it.”

      Tears glistened in Ed’s eyes. “So you tried to ignore it.”

      “Fuck yeah, I tried to ignore it. The girl was better off without me.”

      “Gabe. That girl died without you. You can’t fucking ignore the Ahmdahney. Look what happened to King Montreal.”

      “You don’t know—”

      “No, I know. My mother said so, and I believe her.”

      “We are not even pure bloods or the same.”

      “Because the Eye is making different decisions now. They choose different. It doesn’t matter anymore if you are pure blood or not. It matters what is in your heart.”

      His figure blurred as more tears pooled in my eyes. “I don’t even like people.”

      Strong arms wrapped around me, and I broke down against his chest. The sobs just poured from me.

      Ed hugged me tighter. “I’m so fucking sorry. You should’ve told me the truth.”

      “When?”

      “Every time I asked, Gabe. That night you danced with her.”

      “I told you—”

      “I’m not stupid. Fighting is not that different from dancing. We need to get that cut looked at before it infects.”

      “Just burn it. It would be faster.”

      “No, you are going through enough pain. Go get dressed. I’m going to get Vincent. I’m not leaving you like this.”

      I nodded and walked to my closet, grabbed clean underwear, tracksuit pants, and a shirt. “How many days now?” I asked just before Ed walked out the door.

      “Four. They buried her yesterday. Thought that you might attend. I knew something was wrong when you didn’t show up. I tried to get in last night, but it was no use. So this morning I asked Alexis.”

      “You can’t tell anyone what she was to me.”

      “Nobody is going to understand this, Gabe.”

      “I don’t care what people think. Please, Ed?”

      He nodded.

      “Cade and the rest want the bonfire.”

      “No.”

      “Gabe, you started with this.”

      “I’m not ready to say goodbye yet. Please?”

      He nodded as tears welled up in his eyes. “I’ll think of something.” He left and closed the door behind him.

      My room smelled of lemon and pine. Fresh. The tears didn’t want to stop, and I couldn’t get the last words she’d mouthed out of my head. Neither the dance. Why the fuck had he brought it up?

      About ten minutes later, Vincent entered with Ed, and he froze when he saw me on my bed. I wiped my tears, and he walked over.

      He picked up my arm and stared at it. “You tried to cut off your arm?”

      “No, nothing as drastic as that, but I’m sure I deserve it.”

      “Gabe,” Ed said.

      He set a tonic, one of Petunia’s tonics, on the table and cleaned my scar. “Petunia was better at them. I’m sorry that I couldn’t do more, Gabe.”

      “How did she die?”

      He sighed. “I thought she was stable. I left her for about ten minutes to give the verdict that I’d stabilized her, and then the machine just beeped. Her bloodwork told us that there was a blood clot.”

      I nodded.

      “She was a real specimen. Her gift alone will always stay with me. One of a kind.”

      I kept on nodding. The tears kept coming.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Thanks, Vincent. Gabe needs his rest,” Ed said after a few minutes.

      I knew it wasn’t the truth. But Vincent bought it and left.

      Ed closed the door and put his backpack on the table. He opened it and took out another few bottles of rum. “This is all you get. I’ll drink it with you, in remembrance of Max. When it’s done, it’s done, Gabe. Next year, same time, we will do this again.”

      I knew he would understand. I wiped at the tears, and Ed walked over with huge strides and hugged me. “A lot of things are finally making sense now.”

      I sniffed and pushed him away. “Yeah, like what? ‘Cause I know for a fact, I hid it pretty well.”

      Ed laughed as he sniffed. “You didn’t. Ben for one.”

      “Fuck off.”

      He picked up a bottle and laughed. “Not to mention the night of the negotiation. That was where things clicked for me. You never put yourself on the line for another, not like that, and especially not for the Moore.”

      “And I made her believe it was because they were not interested in her.”

      “You know it’s not the truth.”

      I looked at him.

      “She asked you, cornered you.”

      “And I lied again.”

      “Gabe,” he sighed.

      “The Eye made a mistake. I wasn’t bond material, Ed. Now they refuse to take this feeling from me.”

      “That feeling makes you humble and grateful.”

      “No, it makes me feel as if I’m broken.”

      “It will heal. It always does.” He took a few gulps and handed the bottle to me.

      I took it from him and drank too.

      “She didn’t hold back, said how she felt,” Ed pointed out.

      “Infuriated me so much.”

      “Infuriated you or made you crazy?”

      “Is there a difference?”

      “Depending on the context.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning, if you wanted to grab her right there and then and show her who was boss or tear her head off. As I say, depending on context.”

      “Definitely the first.” I took another sip.

      Ed smiled. “She made you crazy?”

      “No, Ben made me crazy.”

      Ed laughed. “The poor guy probably didn’t know—”

      “He did.”

      “How?”

      “I kissed her. She rejected me.”

      “When?” Ed asked.

      “It doesn’t matter. I said never again.”

      “She was your primal bond.”

      “She loved Ben. I’m no Ben. I’m not great with people the way he was.”

      “You wouldn’t know now as you didn’t try.”

      “She rejected me.” Didn’t he hear that?

      “Some people you push past the rejection for and try again, Gabe. Like your fucking Ahmdahney.”

      I shook my head and grabbed the bottle from him, taking another sip.

      “I guess you’re right. I guess I’ll never know.”
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        * * *

      

      When the rum was done, I struggled with Ed’s ultimatum. We fought, as I wasn’t ready to face the world.

      It had been almost a week since Max’s death. I didn’t even know how Scar and her friends were taking it. I didn’t really care.

      The dance kept playing off in my mind, and I wished I’d done more that night than just dance with her.

      I shouldn’t have laughed that day with the flyer. I should’ve told her it was me she was looking for. Will and Cade had even teased her about that stupid flyer, and I’d made sure they felt pain during their training.

      The last couple of days, I’d opened myself to remembering Max.

      My cut struggled to heal, even with Petunia’s tonic. The cut was more elevated than the others. The scabs were much more painful. It would teach me to hack myself that way, not get it cleaned.

      Ed dropped a lot of bottles off tonight and told me to drink myself to death, as that was where I would end up.

      I sipped on the first one, didn’t finish it the way I’d done the others.

      I knew I should eat, but food tasted stale. I finally understood what she’d meant by everything being so bland. She’d taken my color, my taste, my will with her.

      I cried and slept my days over.

      A knock came at the door, and I wished Ed could just leave me the fuck alone. The knock didn’t stop, and something sounded wrong. It wasn’t loud.

      I got up. A headache jolted through my head, but I pushed through as the knock turned into a thump.

      That had put me on alert, and my one hand turned into a blade.

      I hid it behind my back and opened the door.

      A figure covered in dirt and sand fell into my arm.

      I caught it.

      “Water,” she spoke, and my heart stopped for a second.

      “Max?”
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      I woke up in a very confined space. It was dark, and it forced me to switch over to my night vision.

      I found myself inside a box.

      My heart pounded as the box was really starting to suffocate me.

      Was I buried? The last few memories of what had happened seeped through my mind. Three arrows meant for Gabriel shot me, and I lost consciousness.

      No, I woke up. I woke up again, and there was someone in my room. He whispered his apologies, that he had no choice, and then put something in my drip and that was the last I remembered.

      One doctor tried to kill me. Who? Why?

      I tried to think if I’d seen a face, but it was too dark and I was too weak, too tired to change my vision.

      They must have thought that I was dead and buried me.

      Panic seared through me. I could hardly lift my arm, as I had no energy.

      “No, no, not this, please?” I couldn’t die in this fucking box.

      I remembered the fighting. How the girl had turned into a worm. My X-Gene was coming back to me. I concentrated on being a worm. I had to get out of this box.

      Worm. You are a worm!

      Something pulled out of me. Desperation, eagerness to escape—no, escape was usually attached to the canary.

      I opened my eyes, and the area was dark. There was no more box. I didn’t even see my feet anymore when I looked down. In fact, I saw nothing.

      I tried to touch my body, but there were no arms to feel, no fingers to touch. I pushed forward fast and realized what must have happened.

      I’d turned into a worm. Desperation turned me into a worm. I had my X-Gene back!

      I moved slowly, and it felt like hours just to get out of the pile of clothes that fell flat into the coffin. My sight caught a hole where critters seeped through.

      I charged for that, and it felt as if another hour had passed to get to the hole.

      This was going to take me forever.

      I crawled up the satin that lined the coffin, it felt soft against my skin, and after what felt like eons, I reached the hole. The area became tighter as I pushed through. It was only ground and as I reached the top, mud.

      The weird part was that my body seemed to handle it just fine.

      I pushed forward. My strength dwindled, and I had no idea whether I would make it to my room. If I had a room still. How long was I in that coffin?

      It couldn’t have been long.

      I knew it wasn’t hours. Ben’s body was only buried the third or fourth day after his death, or that was what Scar had told me. I wasn’t there. I’d been dead for four days?

      That made little sense. Your body decomposed, not to mention organ failure.

      The science was all wrong.

      I pushed through and the air was cold, so cold.

      My body seeped through my mind. I had to turn back. The doctors couldn’t find me here tomorrow morning. They just couldn’t. Not after what I’d remembered happened that night.

      The pain seared through my body with the change, and it was hard not to scream. Grunts left my lips and then it was only loud breathing. I opened my eyes; I laid in a puddle of mud. It wasn’t raining, but I could smell the rain. It had rained.

      Thank the Eye that it was nighttime. How late? I didn’t know.

      My limbs touched the grass. It wasn’t that cold, but it was wet. Mud covered part of my arms, and my hair felt wrong. Like someone had thrown me into a muddy pool.

      I needed help. I needed someone… I opened my eyes, and a blue and white magical fog-type of light glowed in front of me.

      The trail showed the way. To where? I couldn’t tell as it went around the corner back in the academy’s direction.

      I looked around and found myself in the cemetery. I knew it was the cemetery, as I’d been here so many times, visiting Ben.

      I had no choice but to follow the glowing trail. A part of me believed it would lead me to safety.

      I pushed myself from the ground onto my legs. There wasn’t a thread of clothes on my body, just the dirt. I covered myself as best I could, following the blue magical trail on wobbly legs and a drowsy mind.

      I didn’t feel so good. My throat was so dry, and a hunger I’d never experienced before grumbled in my stomach, all the way to my chest.

      The trail led down the path, past the first steps and up a second set of stairs.

      I climbed the steps on my palms and feet, following the trail. It turned around the corner again and went through a door.

      I did not know whose room that was, and I prayed it didn’t belong to a doctor, especially the one who had tried to kill me.

      I stumbled forward and knocked as loud as I could on the door.

      Nobody opened it, so I kept knocking. After a while, it sounded like thumping. Still, there wasn’t a hint that someone was here. Why would this trail lead me to this room if nobody was going to open it?

      I leaned against the door, and it finally opened. I fell into a pair of arms.

      I didn’t know whose.

      “Water,” I begged.

      “Max?” Gabe’s voice said.

      “Water, please?”

      A spell left his mouth; the cold rim of a glass lingered to my lips, and I swallowed as much water as I could, coughed some of it up. I pulled my face away when I’d had enough. “No doctors.” My eyes closed, and I couldn’t believe that the trail had led me to him. Why him?
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      Was I losing my mind? What was this?

      No doctors?

      I moved with her out of the entrance and shut the door with my foot. She was naked. Did they bury her without clothes? My palm kept brushing her face.

      This wasn’t real. Fuck.

      I took a few deep breaths, not knowing what this was. Was I imagining her? Did my soul ache for her so that my mind conjured her up? Why was she naked?

      Deep breaths, Gabe. Deep breaths.

      I did as the voice in my head said.

      Feel for a pulse.

      I touched her neck. There was a pulse.

      Get her clean and put clothes on her back.

      I got up and walked with her to the bathroom. Holding her upright with one arm and turning on the faucets with another, I tried to focus on one step at a time.

      Nothing like this had ever happened to me.

      She felt so real. She must be real. I lowered my head to her ear. “Max?” I whispered.

      She didn’t move. I felt for her pulse again, and it still beat against the tips of my fingers.

      This was so strange.

      The water was warm, and I walked with clothes and all into the shower.

      I washed her hair, washed the dirt off her face. The water was muddy. It was her. She was really here. She should’ve been decomposing by now. It was probably more than a week, wasn’t it?

      Stop thinking the irrational. Was it irrational, or was that the truth and whatever was happening now was irrational?

      Just wash her, Gabe.

      I followed the voice instead, grabbed the soap, and washed her. She groaned just as I wanted to think that I’d completely lost it.

      When she was cleaned, I walked out with her, grabbed a towel, and pulled it around her.

      I scooped her up and put her on my bed, took out a t-shirt, focusing on getting clothes on her, as the rest of my reasoning twirled around me, losing my mind completely.

      I put the shirt on her body and a pair of shorts that were way too big on her butt.

      Why was she naked?

      I put the covers over her. She needed medical help, or I needed it. One of us was desperately in need of help.

      I exchanged my wet clothes for dry ones. The alcohol was far gone from my system. Shocked sober, if there was such a thing like that.

      I mopped the floor, chewed pain killers for the headache, and pulled a chair closer to my bed.

      I kept staring at her, touching her wrist. The soft beating of a heart thumped softly against my fingers.

      The hours ticked by as I tried to make sense of this. There was no rational reason. This was my mind.

      The sobs shook my body again as the reality of this fucked up situation seeped into me.

      She wasn’t really here, or maybe she was, meaning that there was a half-decomposing corpse in my bed. I could see myself digging her up and stealing her corpse.

      I couldn’t. As much as I wanted her to be here, I couldn’t. Not like this. I needed help.

      I jumped from the chair and walked with huge strides to my door. I yanked it open and walked the few steps to Ed’s door.

      I hammered on his door, and in a few minutes, he opened it.

      “Gabe?” He squinted in the dark.

      “I need your help. I think I’m losing it.”

      “Okay, calm down. Come in.”

      “No, you need to come with me.”

      “Let me just get a shirt.” He walked to his cupboard, and I stood against the wall outside his door. Fresh air seeped into my lungs as I tried to calm my erratic heart.

      You really did it, Gabe. He was going to get me locked up. Maybe that was what I needed right now.

      Ed returned, and we walked to my door. “Gabe, what is it?”

      “I think I’m losing my mind.”

      “What way?”

      “In Max is in my bed way, Ed.”

      I could feel his eyes on me, but I didn’t dare to look at him. He walked into my room, and I entered after him but stood at the entrance. There was still something in my bed.

      Ed trudged near and switched on the lamp next to my bed. He gasped. “Gabe, what did you do?”

      The pain seared through my heart. “I don’t know. There was a knock, and I opened. She fell into my arms.”

      Ed gasped.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “She has a pulse,” Ed said.

      I stopped crying as my eyes flung open. “What?”

      “She has a pulse. She is not dead. How?”

      “She is really in my bed with a pulse?”

      “We need to get her to a doctor.”

      “No!” I stopped him and walked closer.

      He put his hand on my chest. “Gabe, I know how you feel, but she needs medical help.”

      “She said no doctors. She asked for water and then before she passed out, she said no doctors. I’ve been going over and over it in my mind for the past few hours. No doctors, please.” I shook my head. “I can’t fail her like that again.”

      “Okay. But she needs fluids. Do you have any Veeline bags?”

      “I think I have one.”

      “Get it.”

      I rushed to my bathroom where I kept my medical bag that we always carried with us on missions. I plopped the bag on the table next to my bed, yanking the zipper open.

      The light of the lamp caught the purple liquid in the Veeline bag and almost gave it that shining, neon effect. IV tubes laid rolled up underneath. I grabbed them along with a needle and handed them to Ed.

      “How?” he kept asking.

      “I don’t know. Maybe the Eye heard my plea, and they were too stubborn to take away this feeling.”

      “So they give you Max back, who was dead for more than a fucking week?”

      “I don’t know, Ed. I’m supposed to be raving mad. I’ve lost it completely and have a corpse in my bed.”

      “Well, then I’m raving mad with you.”

      He put the needle in Max’s vein as I hooked up the purple bag. In a few minutes, she had fluids pumping into her.

      “We need help.”

      “I can’t fail her again,” I hissed.

      “You won’t. I’ll help.”

      “There are pure blood witches who want her dead.”

      “We tell Jack.”

      I grunted.

      “Gabe, we need to tell someone. I trust Jack.”

      “I trust him too.”

      Ed took the light and opened Max’s eyes. He froze. “We have a problem.”

      “What now?”

      “The yellow in her eyes isn’t yellow anymore. They are red.”
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      “She is going to be ravenous when she wakes up, Gabe. She will finish you and me.”

      “I know.”

      Edward stared at my bedside table.

      “What is it?”

      “The spell.”

      “What about the spell?”

      “The spell had died. Not Max.”

      “What?”

      “It’s the only thing that makes sense. Not even the De-speller could help her. Think about it. She dies, the spell dies. Somehow she woke up again.” He sighed. “I can only imagine how scared she must have been.”

      I didn’t want to imagine that. “So what you are saying is that the spell made it look like she was dead?”

      “No, I’m saying that maybe she was dead, but the spell took her death and she woke up.”

      “You are not making any sense.”

      “Neither does magic. All I know is that she died with yellow in her eyes and it’s now red.”

      “So the spell saved her life?” I asked.

      “Something like that. We need to tell Jack.”

      “Give her a few more days, please.”

      “She is going to need blood when she wakes up.”

      “I heard you the first time!”

      “Not well enough. You are not part vampire, Gabriel. You do not know the type of hunger I’m speaking about here. Max has never fed in her entire life. She will kill us.”

      I nodded. She could drink a dead man’s blood, and then she would turn into a monster.

      “We need to tell Jack, and fast.”

      “Okay!” I closed my eyes, feeling as if I was failing her again. “Only Jack. You know what, don’t tell him a thing; bring him here.”

      He nodded and then disappeared.

      I hadn’t even bothered to look into her eyes earlier. I took the light again and opened her eyelid. The yellow was gone and had turned into three red dots.

      I put the light down and kept staring at Max. She was still sleeping, still breathing. I touched her pulse again; it was still beating.

      Ten minutes later, Ed came back with Jack.

      He froze when he saw Max in my bed. “Have you lost your mind?”

      “She is not dead. Feel her pulse,” Ed said.

      Jack walked closer but kept staring at me. “Where were you?”

      “Just feel her pulse, Jack,” Ed spoke louder.

      He touched her pulse, and his eyes grew as they flickered to Ed. “How?”

      “We think it might be the spell that has died in her place.”

      “Spell?” Jack asked.

      “What else can it be?” Ed asked.

      “Have you ever thought that it could be a Shadowed that could shift into another person?” His gaze passed between us.

      I froze as Ed looked at me.

      None of us had thought about it.

      “She is dead for more than a week, Ed.”

      “Open her grave,” I urged.

      “Gabe?”

      “Open her grave. We will know for sure. If Max is in there, I’ll find out who this is. If she is not, you have your answer.”

      “Fine, come with me.”

      “I’m not leaving her side.”

      He stood there. I could feel his stare.

      “I’ll come, let’s go,” Ed demanded.

      They left, and I folded my arms. What if she was a Shadowed member? What if this was a way to get close to me again? But then it meant that they must know that I was her Ahmdahney. They could’ve figured it out. Could’ve had a sensor on their side. Something I wouldn’t have seen.

      An hour passed. The tiredness pulled at my eyes, but I needed to stay awake.

      The door opened, and Jack and Ed returned.

      “And?”

      “Somehow it’s Maxima Lane.”

      “Her coffin was empty?”

      “Only her clothes,” Ed threw the dress they’d buried her in on the desk.

      She was naked.

      “Gabe?”

      I looked back at Max. “She changed. Her X-Gene is back.”

      “What?”

      “She shifted into an animal. It’s the only reason that explains how her grave was untouched and her clothes were still inside.”

      “Changed into what?” Ed asked.

      “Fuck anything.”

      “So she has her X-Gene back?” Jack asked. “She needs medical help.”

      “I told you, we can’t,” Ed responded.

      Jack looked at me. “Did she tell you which doctor?”

      I shook my head. “She just said no doctors.”

      “So we’ll get in another doctor from outside the academy.”

      “Jack?”

      “Gabriel, she needs medical attention. If the red in her eyes is back, she needs blood too.”

      “I’ll help,” Ed mouthed behind him.

      I nodded. “Fine, get someone from the outside.”

      “We keep it hush for now. We will know more when she wakes up. The best is to set up at the feeding station. I’ll speak to Nettie.”

      I nodded again.

      “I’ll go make the arrangements. I’ll phone you when she needs to come to the feeding station.” Jack left.

      Ed and I waited until his footsteps were gone.

      “You didn’t tell him, did you?”

      “I said I wouldn’t. But maybe you should.”

      “No.”

      “Gabe. There hasn’t been a bond like this for centuries. There is still a lot that you need to know. The books don’t even know.”

      “Oh, I’ve figured out plenty by myself.”

      “What?”

      I stared at Ed.

      He closed his eyes and opened it slowly. “The spell?”

      I nodded.

      “You are not the only one in this. She is in it too.”

      “She doesn’t know, and she will not know either.”

      “Gabriel,” Edward hissed.

      “I’ve made up my mind. I’ll protect from a distance.”

      “Listen to yourself,” he spoke through gritted teeth. “A few days ago, you wanted to fucking die. This is your second chance, and you will not do a thing about it?”

      “You don’t understand.”

      “No, you don’t understand. You’ve been given a second chance. You have an entire fucking law protecting you.”

      “They will kill her if they know she is my Ahmdahney.”

      “Not when she is with you, Gabe.”

      “Can I just wrap my head around the fact that she woke up from the dead?”

      The emotions on his face slacked at once. “Yeah, of course.”

      “Thank you.”
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      An hour later, Jack called on Ed’s phone. He put it on loudspeaker.

      “It’s all set. Bring her.”

      “The doctor?” Ed asked.

      “Just arrived. I’ve briefed her. She is waiting.”

      “Okay, we’ll be there soon.”

      The clock on my wall said four-thirty. We had to move fast if we wanted to keep our little Lazarus a secret.

      I scooped her up, and Ed took the Veeline bag and followed me toward the feeding center.

      We didn’t walk into anyone on the way there. Jack waited for us by the stairs on level two, which was odd. My gaze flickered to Ed.

      “Two?” Ed asked.

      “Precaution. The vampires will sniff out if they think we are hiding something.”

      Ed nodded, and we followed him down the hallway to the room he’d set up.

      I put Max down on the bed and stepped aside for the doctor.

      She was somewhere around her thirties, had dark hair and dark eyes. Her scent told me she wasn’t a witch, but part of the djinn race.

      Jack really delivered on limiting my fears.

      The doctor immediately hovered over her, pulling her eyelids open and shining a light into them. She looked sideways at me. “Could you please wait outside?”

      “I—”

      “Gabe…” Ed touched my arm.

      “Sure,” I said and walked out the room.

      I tuned into Max. She was still breathing.

      Jack stayed with the doctor.

      The hours ticked by as I concentrated on Max’s heartbeat. Ed ticked off all the things that had to be reinstated. The academy had already received her death certificate, meaning that accounts were closed and all the paperwork that went with it when someone has died.

      I kept focusing on her heartbeat.

      Light threatened to stream through one of the darkened windows. It used to be part of the feeding station, but was turned into some storage facility when they’d renovated a few years back.

      The clock on the wall said it was almost eight. My stomach complained.

      “You need to eat something.”

      “I’ll eat later.”

      “I’m here. I’m tuning in the whole time, listening to her heartbeat. I’ve got you. Go eat something.” He was stern.

      I nodded and stood. I was still in my tracksuit and sneakers. My feet trudged lightly on the floor and down the steps toward the entrance. I passed a few early feeders; they froze and probably stared as I passed them.

      I entered the cafeteria and could feel everyone staring at me.

      “Look who finally showed up.”

      “Scar?” Storm hissed.

      “No, Storm. She saved his life, and he couldn’t even be at her funeral.”

      “Leave it. There is a reason we call him fuck-face.”

      Scar didn’t reply. Storm called me fuck-face?

      I dished up a plate of eggs and bacon with everything that could fit on the plate.

      “Gabriel,” Alexis said.

      “Alexis.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. I need to speak with you, Anya, and Dex after breakfast.”

      She nodded as I sat down in my seat.

      Alexis joined me after she dished up, followed by Dex and Anya.

      Rupert took the microphone and said grace as Jack’s seat remained empty.

      “Where are Ed and Jack?” Dex whispered.

      “Busy,” I breathed.

      When Rupert finished, I gobbled down my food.

      I finished the same time Dex, Anya, and Alexis finished, and they followed me outside the dining hall.

      “I need you three to take the reins for the next week. Can you do that?”

      “Why?” Anya asked. “Where is Ed?”

      “Helping me with something. It’s important.”

      “You okay?” Dex asked.

      “Yes, I’m fine.”

      “Yell if you need anything.”

      “Thank you, Dex.”

      I left and walked back to the feeding center. I rushed up the stairs and sat back down next to Ed.

      “And?”

      “I planned for our absence the next week with Anya, Dex, and Alexis.”

      “Okay.”

      “Any news?”

      “She is still busy doing her tests. Saying the fact that she was in the ground for over seven days is alarming.”

      “You don’t think.” The sarcasm oozed from my tone.

      “She is alive, Gabe.”

      I couldn’t argue with that.

      Around nine, the doctor came to the front with Jack behind her. “I can’t find a lot of things wrong with her, except that she is hydrated and will probably be hungry when she wakes up.” She turned to Jack. “I’m going to do more tests in my lab. I’ll call you with the results.”

      “That’s it?” I questioned.

      “Let her sleep. Give her blood when she wakes up, and call me. There is not much more I can do for her.”

      “What about the fact that she was more than a week inside the ground?”

      “She tested negative for everything that concerned me. It’s a miracle.”

      “Let’s go, Gabe,” Ed said.

      I nodded and walked to Max’s room.

      She looked so peaceful, and a part of me was glad that she’d gotten medical help.

      Jack entered.

      “So what is going to happen?” Ed wanted to know.

      “Well, Nettie knows that we have a vampire patient on this floor, and when Max wakes up, she will get to feed ASAP.”

      “The doctor really found nothing wrong with her?” I inquired.

      “No. Guess you were right about that mystery around Maxima Lane.”

      “And there are still no answers either,” I replied.

      “Who knows? Now that the spell is broken, answers might come.”

      “I still need to know why she said no doctors,” I pointed out.

      “We find that out when she wakes up. So what is the plan as I see neither of you leaving for duty?”

      “I’m taking off until Max wakes up.”

      “I’m helping,” Ed said.

      “She gets 24-hour protection from you two?”

      “Someone has tried to kill this girl more than twice now, Jack. You bet your ass that she gets twenty-four-hour protection,” I replied.

      “And who is training the Selectives?”

      “The others. They can handle it.”

      “You are in command, Gabriel. If you think it’s wise.”

      “I think it’s wise.”

      He nodded. “Then I bid you goodbye for now. Just press that red button when she wakes and call me.”

      “No one, Jack,” Ed reminded.

      “I heard you the first time. I’m leaving it in your hands.”

      We waited for Jack to leave.

      “Okay, we need to take turns. Show our faces with at least with one class. Anya and them can’t handle all of it,” Ed said. “Not without us giving them answers, and we both know that will not happen.”

      “Okay, fine. I’ll take the first years in the morning. You stay. We shift at eight. I’ll take night shift as that will be when someone might strike the most.”

      “Then I’ll take day shifts,” Ed answered.

      “You need to phone me when she wakes up.”

      “You need to sleep and eat.”

      “I will.”

      “Okay then, I’ll phone you when she wakes up. We also need to break it to everyone that she is not dead.”

      “Any ideas would be great because I can’t even think where to start.”

      “I’ll try to think of something,” Ed responded.
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      I opened my eyes. The walls were blue, and white pictures hung in frames. A ravenous hunger throbbed at the back of my throat. I kept looking around. My movements were becoming more demanding as I tried to get whatever was in my arm out of my body.

      “Easy, Max.” Ed was there. “I know you are hungry. Drink.” He held a red tube in his hands. I’d been through this before. I didn’t need blood.

      “Where am I?”

      “It’s okay. You are safe. Drink.”

      I stared at the tube in his hands before my gaze flickered up to his. A sweet scent filled my nostrils, and it was coming from the tube. I grabbed it from his hands, put it in my mouth, and sucked. The blood was still warm as it was gliding down my throat. I felt strength waking me up, pulsing into my body. It was addictive. It tasted different from the first time I’d had it.

      “Easy, Max.”

      I couldn’t stop.

      “Nettie,” Ed yelled. “Max, enough!”

      I didn’t want to stop, and he pulled the tube out of my hand. Red droplets spilled onto the linen. “I need more.”

      “I know, be patient. There are rules.”

      My gaze held his. Rules?

      “You will get more. Just be patient.”

      The curtains drew back, and the nurse came into view. “Oh, dear. She’s awake.”

      “She needs more blood.”

      “On it.”

      A ruckus happened next door. A guy groaned.

      “Who is that?”

      “A feeder. Slow down. If you suck him dry and kill him, you will change. You will become—”

      “A monster. Oh, crap.” I grabbed my hair.

      Ed touched my arm. “Calm down. You’re okay.”

      “But he could’ve—”

      “He didn’t. I will assist in the next week. Guiding you on your feeding. You need to try to cope, Max. Control it.”

      I nodded.

      “I need to make a phone call, okay? More blood is coming. I’m just outside.” He left and a few second later, his voice spoke in a softer tone. I tried to remember what had happened. A bright blue light. I’d followed it. The door had opened and…I froze. It was Gabriel. I’d gone to Gabriel, and this was where I’d woken up. In some sort of infirmary with Commander Charles. I’d told him no doctors. Why did I keep on trusting him?

      Footsteps neared, and the curtain opened. Principal Jack stared at me. “Max, how do you feel?”

      “Starving.”

      “Other than that.”

      “Weird.”

      “In what way?”

      “I don’t know. Like something is missing.”

      “Or just broken?”

      “What?”

      “The spell your father had placed on you had been broken. It’s why you are so hungry for blood. It’s your vampire side.”

      The nurse entered and changed the tubing. She gave me a clean sucker, and I put it to my lips. The sweet, warm liquid glided down my throat. Energy pulsed down to my limbs. It felt amazing.

      “What is the last thing you remember?”

      I stopped sucking. “Getting out of the grave.”

      Edward walked back into the room.

      “How?” Principal Williams asked.

      “I changed. My X-Gene is back.”

      “We figured that out,” Edward said.

      “Uh…” I didn’t want to tell them that I’d followed a bright light. So I shook my head. “I don’t remember what happened after that.”

      Ed squinted.

      “You don’t remember asking Commander Hendrix for help?” Principal Williams questioned.

      I shook my head way too fast.

      “It’s normal,” Principal Williams said. “Could you tell us why you told Commander Hendrix no doctors?”

      So he’d heard that part. “I think one of them tried to kill me.”

      “Male or female?”

      “Definitely male.”

      Principal Williams looked relieved. “I told you, she wouldn’t.”

      The curtains opened, and Gabe stared at me. Everything was still hazy. “How do you feel?”

      “Weird,” I repeated exactly what I’d told Principal Williams.

      “It’s the spell. She is missing the effect it had on her body,” Principal Williams clarified.

      “Do you remember which doctor?” Gabe asked.

      “I just asked her, Gabriel. She said they were male.”

      “Then I need Master Conway to make that potion. Test Vincent and Hozier. I’m not taking any more chances.”

      He what? He walked out.

      Ed sighed.

      “I’ve got her,” Principal Williams said.

      “Yeah, sorry, Jack, but when I say a shift is mine, it’s mine. I don’t care who sits with her,” Ed replied.

      I kept sucking the blood. One moment I was fine, and the next I jumped off the bed and threw up my lungs. Blood splattered the basin as my stomach turned.

      “This is what happens when you overindulge. It’s why I said to control it,” Ed explained.

      I wiped my lips. “So what now?”

      “How do you feel?”

      “Better, still hungry.”

      “Welcome to your vampire side.” His lips curved up as he helped me back onto the bed.

      I looked at my clothes. The shirt was at least three sizes too big for me. I climbed back into bed and covered myself. “How long do I have to stay here?”

      “The doctor is on her way, and then we need to announce to everyone that you are alive, Max.”

      “I’m what?”

      “Everyone still thinks you are dead.”

      “How long?”

      “Well, you were in the ground for more than a week and spent another five days asleep. So about two weeks. They are still mourning.”

      “Tell them to stop, please.”

      “I’ll try to be as gentle as possible.”

      Footsteps rushed down the aisle. Sneakers squeaked on the linoleum floor. It sounded like a stampede.

      Ed got up and opened the curtain as Scar pushed past him.

      “Max!” She came running to me. She wrapped her arms around me and cried.

      “I’m okay.”

      Amy was on my other side.

      “How?” Simon asked.

      “Who told you?” Principal Williams wanted to know.

      “Commander Hendrix,” Cade responded. “How?”

      “The spell died and put Max in a deep sleep, like death,” Principal Williams explained.

      Scar grabbed her hair. “We buried you.”

      “Yeah, it was a bitch to get out of there, too.”

      “How long ago?”

      “I woke up today, but five days.” I looked at Ed, who nodded.

      “And you’re only telling us now.” Scar looked back at him.

      “We couldn’t tell anyone until she was awake,” Ed replied.

      “Scar. I’m fine.”

      She covered her eyes with the palms of her hands and cried again.

      “Stop crying, I’m alive. I feel amazing.”

      She laughed and pulled her hands away. Sniffed deeply. “I told you that you would be reborn.”

      Will was the only one not saying a word. He just stared at me.

      “I know what this looks like. I’m sorry,” I said to him.

      “How did you get out of your grave, Max?” he asked.

      My lips curved. “I turned into a worm and maneuvered my way out of there.”

      Scar and Amy gasped. “You got your X-Gene back?”

      “I got my X-Gene back. And this time, nobody is going to steal it from me. I’ll rip their throats out with my new weapons.” I showed them my fangs.

      “It suits you too, badass,” Scar said.

      The curtain opened, and Gabe entered. He lifted his chin up and down for Principal Williams and Ed to follow him.

      “Never scare me like that again. It’s not the same without you, Max.”

      I smiled. “You won’t get rid of me that fast, Ames.”

      “I don’t want to get rid of you at all. So no more dying on us. I forbid it.”

      “Aye, aye, Captain.” I saluted.

      The guys laughed as Scar questioned, “Did you eat anything?”

      “Scar, I literally woke up less than an hour ago. I’ve only had blood.”

      “You need food. Can she have food?” Scar yelled at the three outside.

      “Yes, go get her food,” Gabe responded, sounding annoyed.

      “Gabriel. No, Scarlet. We are waiting for the doctor,” Principal Williams explained.

      Scarlet rolled her eyes as she shook her head. I nodded at her to tell me why she was so agitated.

      “Later,” she mouthed, clearly not happy about something.

      They stayed for the doctor, who wasn’t any of the doctors at Beaumond Academy. She couldn’t find anything wrong with me. Said I’d made a beautiful recovery and that the marks from the arrows were healing beautifully. There would hardly be a scar.

      My lips pouted.

      “Why are you pouting?” the doctor asked.

      “I’m part of the Shield. Believe me, scars mean everything.”

      The guys laughed as Scar shook her head.

      “You are perfect. As if nothing drastic happened. Give it about a day and you can go back to your normal routine. But if the blood lust gets too much, come to the feeding station immediately.”

      I nodded. “Thanks.”

      “Can she have something to eat now?” Scar inquired.

      “Yes, an appetite is always a good sign,” the doctor remarked before saying goodbye and moving to leave. “Keep an eye on her and call me if anything changes.”

      The curtain opened, and Principal Williams entered with some forms to fill in. He placed them on the table and wheeled it closer.

      “What’s this?”

      “Forms to reinstate that you are alive, Max. They’ve already issued a death certificate.”

      I nodded and signed the forms.

      “You will get papers again for a new bank account and all those goodies.”

      My gaze flickered to him. “You blocked my account?”

      “It’s what happens when someone dies. But signing that paper, reinstating that you are not dead, changes everything.”

      I nodded and signed on the dotted line. If I didn’t need my money, being dead on paper didn’t sound like such a bad idea. I handed him the papers back as Scar and the guys sat with me. Telling me everything that I’d missed the past two weeks.

      Scar’s phone rang, and she answered it.

      “Meet me in the cafeteria,” Scar said.

      “Scarlet?” Gabe’s voice came from behind the closed curtain. He was still here?

      “It’s only Storm, Commander Hendrix.” She looked at me. “I’ll see you later, okay?”

      I nodded.

      The guys and Amy stayed. They kept me company until Edward brought me my dinner. He put it on the table.

      “Anything else I can get you?”

      “A shower and clothes that fit.”

      “I’ll go grab the clothes and see where Scar is,” Amy said.

      “I’ll make arrangements for the shower,” Ed spoke.

      The guys kept me company as I ate. They huddled around my bed. “The last week was weird,” Will whispered.

      “Meaning?”

      “Commander Hendrix and Commander Charles were barely seen. It was only the twins and Alexis.”

      “Well, at least now we know why,” Cade answered.

      “Yeah, even so, why not tell everyone that Max is alive?” Will asked.

      “You know what Hendrix said,” Simon hissed.

      “That could be my fault.” I sighed but still didn’t understand why the Commanders hadn’t told them.

      All three of them stared at me.

      “One doctor caused my death.”

      “Vincent?” Will mouthed.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Vincent was the only one there,” Will said.

      Cade was deep in thought.

      “What do you mean, a doctor caused your death?” Simon wondered.

      I told them what I remembered, that I was so drowsy that I couldn’t figure out who it was. Whoever did it apologized before he injected my IV with something.

      “He must be the Eye of the Shadowed,” Cade whispered.

      Will and Simon nodded, and I was dying to find out what they meant.

      They told me about how the Shadowed knew about that mockup mission. They weren’t supposed to know. Someone inside must have told them.

      “Fuck.” Will brushed his hair aside as the guys fell silent.

      “That makes a lot more sense for why they are being so secretive about us telling anyone that you are alive,” Si said.

      “Whoever it is, he is still here,” Will replied.

      “And probably the reason the Commanders are babysitting me along with Principal Williams.”

      “We’ll stay too,” Cade said.

      “No, you won’t.” Edward entered and stared at me.

      “We can help!”

      “Cade! We know you can fight and that you are gifted, but you are not properly trained yet. Let us do our job.”

      “But he is still out there,” Cade spoke through gritted teeth.

      “You think we don’t have a plan? Max will be safe. We are not letting her out of our sight.”

      The three of them looked at each other before Cade nodded.

      Ed’s gaze flickered to mine. “Principal Williams is telling everyone that you are alive as we speak. We hope it would sniff out whoever tried to kill you.”

      I would be lying if I said that I wasn’t afraid.

      “He won’t come near you. We have already staged something on another level.”

      “Is it why she’s on level two?” Will asked.

      I was on a different level?

      Ed nodded. “And that is just staying between us.”

      Amy and Scar walked into the room. “What is the reason that she is on a different level, and who won’t come near her?” Scar demanded to know.

      Ed closed his eyes, and I couldn’t help the laughter that slipped past my lips.

      “They are my friends. I don’t know why you didn’t tell them everything.”

      “Protocol, Max. Why aren’t you in Hall H?”

      “Principal Williams said it was okay and to give Max clothes and something about a shower,” Amy answered.

      “Okay, but then you guys need to head back to your rooms.”

      “What?” Scar asked as the boys nodded.

      “Max will inform you in the shower, but it stays here. The walls are soundproof. You do not speak about it outside that door, you hear?” Ed said.

      Scar and Amy nodded.

      “You have half an hour and then they have to leave, Max.”

      I saluted Ed as Scar and Amy kept staring at the four of us with enormous eyes.

      Ed walked out of the room, and the girls helped me out of bed.

      “Whose clothes are you wearing?”

      “I think one of the Commanders.”

      Amy chuckled as I held the hem of the shorts tight and walked out of the room, letting Scar guide me.

      She helped me until I was in the shower, and they both sat behind the curtain.

      “So, what is it you need to tell us?”

      I relayed the same details I had to the guys as I took my shower, and they listened eagerly, conveying exactly what they thought about it all.

      I didn’t like that they were in the dark about everything, but I was grateful that they kept their mouths shut. Petunia’s words about how lucky I was finding five friends popped into the back of my mind.

      I was lucky to have them. They were the best friends a girl could ask for.
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      The trap was set. Jack had told everyone that Maxima Lane was alive and well.

      Jack told everyone that for now she was staying in the feeding center on level five. Nettie was taking good care of her. It was still too close to my comfort zone, but Anya and Dex would guard her tonight.

      Alexis was part of the setup. She was more or less Max’s build and would play Max’s part in this plan tonight.

      Ed and I would hide close by.

      I tuned in regularly as Scar and Amy kept her company.

      “So, why are you so pissed off with the Commanders?”

      “Not all of them, only one.”

      I sighed, knowing that it was going to be taken completely wrong and would set us a thousand steps back again.

      “Which one?” Max asked.

      “Fuck-face.”

      Max chuckled.

      “Why did you do it?” Scar asked.

      “Do what?”

      “Save his life.”

      “I have my reasons.”

      “They should change.”

      “Scar—”

      The curtain flew open, and Anya entered. “You should round it up. Max needs her sleep, and the two of you do, too.”

      “Will she be safe tonight?” Amy asked.

      “Yup. I’m right outside and so is my brother. She’ll be fine.”

      I tuned out, thanking Anya for that interruption.

      Around nine, Nettie checked up on us, pretending that Alexis was Max, made sure that she was settled for the night, and bid everyone a sound evening. She shut down level five as if it was a normal night. I hoped that whoever had tried to kill Max would try to finish it tonight. I wanted this to be over.

      Ed and I stayed in our cubicle as Alexis slept in the one next door.

      I dozed off and woke up to the sound of magic sparkles. My foot tapped against Ed’s leg, and it was weird how he just opened his eyes without moving a muscle.

      We both listened.

      Someone was trying to get into the building.

      A clicking noise with a blowing sound reached my ears. They were traveling through their ring.

      My senses were on peak as I slowly put my feet from the table down onto the floor.

      Ed sat still in his chair as I tuned in more.

      His footsteps were quiet as he passed our cubicle.

      He pulled the curtain of Alexis’ room away and disappeared inside. I walked out of ours as Ed got up from the chair.

      In less than five seconds, I had him in a tight grip; my hand became a dagger that pressed tight under his chin.

      “It’s not what it looks like, Gabriel,” Griffin said.

      “Then tell me what this is. Why do you have a syringe in your hand?”

      Alexis startled awake and jumped up in front of him. “You? No.”

      “I had no choice. You do not know how severe this situation is.”

      “I don’t give a flying fuck how severe your situation is.” I pulled him out of the room.

      The beginning of the spell left his lips when Ed put the magical bangles on his hands.

      “No, please, not Blackwater prison.”

      “You deserve to be in a grave. But Blackwater will do until then. Just take him before I rip off his head.” I shoved him into Ed’s arms and leaned with my hands on the wall, trying to keep my temper at bay.

      “Anya,” Alexis spoke over her shoulder comm.

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      “It was Dr. Hozier.”

      “What?”

      “Ed is transferring him to Blackwater Prison now. How is Max doing?”

      “She is asleep.”

      “Good, keep it that way.”

      “Tell her, I’m coming to relieve them,” I said.

      “Gabe is coming to relieve you and Dex”

      “We are actually part of the Shield, Gabe, and have babysat plenty in our lives before.”

      “Just do it,” I said.

      “Fine.”

      The communication broke.

      “Don’t you want to interrogate him to find out why?” Alexis asked.

      “Ed is more capable of getting the answers out of him.”

      “Whoa, that’s a first.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Yeah, big fuck. What is going on, Gabe? Why Max?”

      “Alexis, please?”

      “No, you went AWOL for a week and then when you showed, you asked us to take over. This is not you. Tell me, please.”

      “I like her a bit more than I should, okay?”

      She giggled. “Yeah, I don’t buy that. I know what I saw that day when I took Ed to your room. You’ve mourned none of the other students like that. It’s deeper than just a like.”

      “I mourned Bane the same way.”

      “He was like your father. You grew up with him. That was different.”

      I sighed and stared at her. She was as observant as Max, very bright, and nothing escaped her eyes. “Fine, it turns out I have the primal bond with Max.”

      She stared at me.

      “Yeah, I know what that sounds like.”

      “How?”

      “I don’t know. The Eye is making all sorts of crazy decisions lately.”

      She shook her head. “Not what I meant. How did you find out?”

      “Oh, my aunt. She was a sensor and told me when Max first went missing.”

      Alexis nodded slowly. Silence lingered for a while.

      “You can—”

      “That was how you found her?”

      I nodded. “Don’t tell her or anyone, please.”

      “Gabe?”

      “Not until I’m sure what it is I want to do.”

      “You can’t ignore the bond.”

      “I can’t pull her into my life either, Alexis. She’s hardly in it and has almost died three fucking times.”

      “No, Gabe. You don’t understand. It’s like they literally took one soul and cut it in two. Gave you a half and her the other half. You can’t ignore her like that.”

      “If King Montreal did it, I can do it too.”

      “King Montreal?” Alexis laughed. “Sure, he’s fine. Look at what happened to Helga, Gabe. You want that for Max?”

      “That’s why I said do not tell her.”

      “You are an idiot.” She walked with huge strides out of the cubicle.

      “Alexis!”

      “Don’t worry, your little secret is safe with me.”

      “Thank you.”

      She stormed out of the door, and I could hear her footsteps pattering down the stairs.

      A few minutes later, I locked up and went down to level two to relieve Anya and Dex.

      “We could easily take this one,” Dex said.

      “It’s fine. Go get your rest. You are up early tomorrow. Things will go back to normal by the end of this week.”

      “Okay,” Anya agreed.

      “Thank you both for pulling more than your weight over the past two weeks.”

      “Gabe. We are a team. We will always be a team. We have your back,” Dex said.

      I nodded and watched the twins leave. I closed the door behind me and locked it as I walked softly to Max’s room. She was sleeping, hugging her pillow tight, and I wished I could just not be such a fucking coward around her. I clearly couldn’t live without her, but I didn’t want to tell her the truth, either.

      What Alexis said about the soul thing also weighed on my chest. Was that the reason I could see the light trail guiding me to her? I was an idiot for trying to ignore it.
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      Simone came to check up on me the next morning. Ed was here when I woke up, but he didn’t tell me much, just that they had caught him. Dr. Hozier had tried last night to finish the job.

      It was a hard pill to swallow.

      “Why?” I asked, as the new doctor had her icy fingers pressed against the glands in my neck.

      “Why what?” she asked.

      “Why did he try to kill me?”

      “I don’t know. They don’t tell us anything.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Why are you sorry? A doctor that was supposed to heal you tried to kill you. It’s a miracle that you are letting me examine you.”

      I didn’t know what to reply.

      “Just know that you are safe. Dr. Hozier got transferred last night to Blackwater Prison.”

      Tears pricked in my eyes. I was so tired and yet I was filled with new vampire energy. “Why does everyone want me dead?”

      “That I don’t know. But rumors have it you’ve been a mystery since the day you set foot in the academy.”

      I sighed. “This rumor have a name?”

      A giggle slipped past her lips. “Sorry, I shouldn’t laugh.”

      “No, laughter is good.”

      The curtain opened, and Scar and Amy entered wearing their school uniforms.

      “Is she good to go, Doc?” Scar asked, back to her chirpy self.

      “She is good to go. Take it easy, and whenever your blood lust is too much, get your butt to the feeding center. You hear?”

      I nodded. I’d had blood this morning, and for now my thirst was satisfied.

      I jumped off the bed and put on my shoes that Scar had brought me. I took the shirt that either belonged to Gabe or Ed and followed Scar and Amy to my room.

      “We unpacked your bag and everything is as if you never left.”

      “Thanks,” I said to Amy.

      “How do you feel?” Scar asked.

      “Like I got shot with three arrows.”

      “It’s not funny, Max,” Scar scolded.

      “I’m fine. It sucks that there are hardly any marks.”

      “Perks of being half a vampire.”

      “Yeah, well, I wear my scars proudly. Did they tell you why Hozier wanted to kill me?”

      “No, maybe they will tell you something later. They’re in and out of Beaumond, to Blackwater Prison.”

      “I can’t wait for the day when they will stop trying to kill me.”

      Scar rubbed my arm.

      The girls waited for me to dress in my uniform, and we left for breakfast. Storm, Connor, and everyone at our table either hugged me or welcomed me back from the dead.

      A few minutes later Principal Williams said grace, and we dug in to our breakfasts.

      Everyone was asking questions at the same time. But most of them wanted to know what it felt like to be dead.

      “Like you are sleeping. One of those deep sleeps where you don’t dream about anything.”

      Fabio leaned closer. “What was—”

      At the same time Derek asked, “How does—”

      “Okay, enough,” Scar yelled. “She is okay, and she isn’t going anywhere. You can ask her questions later.”

      It elicited a couple of laughs as we dug into our breakfast in peace.

      The first bell rang, and it was time to start my day. A part of me hoped magic classes would become easier too now that the spell was broken. I guessed only time would tell.
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      For the next few days, I struggled to get the memory of Max out of my room. I kept seeing her everywhere. It was hard not having her close to me. I always worried.

      Ed was more in control with his emotions, so he told her why Hozier had tried to kill her. Someone from the Shadowed had called him, had his daughter and threatened to kill her if he didn’t do it.

      She had plenty of questions, asking whether he was part of the Shadowed or just a bystander whose daughter got kidnapped by the Shadowed.

      When Ed confirmed it was the latter, she came to the conclusion that he was a victim, too.

      It bowled me over that she still had compassion for the person who had tried to kill her.

      The court would decide Hozier’s fate, but whatever the verdict, he would never set foot in Beaumond ever again.

      The worry about Max clawed at the edges of my stomach. It dawned on me that this was never going to stop. I also should’ve kept my mouth shut as Ed regularly gave me the glare, not to mention Alexis.

      Ed was never going to stop pushing me to try with Max. Alexis had already put way too many thoughts in my head that kept me occupied, especially about Helga Saffron. It couldn’t have been the primal bond that drove her to her madness, could it?

      I tuned in and could feel Max’s insecurity. She was questioning everything. I knew Scarlet was going to tell her that I wasn’t even at her funeral.

      You don’t care what people think, Gabe.

      But I cared what Max thought.

      Sleep refused to come, and I found myself sitting on the stairs leading up to the first floor of the girls’ dormitory. I closed my eyes, listening to Max’s breathing and the pounding of her heartbeat. She was sleeping, everyone was sleeping, except me.
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        * * *

      

      It carried on like that for the next two weeks, and on the Thursday evening, I froze when I actually heard footsteps trudging up the stairs. I tuned in. They were precise, not sloppy like a student. I got up, walked to the landing of the first level, and stood with my back against the wall, hiding from sight.

      I focused on the light footfalls of the person who wanted to come for Max again.

      My hand transformed into a sword as I became still, waiting for the right moment.

      I lifted my sword as the silhouette of a nose became clear.

      He lifted his hands. “Gabe, it’s me.”

      “Edwards, are you out of your mind?”

      “I could ask the same. What are you doing here?” he whispered.

      “I can’t sleep, okay?” I shook my head. I didn’t even know how to put it into words, and Ed wouldn’t understand.

      “Gabriel, you need your rest, or for goodness sake, tell her how you feel.”

      “You know, I can’t,” I hissed.

      “You look like some fucking creep hiding in the shadows.”

      “How did you even know I was here?”

      “Because I know you. I knew something was up as you already don’t get nearly enough sleep as it is.”

      “I don’t know how to do this.”

      “Protecting her twenty-four-seven from afar is going to kill you. You will die of exhaustion. Tell her; stop fighting this fucking bond.”

      I stared at him. He knew I couldn’t.

      “Gabe?”

      “She was tied to everyone for so long, Ed. Sierra, her father. Now you want me to do the same. She needs to be free to make her own choices. Telling her about this is just more shackles tying her to me. It’s not a way to live. Not for someone like Max.”

      Ed grabbed my neck and rested his forehead on mine. “Then I’ll help. I’ll become a creepy stalker too and hide in the shadows with you.”

      I chuckled.

      “You know, I will. Don’t tell her then, just try with Max. Tell her anything. My experience, it’s easier to protect them when they are in your bed.”

      “Ed!”

      “It’s the truth,” he hissed.

      I wasn’t good with that either. I needed a fucking spell to excel at relations.

      He stayed with me, sitting on the stairs.

      “Helga and Theo really had the primal bond?”

      “They did. My mother said him marrying the queen drove her insane. She couldn’t live without him.”

      “You see why I don’t want to tell Max? I don’t want her to become that insane without me.”

      “Gabe, Theo was different. He left her.”

      “And what do you think will happen if I leave?”

      “You won’t.”

      “Not by choice. By death. She will go insane.”

      Ed said nothing. I didn’t want that for Max. Being on the Shield put my life in danger.

      When the dark turned lighter, it was time to leave. None of us shut an eye. At nine o’clock, the second years walked into the training arena.

      They were the biggest group in the Selective program. I had to do something as my fatigue had started to show. I felt lethargic and like I wanted to sleep for eternity.

      Tonight I would get a good night’s rest. I’d ask Ed to look after her, or just maybe do what he suggested.

      My gaze fluttered to Max, who looked away. She had been staring at me.

      “Warm up laps,” I said. They jumped from the stone seats and ran around the track.

      “It’s going to be one of those days,” Scar mumbled.

      “Shhh,” Max said.

      “I don’t care if he hears me. I’m still angry with him.”

      “Why?”

      She didn’t tell her yet? Miracles do happen.

      “Storm begged me.”

      “Scar?”

      “Just run.”

      “You know he can hear you,” Cade said.

      “This is not social hour,” I ordered, and they all fell silent.

      I drilled them with core training and exercises.

      They hardly complained anymore, which told me that they were getting stronger.

      The bell rang, and I dismissed them. A part of me wanted to storm up those steps and out the door, but I didn’t.

      Students rushed to leave, and Max and Scar were a few of the last remaining.

      “Max, can you stay?”

      She paused. Scar looked at me before she looked back at Max.

      “I’ll be outside.”

      Max nodded.

      Scar glared at me again before running up the stairs. Max turned around with her towel in one hand and water bottle in the other, stepping down to the arena.

      I didn’t like the vibe between us. It was thick and foreign. “It feels as if I keep on letting you down.”

      She shook her head as the corner of her lips arched. She didn’t look at me.

      “Thank you for saving me. But never do that again.”

      She looked up, and there were so many questions in her eyes. “Gabe.”

      “We need to talk about what you said to me, too.”

      She frowned and looked away.

      “Before you were dying in my arms.”

      “Oh, that.” Her cheeks and the top of her ears turned pink.

      “Yeah, that.” My lips curved slightly.

      “I was busy dying and delusional…”

      It sounded more like a question than an answer. I nodded as my hand reached out to hers, and I brushed the top of her knuckles softly. She froze. I stared at her. “Are you scared of me?”

      She shook her head again. “I don’t understand half of the things with you. It makes me confused, and I don’t know how to handle that.” Tears filled her eyes.

      I felt like a dick and let go of her hand. “It’s my fault. I messed up big time. I’m sorry.”

      She shook her head once more and looked down.

      “Don’t say it’s nothing. We both know it’s not.”

      A gentle puff of air escaped her lips as a hint of a smile appeared. “Look at it as payback. You’ve saved me twice. Once more and then we are even.”

      “There is no payback on the Shield. Some lives need more saving than others. I doubt my brother tried to kill me.”

      She looked up at me again. “So it’s your brother?”

      “Apparently.” I sighed and looked her in the eyes. “How do you feel?”

      “Better. Still a little weird now that I’m on this blood diet.”

      “You don’t like it?”

      “No.” She smiled, and my core warmed. “I love it too much.”

      My lips fanned over my teeth. “It’s normal. You hadn’t had a drop for a long time, Max. You are allowed to indulge a bit.”

      “Yeah, it’s the indulging that is the problem. It awakens things that shouldn’t be awake.”

      I nodded, knowing what she meant. The full moon was my blood among other things. “Let me know if you need help.”

      Her gaze flickered to me. “Sorry?”

      “With getting in touch with your animals.”

      Heat rushed to her cheeks as she looked away. “Yeah, okay. Can I go?”

      “Sure.”

      She ran up the stairs, not looking back. That wasn’t so bad.
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      What the hell was that? I couldn’t help the smile that was tugging on my lips.

      Scar waited outside with Amy as she’d said she would.

      I tried to pull the smile back, but with Scar’s brow-arching look, I knew it was a failed attempt.

      “What did he want, and don’t tell me nothing because that smile you’re trying to suppress speaks a lot of words.”

      “Thanks, Scar. That is what he wanted, okay? To tell me thanks for saving his life, but not to do it again.”

      She frowned. “What?”

      “Yeah, he said he doubted his brother wanted to kill him.”

      “His brother?”

      “Yes, Amy has Simon, Connor has Matias. It wasn’t a clone; it was his brother.”

      “That was his brother?” Amy asked.

      “His parents are part of the Shadowed. Why is it so hard to understand that his twin is part of the Shadowed, too?” I hated speaking about this. He could still be listening.

      “You make it sound as if you want me to feel sorry for him,” Scar remarked.

      “It’s not what this is. I’m just telling you what he wanted.”

      The walk to the room was a pretty silent one, but I could see from the corner of my eye the gestures coming from Amy. Scar was burning to tell me something, something that Storm had begged her not to tell me.

      We entered, and Amy sighed. “Fine, tell her, but don’t come crying to me if Storm doesn’t speak to you.”

      “Why shouldn’t I tell Max? The guy is an asshole, Amy. She has the right to know.”

      “Know what?” I asked.

      “Okay, but tell her from the start.”

      “What, that he just disappeared? Nobody saw him for days,” Scar had a snipe to her tone.

      “He felt bad, okay?” I responded. “It was the same after the Run when he shot me. He didn’t train us for weeks.”

      “This was different, Max,” Scar said.

      I folded my arms. “Okay, I’m listening.”

      “He wasn’t at your funeral, and when Cade wanted the farewell, Commander Charles said not yet. Like it wasn’t important.”

      “You don’t know that, Scar. It was months after Ben and the others’ funerals before we got that send-off. Cade could’ve been jumping too fast.”

      “You were there, Amy. You know what it felt like. It was as if she didn’t matter.”

      A part of me felt some sort of betrayal.

      “They went above and beyond when she woke up, Scar. We didn’t even know that she was alive. That was how they protected Max.”

      All I could think of was that he couldn’t even be at my funeral.

      I wiped away a tear.

      “Max? You see,” Amy hissed at Scar.

      “Don’t. Scar is right. He could’ve at least been at my funeral. There was no excuse for that. The send-off is a different story. I was close to Edward. He helped me, and we became friends. I think he needed more time to say goodbye.”

      They both stared at me. I walked to the bathroom as the tears pricked my eyes. Don’t cry, Max. It’s not worth it.
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        * * *

      

      I barely made it before the second bell ring, and I sat with Cade in one of the witch classes.

      He could see something was bothering me again, and a piece of paper flew from his desk and crash landed on mine.

      “Little Lane?”

      I shook my head and gave him a smile, trying to shove the information that Gabe wasn’t even at my funeral to the back of my mind. I didn’t know how to feel about that, but one thing I knew was that it hurt like hell.

      I’d messed up. His words kept sounding in my mind. Was he talking about the funeral?

      I tried to focus on the lesson, but it was hard. I pushed through and finally the bell rang.

      “What is it?”

      I shook my head. “Scar told me about the funeral.”

      “Scar?” he whined.

      “No, I’m glad she did.”

      He pulled me into his side. “Don’t jump to conclusions, okay? We didn’t see him before that either.”

      “He could’ve at least tried, Cade.”

      He nodded. “We were there.”

      A smile fanned over my lips. “I’ll forever be grateful for that.”

      He chuckled as our paths split. “Later, Max.”

      “Later.”

      Before I knew it, lunch was served. I kept to myself as everyone spoke at once. Storm wasn’t speaking to Scar. Something told me she’d found out that Scar had spoken to me about the funeral.

      They shouldn’t fight over something that basically had nothing to do with them. It was my situation. I should choose.

      That afternoon, we assembled outside. Scar grunted, and I turned around and saw Gabe walking in our direction.

      “Laps.”

      “Asshole,” Scar hissed as we ran.

      He wasn’t at my funeral. I’d saved his life, and he couldn’t even have the decency to come to my funeral.

      Putting it like that made me furious, and I was so glad that I’d told him I was delusional when I’d said I loved him. He made it so hard to tell him anything.

      I pushed myself in anger, and I kept up with Will, who was like the first in our class.

      “You okay, Lane?”

      “I’m fine.”

      Three o’clock finally came, and Gabriel adjourned us.

      “Max, can I have a word?” he asked.

      A grunt slipped out of my lips, which sounded more like a growl.

      I stared at Scar. Amy pulled her away as Cade looked at me.

      I didn’t turn around and stared at my friends walking away.

      “She actually growled?” Will questioned.

      Cade chuckled.

      “What is that about?” Simon asked.

      I tuned out.

      “What is on your mind?” Gabe wanted to know.

      I turned around and glared at him. “On my mind? You know how full of shit you are, Gabriel? I don’t have time for whatever this is.”

      “I’m full of shit for a reason. Usually it protects people.”

      I hated that Edward’s comment that the walls around Gabe were to protect people jumped into my mind in that moment.

      I didn’t want to put myself in his shoes, either. He wasn’t there.

      “I saved your life and you couldn’t even care about showing up at my funeral.”

      His facial features froze.

      “And now you want me to believe, what, that you care? Go fuck yourself. How is that for telling you what is on my mind?” I turned around and walked away.

      The idiot laughed, and I stopped for a few seconds. Don’t, Max, just walk on. A grunt left my lips, and I stormed off.

      “Max, come back.”

      There was no way that I was going to go back to hear what he had to say. Fucking asshole.

      I opened my door and fell on my bed, screaming into my pillow. He’d laughed. How the fuck could he laugh? That was the last time I would ever give my time to Gabriel Hendrix. From now on, he was just my Commander and nothing more.

      I got up and pulled myself together. Storm sat on Scar’s bed.

      “You okay?”

      “I’ll be fine. Please don’t fight with Scar because of fuck-face.”

      Storm laughed. “What happened?”

      “Fuck-face.”

      “Say no more. The dude acted really strange after your death. Disappeared until they told everyone that you were alive.”

      He didn’t disappear. He was in his room. I’d found him in his room. Why did I even go to his room? The blue trail led me there. It was like the fucking voice. What was that?

      I wiped another angry tear from my eyes.

      “I assume you cornered him?”

      “Oh, no, he begged me to tell him what was on my mind. Fucking idiot. Pretending to care all of a sudden, but couldn’t even be there when it mattered.”

      “He what?”

      “He fucking laughed when I told him. He laughed.”

      Storm was speechless. “He laughed?”

      “Yeah, can you believe it, mocking me and my feelings?”

      “You sure it was Hendrix? The laughing part is hard to believe.”

      “Of course it was Hendrix. He is a fucking jerk. I’m so over his shit.”

      The bathroom door opened, and Scar walked out. I stormed past her and into the bathroom.

      “You okay?”

      “Give her time.” The door closed behind Scar and through my enhanced hearing, Storm didn’t waste any time telling Scar what happened.

      I tuned out. I still couldn’t believe that the asshole laughed at me.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh, thank heavens,” Scar said as she was the first to walk into the training hall.

      Edward stood in the middle of the arena, and a weight expelled from my shoulders.

      Cade chuckled with Will behind him.

      I glared at them. They thought it was hilarious that I’d growled at Hendrix, but even more hilarious that the dude had balls enough to laugh at a pissed off girl. One that could actually turn into a beast and devour him.

      We ended our day of training with katas and weapons.

      “Maxima Lane,” Ed yelled. “Stop. Why are you so angry?”

      I glared at him while others sniggered at the way he’d asked me that question. There was no way that he didn’t know what had happened this afternoon.

      He waited for an answer.

      “Nothing.”

      “We’ll go for a walk later. This isn’t nothing. Fight against the dummy if you feel like ripping someone’s head off before Victor loses an arm.”

      A dummy hoisted from the floor, and I pretended it was Gabriel. I rained hail on that dummy’s ass. It wasn’t fun, though.

      “Max, stop. It’s over,” Scar said, tapping me on my shoulder. I didn’t even hear that Edward had adjourned us.

      The dummy disappeared, and I went to pick up my towel.

      “Max, stay behind,” Ed called, and I grunted.

      “Don’t growl at me.”

      A couple of snickers came from the others as they headed for the door.

      “Sorry.”

      He glanced up at Scar. “You are free to go. This is going to take a while.”

      “Just make sure that she gets safely to the dorm,” Scar replied.

      “I’m not made of porcelain, Scar,” I said.

      “You know what I mean.” She pushed through the door and left.

      “Let’s go,” Edward said.

      “Where to?”

      “Just come.”

      I swear if he took me to Gabriel, I’d kick his ass, too.

      We walked toward the woods, and I was grateful that there was no sign of fuck-face anywhere.

      “Clear your mind.”

      “I don’t want to.”

      “Then speak to me. What happened?”

      “It’s a wonder you don’t know.”

      He frowned.

      “Your best buddy happened. He couldn’t even be at my funeral. I saved his life, Ed. He didn’t even try to show up.” Tears filled my eyes as the hurt ached in my chest.

      Edward’s face fell, and he sighed. “Oh, Max.”

      “No, and now he tries to be all caring.”

      “He is trying—”

      “He laughed in my face when I told him this, Ed. He’s an idiot; I don’t care what you say.”

      “He what?”

      “You heard me. He laughed, mocking me because I wanted to know why he couldn’t be there.”

      Ed sighed and brushed his bald head with his hand. “Okay, take deep breaths.”

      “I don’t want to clear my mind.”

      “You need to get rid of this anger. There are other factors making this situation complicated. I’m not standing up for him—”

      “He laughed, Ed.”

      “I heard you the first time.”

      “Why wasn’t he there?” I wiped a lingering tear from my cheek.

      “Don’t ask me that, Max, please.”

      I nodded and sniffed, trying to push the tears back. I closed my eyes and took a few deep breaths.

      Edward guided me through my anger and everything that had happened today.
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      I took a shower and got dressed in a pair of gray shorts I could sleep in.

      Pounding came from my door. When I opened it, Edward filled the entrance, glaring at me. He was still in his training uniform.

      I stepped toward my bed and grabbed a shirt, pulling it over my head.

      The door shut, but he didn’t say anything yet.

      “You laughed at Max this afternoon?”

      I sighed.

      “Gabe?”

      “I didn’t laugh at her, okay. Scar told her that I wasn’t at her funeral, and she called me on it. I laughed at my fucking luck with this girl. I tried to call her back, Ed. She refused.”

      “Yeah, because she is furious with you, Gabe.”

      “What else is new? It’s a hopeless case.”

      “It’s not. Just tell her the truth.”

      “I told you why I can’t. Just leave it.”

      “No, you have to fix it.”

      “I can’t fix it. I don’t know how. Just get off my ass, please.”

      He sighed.

      “How bad is it?” I asked.

      “She’s hurt because you weren’t there.”

      “I saw that this afternoon too. What did you say?”

      “I asked her not to ask me why you weren’t there.”

      I nodded. “Thank you.”

      “No, Gabe. I should’ve told her the truth. Told her you couldn’t be there, that you were beside yourself.”

      “Stop, Ed. She is alive. It’s enough.”

      “Gabe?”

      “I’m tired of trying. I’m not relationship material. She is scared of me, and I don’t care what you say.”

      “You said that it was getting better.”

      “She tensed up this morning again. Shied away from me. You think I love that, knowing what she is to me? I can’t handle any of it, Ed.”

      “She doesn’t know what she is to you.”

      “Yeah, I can’t. Just leave it, please.”

      He nodded. “Fine.” He turned around and yanked open my door.

      It closed with a bang behind him. I knew he was upset, but it was for the best.

      That night, Ed didn’t join me as I sat down on the stairs leading up to the first floor in the girls’ dorm. Max wasn’t growling anymore, but she wasn’t talking either. I would let Ed or Alexis train them from now on. I’d hurt her enough, and she needed a break from me. It could only do her some good.
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        * * *

      

      Thanksgiving was coming up, and I celebrated it with Viola and Ed. The Max incident was long forgotten. Even Ed hadn’t brought it up again. Everything went back to normal.

      I loved how Viola made a point of asking what we were thankful for. Ed went first.

      “For a wonderful mother who loves me, faults and all.”

      “What faults?” Viola said, and Ed chuckled.

      “For a friend, even though I think he is the biggest idiot with certain things. I know you will always have my back. For times like these. To celebrate it with others who are thankful for what they have.”

      Viola was next. She was thankful for her job, for her life, for friends and her son. For me. She made me feel like a million bucks without the money part.

      They waited for me.

      “I’m thankful for a friend like Ed, who doesn’t always understand but tries. For always having my back, no matter how hard he wants to set things straight.”

      Ed growled, which made Viola giggle. She rubbed his arm as a giant smile fanned across her face.

      “For second chances, even if we don’t take it. Knowing that we can, is something that I will always be thankful for. And for all my loved ones.”

      Viola smiled as she lifted her glass.

      I took a sip and leaned back in my chair, wondering what Max was doing now. I didn’t even find out who she was spending Thanksgiving with. Ed and his mom kept talking about an incident that happened in the palace.

      “Still nothing?” Ed questioned.

      “No, she disappeared. Refused to come out from wherever she is hiding. It’s been almost a year now.”

      “What now?” I asked.

      “Annedale’s cherub. After Christmas, there was an incident at the palace,” Viola explained. “She threw one of her tantrums with a group, and the king reprimanded her. She hasn’t shown herself since.”

      I gasped. “She’s gone?”

      Viola shrugged. “We can’t find her. I’m searching the ceilings every chance I can, but nothing.”

      “Pity, she’s by far one of the most beautiful of the cherubs there,” I said.

      Ed laughed.

      “Ha-ha, shut up.” I should have never told him that she was waving at me when I went to the king asking about Durel.

      “What?” Viola asked.

      “Nothing,” I responded as Ed laughed again.

      “Oh, now you have to tell me,” Viola urged.

      I chuckled too and shook my head.

      “Annedale has a bit of a crush on Gabriel.”

      “No, when did she see you?”

      “When I was there about Durel. King Theo said she was smitten with me. Kept making eyes and waving at me. That sort of thing. It was cute.”

      “Oh, I bet.” Viola laughed. “I miss seeing her.”

      “Maybe you should visit again, lure her out,” Ed suggested.

      “Maybe.”

      They changed the subject, and we spoke about other things. Viola asked me about my brother and really wanted to know how I felt about everything.

      She didn’t like that I was such a hardhead and tried to put myself in my mother’s shoes. I hated every bit and just stared at her.

      “I’m just saying that it couldn’t have been easy for her to leave her three-year-old behind, Gabriel. Not to mention how much your brother must have missed you.”

      “Yeah, now he tries to kill me.”

      “Gabriel.”

      “Viola, don’t. Not all moms are you. You love Ed with every fiber of your being. You will die for him. My mother is the opposite. It’s okay.”

      She touched my cheek, tears glistened in her eyes. “It shouldn’t be.”

      “I’m okay.”

      She took a deep breath. This woman had taught me that if you have nothing good to say, just keep your mouth shut.

      Ed entered with three glasses of sherry and handed one to his mom and me.

      He sat on the opposite couch, and we cheered.
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      Thanksgiving was amazing. It was the first time that I actually celebrated it with a big family. Sierra and the girls had always gone away, and I used to be on my own. Since the age of thirteen, I’d spend it with Maria.

      I still tried not to think about her. Even if she helped me to get away at the end, she’d helped them to steal my X-Gene.

      A part of me believed she knew they would catch me. That I had no choice, and she’d tried to repay my kindness with whatever she could.

      The rest of the month flew by fast, and Christmas was coming closer. I had no idea who I was going to spend Christmas with, as Scar was going with Storm, and Amy and Simon with Cade. I didn’t know what Will had planned.

      “Wait, Max is not going with you?” Scar asked Amy.

      “I told you that Cade invited me and Simon to spend Christmas with him, Scar.”

      “I’m going to Storm’s.”

      I waved my hand. “I’m right here. Stop. It’s okay.”

      “It’s not okay. You can’t be alone on Christmas. Not after—” Scar said.

      “Stop. I’m okay. I’m not going anywhere, Scar.”

      Tears filled her eyes; I pulled her in for a hug.

      “I don’t have a problem being alone. I quite like it.”

      She pushed me away at arm’s length. “Max, it’s Christmas.”

      “I’ll book myself into a snazzy B&B and spend Christmas there. I’ve always wanted to, so now I have the opportunity.” I touched her cheek. “I’m fine. Don’t feel bad.”

      Scar sighed and looked at Amy, whose face resembled Scar’s emotions.

      “Stop, both of you. I mean it. And I swear, if you change your plans, I’ll still spend Christmas on my own.”

      “That is not fair,” Scar whined as Amy laughed.

      “Go with Storm. I mean it.”

      “Fine. But New Year’s you are with us.”

      “Of course I am. It’s Will’s seventeenth birthday. I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      I missed all of their birthdays due to me either being in a semi-coma after Ben’s death or not myself, in mourning and didn’t really celebrate with them. I refused to miss another of their birthdays.

      “So, you found a B&B yet?” Amy asked.

      “No, I’m hoping that you guys might have suggestions.”

      “There is that fancy one in Riverglade,” Amy said.

      “The Wolf Court?” Scar asked. “You do know that Max is half vampire/half witch?”

      “So what?” Amy sniped. “There are other hybrids there too, Scar. Max will love it.”

      “Can you help me book a spot?” I looked at Amy.

      “Of course. The best is to go to the comm-center. Do one over the internet and phone if you have to.”

      I nodded, and Amy and I rushed out of the door. I hoped Scar was going to let this go and not beg Will.

      The comm-center was full. We had to wait for a computer and finally one opened. Amy grabbed the chair as I went on my haunches.

      Her fingers interlocked as she stretched out her palms before getting ready to pound the keys.

      She typed fast, and the webpage of this beautiful lodge on top of a mountain appeared.

      “What did I say, gorgeous, right?”

      “It’s beautiful,” I replied.

      “Let’s see if they have a spot. They seem to have some activities you can enjoy.”

      “I’ll be fine, Amy.”

      She sighed. “I’m with Scar; I feel bad.”

      “Don’t, please. I really am okay.”

      “It’s Christmas. You have to spend it with loved ones.”

      “Yeah, mine are all locked up in Blackwater.”

      Amy laughed. “I meant us.”

      “I’m going to be fine. Please, don’t feel bad.”

      “Oh, crap.”

      “What?”

      “They don’t have a place.”

      “What?”

      “They are fully booked.” She kept hitting keys and even phoned them. They had a cancelation list, but it was already full too. They were not taking more names.

      I shook my head.

      “Thank you,” Amy said and for the next few hours, she tried every bed and breakfast she could find.

      People had entered the comm-center and gone already. It was only the two of us who couldn’t seem to find our way.

      “Just try any hotel.”

      “Hotels are boring. I’m going to cancel,” Amy said.

      “Don’t you dare!”

      “You can’t stay at a hotel.”

      “I can. And I am. None of you are cancelling. Don’t tell Scar. I’ll be okay.”

      “Fine, the Golden Eagle?”

      “I have money now, so why not?”

      “Or not,” Ed’s voice came from the opposite side of the cubicle. His figure raised over the walls, and I sighed as I stared at him. “I’m with Amy, Max. You can’t spend Christmas alone.”

      “I can.”

      “Not if I can help it. You can spend it with me and my mom. She will love you.”

      Heat flushed my cheeks, and Amy clapped out of excitement.

      I looked at her. “I feel like a rag doll getting handed from one person to another.”

      Ed laughed. “Bull; stop searching. You are coming with me.”

      “Ed?”

      “Max, it’s not something I’m open to discuss. You are spending Christmas with me and my mom. Besides, my mother would have my balls if she found out that there is a Selective member spending her Christmas alone.”

      Amy giggled as she stared at me.

      My gaze flickered from hers to Edward’s. “Fine. Whatever gets you off my back.”

      “Awesome. You’ll see, you are going to love it. I’m going to let my mother know that she needs to expect one more.” He walked away.

      “You sure?” I yelled.

      “Never more sure in my life.”

      Amy giggled again as I chuckled.

      “Guess everything worked out fine.”

      “Scar is going to love that,” I mumbled.

      “Teaches her right,” Amy said, and I giggled.

      Scar was going to flip. “Let’s go. I’m starving.”
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      A knock came at my door and sounded urgent. I opened, and Ed entered. I hadn’t seen him grin like that in a long time.

      “You get a blow job?”

      “Ha-ha, no, guess what?”

      “What?”

      “Max is spending Christmas with me and my mom.”

      “What?”

      “I found her and Amy in the comm-center trying to book a place for her to spend Christmas, and I told her she is coming with me.”

      And I should be happy about that?

      He kept grinning. “You coming over for Christmas?”

      I got what he was saying. A part of me rose, but then the tight bound that was attached to the bond filled my core. Something I didn’t want for Max.

      “Gabe, c’mon. It’s Christmas. It’s magical. Anything could happen.”

      Inviting me and Max? That place was not big enough. I cupped the back of my neck. “Fine, but you come to the palace.”

      “What?” The grin on Ed’s face disappeared.

      “I’ve been your guest so many times, Ed. This year, you are going to be mine.”

      “Gabe, the palace? Your uncle?”

      “Will be out-of-his-skin happy. He dreads Christmas being quiet this year. With you guys there, it will be more than enough. I’ll invite some of the guys too.”

      “You sure?”

      “Dead sure.”

      “Christmas at the palace…” Ed made it sounded like a question.

      “We both know I need all the stop signs to soften her up.”

      Ed laughed. “Just show her who you really are.”

      “Yeah, I tried that.”

      “There is no Scarlet. I’m going to phone my mom and tell her the good news.” He walked out the door.

      

      MAX

      

      Scar flipped with the news. She was ecstatic that I wasn’t going to be alone on Christmas anymore, even if I was spending it with her favorite commanding officer.

      Ed was a great friend. Had become one of my best, to be honest. Training carried on like usual. I was actually excited, and not even Gabriel Hendrix could dampen my excitement.

      The twenty-third finally arrived. All of us were packed and basically waiting to leave. I waited for Ed’s phone call.

      Will was the first one to go, followed by Cade, Amy, and Simon. They all kept telling me the same thing, to take one for the team. They were waiting for a full report on how Ed kissed.

      “Go,” I said, shaking my head.

      Scar hugged me tight as the cab waited for her and Storm.

      “Enjoy your Christmas, Max.”

      “Yeah, you too.” Hopefully Scar would get the presents I’d sneaked inside her bag.

      “Merry Christmas, Max.” Storm was next.

      “Same to you.”

      The hug broke, and they both climbed in. The window rolled down, and Scar smiled. “New Year, you are coming with us.”

      “It’s a date. Just phone me when and I’ll be there.”

      The cab drove out of the parking lot and down the driveway.

      My phone rang, and Ed’s number flashed on the screen. I picked it up. “Hey?”

      “You ready?”

      “Where do I meet you?”

      “The fountain, say in the next five minutes.”

      “Let me just grab my bag. See you soon.” I dropped the call and rushed up the steps, back to my room to grab my bags.

      I found Ed speaking to Principal Williams at the piazza.

      I walked slower, and Principal Williams looked in my direction.

      “You ready?” Edward asked.

      “She’s going with you?”

      “Yes, twenty-four-seven. I take my job quite serious.”

      Principal Williams laughed. “Just go.”

      I did not know what he had meant by that.

      “Merry Christmas, Max,” Principal Williams said.

      “Merry Christmas, Principal Williams.”

      “See you later,” Edward said and nodded once for me to follow him. He put on his sunglasses and had a leather bag around his shoulder. He looked different wearing street clothes.

      We walked together to the gate, where a cab waited for us. He opened the door and was truly a gentleman.

      I scooted inside with my bag and couldn’t help the clammy hands. I wiped them off my jeans. Thanks to the guys and their remarks. Ed was gorgeous, but I didn’t see him like that. No, his asshole friend was the one I would give my entire heart to. Too bad he was a jerk.

      The cab drove toward the nearest station as Edward texted on his phone.

      His phone pinged, and his eyes scrolled down the screen. A chuckle escaped his lips as he put the phone in his pocket.

      I looked out the window again at the other motorists and buildings we passed.

      “I can’t believe you were going to spend Christmas alone.”

      “I really don’t mind, Ed.”

      “Why didn’t you just tell me?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Okay, whenever you are going to be alone on any special dates, let me know, okay?”

      “Fine.”

      His lips fanned as the cabby eventually turned off in the station’s direction.

      When it stopped, Ed paid, and we climbed out.

      “You sure this is okay?” I asked again.

      “Of course it’s okay. Relax.” He smiled, and I followed him to the train station.

      “Please let me pay for the tickets,” I requested as we stood in a queue waiting at the purchase booth.

      “Okay.”

      “And I need to go buy something for your mother’s kindness.”

      “Max?”

      “No, please, let me do that.”

      “Fine.”

      It was our turn; Edward told the clerk where to, and I paid for it.

      We didn’t have to wait that long for the train and before we knew it, we were on our way.

      I tried to take a nap, but my excitement was too big.

      Ed listened to his music, and I didn’t want to bother him. I already felt as if I was intruding on his Christmas.

      He took out his Ear Pods as I put down the magazine I had been browsing through.

      “You live close to the palace?” I asked.

      “My mother works at the palace.”

      “You serious?”

      He nodded. “She used to be Annedale’s nanny. The king struggled with letting her go after his daughter disappeared, so he kept her on as a maid.”

      “You grew up in the Vampire Court?”

      He nodded.

      “She must really miss Annedale.”

      “Oh, she does.”

      “Why didn’t they find her?”

      “I don’t know,” Ed said. “I really don’t want to speculate, as it would be too sad if it was the truth.”

      “You think she is dead?”

      “Many do.”

      I didn’t want to speak about it anymore. That would be so sad.

      I huffed and smiled.

      “What?”

      I told him about the day that we’d gone to the palace, Scar had really wanted me to learn about my vampire heritage, and how the cherub had acted. That the king actually reprimanded her as she threw a cloud-destroying tantrum.

      “You were there?” Ed asked.

      I nodded. “I didn’t know what she wanted, though.”

      He huffed this time, and his eyebrows knitted.

      “What is it?”

      “That was the last time anyone has seen her cherub.”

      “What?”

      “She refuses to show herself. The staff, including my mother, search the paintings every day, hoping to find her. Even the king does. He thinks it’s because he scolded her that she refuses to show herself now.”

      “It’s been like almost a year, Ed.”

      “She is a cherub and of royalty, Max.”

      I giggled. “Now I feel like crap.”

      “Don’t. It’s only a painting and a spell. She’s not real.”

      “Yeah, I know. But still. It’s all the king has of her.”

      The train stopped, and Ed handed me my bag.

      I followed him out of the train, and the second we stepped onto the platform, a lady with dark skin like him yelled from excitement.

      Edward laughed as he walked to his mother and wrapped his arms around her.

      I stayed back until the two of them hugged it out.

      “Mom, this is Maxima Lane. Max, this is my mom, Viola Charles.”

      “Maxima, so nice of you to join us. We have to hurry. I don’t want to be late.”

      Late? I looked at Ed.

      Edward chuckled. “Okay, Mom. Stop scaring Max.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. You told her where we are going, right?”

      “No, I didn’t get the chance.”

      “Oh, now I feel bad,” Viola said.

      “It’s okay, don’t. I’m used to being alone on Christmases.”

      “What?” Viola said with her hand on her chest.

      “No, Max. You are misunderstanding my mother. You won’t be alone this Christmas. Seriously, you think I invited you only to leave you alone? We have been invited to the palace for this Christmas.”

      “The palace! What palace?”

      “Gee, I wonder who might be my best friend?”

      “The Witches Court!”

      Ed laughed. The prince and I did not mix well.

      “You don’t like the Witches Court?” Viola asked.

      “No, it’s not that. The crown prince really doesn’t like me that much.”

      “Tobias is a prick.”

      “Edward!” Viola scolded.

      “Mom, it’s the truth.”

      “He is still the crown prince. I’m so sorry for his behavior, Max.”

      I stared at her. “I happen to agree with him.”

      Edward laughed as Viola just stared at me.

      “I’m sorry. He is a spoiled brat.”

      “Well, his sister is there too, and Princess Gabriella is just a ray of sunshine. You will like her,” Viola said.

      “I’m sure, I will. It’s usually them that don’t like me.”

      “Well, you are in luck,” Ed said. “She loves hybrids.”

      We reached a tiny little car, and Viola handed the keys to Edward.

      He put my bag with his in the trunk as we climbed into the car. I wished I’d gone to the hotel instead. Spending Christmas with Gabriel, crap.

      Ed pushed the seat in the right position and started the little car. He reversed out of the parking spot and zoomed out onto the busy street.

      My palms sweated as I remembered the last time I’d spoken to him. I’d told him to go fuck himself.

      I remembered to thank Viola and put my hand on her shoulder, leaning forward to get closer to her. “Thank you so much for inviting me this Christmas.”

      “The pleasure is all mine. Nobody should be alone on Christmas.”

      I sat back in my chair and looked out the window, wondering how we were going to get to the Witches Court. We were on the other side.

      A few minutes later, we stopped at a beautiful building. It was so close to the bridge that went to the vampire palace.

      I remembered what Ed had said, and I still felt like crap—whether she was a spell or not. If I wasn’t there that day, the king would still have his little baby, Annedale.

      Ed handed me my bag, and I followed Viola to the building.

      His phone rang, and he picked it up.

      “Yes?” he answered. “You are worse than my mother, Gabriel. We just entered the building.”

      Viola slapped Ed hard in his stomach, and he grunted through a laugh. I froze.

      “He is so excited that we are going to spend Christmas with them,” Viola said.

      “They know that there’s going to be a stray, right?”

      She laughed. “You are not a stray.” She stared at me a tad longer and frowned. “It’s weird, but your face seems so familiar.”

      “My face?”

      “Yes, it’s like I’ve seen you before.”

      “Maybe I have one of those faces.”

      “Must be…”

      “Can I just have a cup of coffee first, please?” Ed begged, still speaking over the phone. “Tell Alexis in twenty minutes. And then let her go, Gabe. She has a family, too. Yeah, I don’t care.” More laughter. “Fine, see you later.”

      “He knows that there is a plus-one here, right?”

      “Of course, he knows,” Ed said as Viola opened the door.

      “And he knows it’s me?”

      Ed laughed. “Max, Gabe is actually very fond of you.”

      “No, he is fond of my gift, which I still struggle with.”

      “I can always help you again. And he knows it’s you,” Ed assured.

      I sighed. “I’ve never gone to the palace for anything, not to mention staying over for Christmas.”

      “Oh, it’s a wonderful experience,” Viola said. “Enjoy every minute.”

      I wished that my heart could stop beating so fast.
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      “I can’t wait to meet her,” Gabby sang.

      “Gabby, shh. I should’ve never told you.”

      “Oh, c’mon. I promised I wouldn’t say anything. You are literally giddy.”

      I laughed. “Please, I’m begging you, don’t embarrass me.”

      “I won’t.”

      I took a huge breath and blew it out as Tobias filled my mind. He was going to throw a royal tantrum again once he laid eyes on Max. Fuck.

      “Hey, it will be okay.”

      “It’s not that. Your brother isn’t a huge fan of hers. Called her a traitor when they were abducted together.”

      “She went with them?”

      “She was too close, and the pull took her with.”

      “I’ll speak to him.”

      “Gabby,” I cautioned.

      “Without telling him who she is to you. So when are they coming?”

      I looked at my watch. “Another fifteen minutes.”

      She laughed again.

      “Stop.” My lips marched to my cheeks, and I couldn’t help the laugh bubbling from me. I was giddy. Couldn’t believe that I was going to spend Christmas and hopefully New Year’s with Max.

      “You better make your move on her, Gabe.”

      “Gabs?”

      “No, you can’t just sit and do nothing.”

      “She is a student at Beaumond Academy.”

      “So, who gives a shit?”

      I shook my head.

      “Gabriel.”

      “No. Having her here is enough, okay? Promise me, you won’t say anything to her.”

      “You are such a party pooper.”

      “Gabby?”

      “Fine, I promise.”

      “Thank you.”

      I finished my sandwich as Gabby typed something on her laptop.

      When it was five minutes to go, I called Alexis. Her flickering circles popped mid-air in less than a minute. She entered and greeted Gabby. “You rang?”

      Gabby laughed.

      “You need to pick up Ed and his mother.”

      “And Maxima?” Gabby sang

      My gaze shifted to Gabby.

      “She doesn’t know?” Gabby asked.

      “She is coming with,” Alexis teased.

      “Yes, she is staying with Edward this Christmas.”

      “That must have been so hard for you, Gabriel,” Alexis said.

      I chuckled.

      “Hence the reason he invited them here,” Gabby replied.

      “You told your cousin everything?”

      I froze as Gabby gasped.

      “Why? Why did you do that?” I told Alexis.

      Alexis laughed.

      “Everything? What is there else to tell me, Gabe?”

      “Sorry. I’m sorry.” Alexis’ cheeks grew redder.

      I scolded her playfully and shook my head. “Just go get them, please.”

      “Okay, give me a second.”

      “Tell me what?” Gabby wanted to know.

      “Shh, nothing.”

      “Gabriel, c’mon. Tell me what?”

      “Later, okay.”

      “You promise?” she begged as Ed’s laughter reached my ears.

      “Shh, yes,” I mouthed.

      “On the dot?” Ed yelled.

      “You know how I feel about tardiness,” I said, sitting on my chair.

      “Of course, Commander Lieutenant Hendrix,” Ed said.

      “Fuck off.”

      “Gabriel Hendrix!” Viola scolded, and Max’s laughter made my stomach flip.

      “Sorry, Mamma Charles.”

      “I’m just going to grab my bag,” Viola said.

      “I got it, Mamma, just go.”

      A few seconds later, Viola stepped through. “You are so gifted,” Viola said to Alexis and touched her cheek.

      “Go, Max,” Ed said, and Gabby’s pearly whites showed as she stared at me.

      I tapped her foot with mine underneath the table, but couldn’t help the way my heart pounded as Max greeted Alexis.

      “I feel like a stray.”

      “A stray that is going to have Christmas at the palace, Max,” Alexis replied, and she giggled.

      Gabby stared at Max, who stepped to the side, making way for Ed to walk through Alexis’ portal.

      I got up and hugged Viola. “So glad you could make it.”

      “I’m going to wash out that mouth with soap,” Viola threatened.

      I laughed as I shook Ed’s hand and pulled him in to my chest for a quick hug. My gaze shifted to her. “Max.”

      “Commander Hendrix.” She still didn’t sound happy and knew how much I hated her calling me Commander Hendrix. Ed laughed.

      “I’ve told you before, it’s Gabriel if we’re not training.”

      “You are still my Commander.”

      “Can I go now?” Alexis asked.

      “Wait, just a second,” I said and rushed to the tree, made of presents. I grabbed one, as all of them were filled with the same things. Something my uncle did every year with Gabby.

      “Gabe?” Alexis protested.

      “Just take it. I don’t know what is in there, but I’m sure it’s valuable.”

      “It’s over 2000 peons’ worth of gifts in there. Of course it’s valuable,” Gabby yelled.

      “She is worth twenty times more, woman.”

      Gabby melted. “Enjoy.”

      Alexis laughed. “Thank you and Merry Christmas.”

      “Merry Christmas.” I gave her a hug. “And thanks for bringing them here.”

      “You are very welcome, and I’m sorry—”

      “Yeah, yeah, it’s okay.”

      Alexis and Gabby laughed.

      Alexis’ circles disappeared, and the portal to her home closed. Gabby got up and hugged Edward.

      “Princess,” Ed said. “You know my mother, and this here is Maxima Lane.”

      “Princess Gabriella,” Maxima’s voice faltered, and she cleared her throat.

      “Just Gabby or Gabs, none of that princess nonsense.”

      “Oh, man,” she whined.

      Gabby laughed.

      “I’ll try.”

      “You’ll do better than try,” Gabby instructed.

      “Okay,” Max replied.

      “Let me take you to your rooms.” I headed for the stairs with Ed right behind me.

      “In the west wing or east wing, Your Highness,” Ed joked, and Gabriella laughed as I grunted. “You can say whatever you want, Gabe. You are royal by blood, whether or not you want it,” Ed continued.

      “Whatever,” I mumbled and took them to the east wing where my room was situated.

      I couldn’t help noticing how Max looked like a bewildered deer that was about to get shot.

      Viola’s room was first, and Max was right next to her, opposite mine. Edward’s room was next to hers. Ed laughed as we entered his room.

      “I suck at this,” I sighed.

      “She is here, Gabe, just try to speak to her this next few days and who knows, anything can happen. My mom is going to love it here.”

      “She will. There is a lot for her to do.”

      “Max wants to go shopping, so if you can make that happen.”

      “Oh, I’m sure my cousin would love to take her.”

      “You told her?”

      “Not everything.”

      “She doesn’t know that she is your Ahmdahney?”

      “No, and then Alexis told her there was more.”

      Ed laughed.

      My chuckle followed. “So there is that.”

      “We doing tomorrow night’s thing again?”

      “Yes. Always.”

      “Take Max with. Who knows, maybe something could bring forth her shift.”

      “As what?”

      “Glow Tail.”

      “The cat?”

      Ed laughed. “That cat was quite huge when I was a kid. You need to show Max your soft side.”

      “Yeah.” I blew out air again and brushed my hand through my hair.

      Ed found it hilarious.

      “Stop it. She makes me nervous.”

      “No, she makes you feel human. It’s about time you feel this without a bloody potion or spell.”

      “Yeah, if only I could talk to her without something exploding.”

      “Something tells me these next few days are going to be different. My Christmas wish for you.”

      “Awe, gosh, Ed. Thanks.” I fluttered my eyelashes, and Ed laughed.

      If only it were that easy.
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      The door opened, and the princess walked in. She was really beautiful with her long white curls and ice-blue eyes.

      “Ed said that you wanted to go shopping tomorrow. I’m happy to take you.”

      “You’re serious?”

      “Yes, I love to shop.”

      “Thank you. I am going to need your help too, as I know nothing about your family and what to buy them.”

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “It would be something small, though. I mean, I’m sure you have everything you want.”

      “True,” she said. “Say around nine?”

      “Nine is perfect.”

      “Great, we will leave right after breakfast. Oh, and Gabriel has told me that you can turn into an animal.”

      “Yeah, it’s a tricky one. Used to be easy, but after the Shadowed harnessed it, it comes back whenever it wants. I can’t seem to control it. Sorry, I’m blabbering.”

      She closed the door and walked closer to sit down on the chair that was in the room. “I’m sorry that the Shadowed did that to you.”

      “I’m sure your brother would tell you the opposite, that I was ready to join them. Sorry, he is not a big fan, and I fear that this might not be such a wonderful arrangement.”

      “Leave it to me. You won’t have any problems with him. We might need your help tomorrow night.”

      “With?” I questioned.

      “It’s something Gabe and I do every Christmas Eve. We entertain the kids at the orphanage. For years we have been going as Pirate C and Miriam. We don’t have a Glow-Tail though, and I thought you could help us fulfill that part.”

      “Glow-tail, huh?” It was a push.

      “You can go as her human form. It would be a bonus if you could turn into her animal form. I understand if it’s not your thing.”

      “It’s not that. I haven’t nailed becoming a cat yet, so I’m not sure which emotion goes with a cat. And like I said, it’s wonky.”

      “It gets triggered by emotions?”

      I nodded. “Usually ferocious beasts when loved ones are in danger, and a fluffy bunny whenever I thought about my boyfriend.”

      “You have a boyfriend?”

      “Sorry, had. He died last year. It’s still hard.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      I shook my head. “It’s okay.”

      “Well, let me know.”

      “I would love to go, whether or not I succeed. Maybe help with some presents. I can buy a few.”

      “Presents are already bought. But I’ll speak to my cousin if you are up to go as Glow-Tail’s human figure.”

      I smiled at her, knowing that it might be a solid no.

      She closed the door, and I slumped on the colossal bed.

      Commander Hendrix as Pirate C? I could only imagine him wearing those tight leather pants and the hat with the long curls and the hook in his hand. Surrounded by little kids.

      The corner of my lips curved as Glow-Tail was his magical cat, and a part of me would give anything to become that cat.

      I was so pathetic when it came to him. Why?
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      “The little traitor?”

      “Tobias?” I was so over his little traitor comments.

      “She was going to join them, Gabriel.”

      “I told her to do that. If she hadn’t done that, what do you think would’ve happened, huh? What?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “They would’ve finished her faster and then moved on to you.”

      Tobias’ eyes locked on mine. Something had changed in him that time they abducted him.

      “Are you going to embarrass me at dinner?” my uncle asked.

      Tobias’ gaze flickered from mine to my uncle’s. “Really?”

      “Tobias. That girl saved your life by stalling. I believe what Gabe is saying. It was a tactic to stall whatever they were going to do to you. I’m grateful that she gave up her X-Gene in order so that my son could live.”

      “Father,” he begged.

      “Don’t embarrass me. It’s the first time that I can properly thank her. You should too.”

      “You do not know how she’d spoken to me.”

      “I’m sure she had her reasons,” Uncle Matthew pointed out.

      My cousin had a way to get under people’s skin, and it wouldn’t surprise me if he’d spoken to her like a piece of garbage first.

      “Do I have to take them for dinner somewhere else?” I asked.

      “No,” my uncle spoke. “Illiona has prepared a feast for tonight. Please, let us all enjoy it.” He kept looking at Tobias.

      “Fine,” Tobias said, pushing himself out of the chair and walking out of my uncle’s office.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—”

      “Gabriel, this is your home, too. I know Tobias isn’t the easiest person to mingle with. He is not as warm as Gabby, and I feel eighty percent is my fault. I’m grateful to your guests. They are always welcome here. He will behave tonight.”

      “Thank you, Uncle. I really appreciate it.” I got up and walked out of the office.

      “For me, please?” Gabby asked as I walked down the corridor. It was coming from down the hallway that led to Tobias’ room.

      “Okay, fine,” Tobias answered.

      “Thank you. You are my hero.”

      I waited around the corner as the two of them finished. I wasn’t the only one who was a sucker for Gabby. Her older brother was too.

      I entered the hallway as Tobias walked in the direction of his room.

      “Thank you,” I mouthed, and she shook her head, hooking her hand into my arm as we walked to her room.

      “I asked her if she could be Glow-Tail.”

      “Gabby, her X-Gene is rusty.”

      “She told me. And said that a cat is one animal she’d never nailed down, but she would love to come with.”

      “You told her I was Captain C?”

      She smiled. “I did. She is very kind. Said she wanted to buy us gifts.”

      “You told her not to, right?”

      “I did. I doubt it is going to stop her. So tell me, what does Alexis know that I don’t?”

      I grunted, and Gabby laughed as she opened her door; I entered with her.

      “Gabe, c’mon. I said I will keep your secret in how you feel about this girl. Tell me, please.”

      “Promise you will tell no one, or scream. Especially the scream.”

      “I promise. But first, who knows?”

      “Ed and Alexis.”

      “Two?” She pulled her lips.

      I nodded.

      “You need more friends, Gabe.”

      “I have enough friends.”

      She took off her jacket as I planted my ass on her sofa.

      “Okay, shoot.”

      “You have a pen?”

      “Gabe, my room is—”

      “Gabby, do you have a pen?”

      “Fine.” She got up and handed me her diary and a pen. She opened her diary to a clean page, and I wrote in it what Max and I shared.

      “Burn it afterward, please. Don’t keep it.”

      I gave it back to her and walked out of her room. She would know how serious this all was.

      The sound of her door opened.

      “Gabriel Hendrix, get your ass back in here.”

      A growl slipped past my lips.

      “Don’t growl at me; now!”

      I turned around and walked back into her room.

      She just stared at me, and I shrugged.

      “How did you find out?”

      “Your mother.”

      She huffed. “You have to tell her.”

      “I can’t. Please.”

      “Gabe?”

      “Gabby, please.”

      “Do something. I’m not letting this go. If that is what it is, I’m ordering you to do something.”

      Laughter spilled from my lips. “You’re ordering me?”

      “You know what I mean.” She cupped my chin and stared at me.

      “Don’t tell anyone, please?” I whispered.

      “It’s safe with me, but you’d better kiss this girl or profess your love for her, or I will.”

      “Gabby?”

      “I mean it, Gabe.”

      I grunted again, as she could make me so furious. Her laughter eased my anger. “Stop growling at me. I hope you are not growling at her, too.”

      “I try not to.”

      “Gabriel?” she scolded.

      “What? I suck when it comes to your species. My hands become all clammy and my stomach turns, okay? I say the wrong things with her, and it only pisses her off.”

      “You are talking so much shit.”

      “Yeah, name one girl.”

      “Alexis, Anya, Tammy.” She pulled her face. “There are three.”

      “Please, they do not count.”

      Gabby laughed.

      “It’s not funny. I would give anything to speak to her the way I speak to you.”

      “Then let me help you.”

      “And sound like a fucking idiot? No.”

      She laughed again before she wrapped her arms around my torso and laid with her head on my chest. “I just want you to be happy. Is that so much to ask?”

      “For someone like me, probably,” I spoke against her head.

      “We should all go out tonight, to a pub, just drink, forget about who and what we are. Maybe that will loosen your tongue and calm your temper a bit.”

      “Everyone will know it’s you.”

      “Been working on one disguise for a long time, and tonight is the perfect night to try it out. Deal?”

      “Okay…”

      “Yay. Go tell your friends to get ready for dinner.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I saluted and closed her door behind me. This next week was going to be a nightmare. I could see it. Gabby was going to do something, and I was going to end up looking like a complete fool.
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      The door opened, and Viola entered. “They are calling us to dinner.”

      “Do I need to dress differently?”

      “No, I’m sure what we’re wearing is fine.”

      “Let’s go, Mom and Max!” Ed was so giddy, I couldn’t help the joy that crept into my soul.

      “Coming, son.” Viola let out her hand for me, and I rushed to the door, hooked my arm into hers, and followed Edward down the hallway.

      I leaned closer and whispered, “This place is so big.”

      “That is royalty for you. The palace at the Vampire Court is just as big. A nightmare to navigate in the beginning, but now I know all the shortcuts.” She had the same kind eyes as Ed.

      I took a huge breath, knowing that Tobias was going to be there as we walked down the staircase.

      The last time we’d spent time together, I’d told him he was an idiot and a lot of other things. Tonight might become one of my worst nights ever.

      I swallowed the lump in my throat and tried to ease the knots in my stomach.

      Viola patted my hand around her arm. “It’s all good. They are just like us, only more privileged.”

      A gentle puff of a laugh pulled from my throat at how Viola was misinterpreting my anxiety. Ed took the corner at the end of the hallway looking lost. “Gabe?”

      “Edward!” Viola hissed.

      He shrugged. “I don’t know where we are, Mom.”

      The giggle poured out of me as Gabriel stepped through a doorway at the end.

      We walked with faster strides in his direction and entered. I froze as King Levine and Tobias sat at the table with Gabriella.

      “My king,” Edward bowed.

      “None of that,” King Levine said and stood from his chair. Viola immediately rushed toward him as I stood with arms folded behind my back at the end of the table.

      I could feel Tobias’ eyes on me, but I didn’t dare make eye contact.

      “Thank you so much for having us this Christmas,” Viola said.

      “Oh, it’s my pleasure,” King Levine spoke, and his gaze flickered to mine. “And you must be Maxima Lane.”

      I walked toward him and took his hand. He cupped it and put his other hand on top, covering my entire hand with both of his.

      “Thank you for what you have given up to save my son.”

      “Dad, she still has her X-Gene,” Tobias mumbled.

      “Yes, and she’s struggled to get it to work the way it should, Tobias,” King Levine answered.

      “I’ll do it again, if it ever happens,” I breathed. Of all the days, my voice decided to fail me now.

      King Levine smiled and then looked at his son. “Tobias?”

      The crown prince looked up at me. “Thank you for giving up half of your X-Gene to save me and all the other royal brats.”

      “Tobias?” King Levine reprimanded.

      Gabby laughed. “You are such an idiot, you know that?”

      “Whatever.” A trace of a smile brushed his lips as Gabby pulled out the chair next to hers for me.

      I sat down and swallowed the nerves. The table was set with an expensive creamy tablecloth. It had all fancy dishes and wine glasses. Not to mention the pretty flowery ornaments in the middle of the table, on top of the golden runner. I stared at all the knives and forks next to my plate.

      Viola leaned into me. “Work from the outside inward.”

      “Thank you.”

      The door opened and butlers walking in a line footed into the dining room. They each carried a plate covered with a silver bowl and placed one in front of each of us.

      “Thank you,” I whispered to the guy who placed mine down, and he nodded.

      They took a few steps back and just stood there against the wall. I stared at the food on my plate, not knowing what it was.

      Viola dug in immediately as Gabby started telling us about the other side.

      I picked up a tiny fork, scooped a bit of whatever this was, and took a tiny taste.

      My gaze flickered to Ed, who stared at me, and the burn heated my cheeks and ears.

      Ed and Gabe laughed as I dipped my chin.

      “It’s called Lauvinaugh Partoux, a delicacy of Rosebloom duck liver pate,” Edward said.

      “Liver?” All this money and they eat liver?

      “A delicacy?” Gabby laughed next to me. “If you put it on toast and have it with a dash of the cranberry sauce, it’s to die for.”

      That sounded like a plan, so I tried that.

      It did taste really nice with the cranberry sauce and toast and to my surprise, I ate everything.

      The next course was a soup. A consommé, however you said it. It was cold and had a fruity taste to it, and I would’ve said it was more of a juice than a soup, but who was I to change the rules?

      Main course was a tiny bird on a bed of Grinewald potato. It was my favorite and the tiny bird wasn’t too bad either. I still preferred a hamburger over the fancy meal.

      The last course was to die for. It was some sort of crispy cookie base topped with chocolate mousse. The perfectly wobbly design on top alone was way too beautiful to be eaten.

      The king was now speaking to Gabriel about tomorrow and the orphanage.

      I listened with one ear, not to show how much it impressed me he had a heart and that it was aimed toward kids.

      I finished with my dessert as Gabby put down her napkin next to her plate.

      “You think it’s wise to go out tonight?”

      “Daddy, I’ll wear my disguise, and I’m with Gabriel and Edward. Not to mention the Selective who has a knack for saving royal butts.”

      A curt laugh sprang out of me, as I did not expect that one at all.

      “Fine, but don’t come home late. Tomorrow is a long day.”

      She got up, bent over, and kissed her father on the cheek. She looked at her brother. “Are you going to join us or do you have other plans?”

      Tobias looked up. “I have other plans, but thanks for the invite.”

      I could breathe again. I doubted Tobias would ever like me.
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      Gabby looked completely different. She was a redhead with loads of freckles after she put on her disguise.

      We followed Gabe and Ed into a garage that wasn’t a garage. It was like a dealership. Gabe obviously walked to the sports car that was more expensive than Beaumond Academy.

      We jumped into the back as Ed sat in the front.

      “You girls ready for this?” Ed asked.

      “I need this,” Gabby responded.

      “So what do we call you tonight, princess?” Ed wanted to know.

      “Fifi, I feel like a Fifi.”

      Gabriel laughed as Ed repeated the name.

      I smiled at her and shook my head.

      “What, I look like a Fifi, don’t you think?”

      “It sounds like a cat’s name,” I said.

      “More like a stripper’s name,” Gabriel commented, which made my cheeks burn from embarrassment.

      Gabby laughed. “I’m still Fifi.”

      The garage door opened, and Gabriel looked over his shoulder. I couldn’t stop smiling at his Fifi comment about being a stripper.

      The car came to a stop, and then he drove like a madman running from the devil.

      I buckled up as Gabby hooted her enjoyment. My heart thumbed in my chest as my grip curled around the edge of the leather seat.

      Ed laughed, holding on to the handle above his head, loving every minute.

      I didn’t like this the way they did.

      We zoomed past cars, and it was so fast. Gabriel hooted, and Gabby followed him.

      He sure was different from his normal self at Beaumond.

      It didn’t even feel like ten minutes when he stopped in a parking lot and climbed out. He shifted the seat forward for me to get out. My muscles trembled slightly as I sat in the seat.

      He bent into the car. “Today, Max.”

      “Yeah, I’m just trying to find my heart.”

      Gabby and Ed laughed as I unhooked the seat belt and threw it over my head. I climbed out, and Gabe smiled at me.

      I fell dramatically down on the ground and kissed the surface.

      Gabby screamed her laughter.

      “Ha-ha,” Gabe said. “My driving is not that bad. It’s fun.”

      “We clearly have different opinions of fun.” I got up with Ed’s help and walked next to Gabby.

      “Kissing the ground, seriously?” she teased me.

      “What? I thought at one point we were going to die.”

      “Royalty vehicles come with many spells to prevent that.”

      “Now you tell me.”

      “Next time, enjoy the ride, Max.”

      I pointed back at the car that wasn’t there anymore. “That was not an enjoyable ride at all.”

      We stepped inside the pub, and I couldn’t believe how full it was for December 23rd. I had an urge to go shopping now while Gabe and Ed enjoyed beers at the bar, or whatever they were going to drink.

      Gabby pulled us to a table that was in the corner. The people who occupied this table must have left a few minutes before we entered. Bottles and glasses clobbered the table, and Gabby pushed everything gently toward the middle while Ed and Gabe stood at the bar.

      I kept looking at Gabriel. He was really different from the guy at Beaumond. His guard was definitely down, and he laughed, shaking hands with everyone.

      “Ugh,” Gabby said, and I looked at her and back at what she was staring at. A tall girl with big boobs and a tight ass reached Gabe and Ed. She had dark hair with purple streaks, laying iron flat on her back. She wrapped her one arm around Gabriel, and I looked away. Of course, he had a girlfriend. What was Liz then?

      “You okay?” I asked Gabby.

      “Tamara, I can’t stand her. I don’t know what my cousin sees in her.”

      “They are dating?”

      “No, but they occasionally hook up. I wish he could find another floozy.”

      I laughed at the name she had for her. A waiter came over and cleared the glasses with a swipe of his hand. It all landed perfectly on the trolley next to him and a quick wipe with a cloth cleaned the stickiness from the table.

      “Can I get you anything to drink?”

      “Two witches on a broom, please,” Gabby said. I had no idea what that was, and he walked away.

      “Two what?”

      “Oh, you will love it.”

      Gabe and Ed finally came to sit at the table, and the girl with the dark hair, which was a dark red, followed.

      “Seriously, Gabe,” Gabby hissed.

      “I’m Tamara.” The girl held out her hand for mine. I took it.

      “Max.”

      She smiled.

      “Whatever, I don’t buy that,” Gabby hissed at her cousin.

      Gabe shrugged as he sat on the seat diagonally from Gabby. She stared at him as Ed took the one diagonally from mine.

      “What are you going to drink, Max?” Ed asked.

      “A witch on a broom, something like that.”

      Ed breathed his chuckle as he stared at Gabby, who just looked at him. She shrugged, not happy that there was a girl hanging around her cousin.

      Ed’s lips fanned into a broad smile. “You are going to waste your breath.”

      “On what?” Gabe asked.

      “Nothing for your ears.”

      “Gabe?” Gabby asked, and he looked at her.

      “What?” he asked, and Ed laughed.

      “It explains everything,” Gabby said.

      Explained what?

      Gabe smiled at his cousin and looked back at Tamara, who leaned over and introduced her to Gabby.

      “It’s me, skank. No need for introductions,” Gabby said.

      “Should’ve known. Gabe can’t turn his ass without you waiting somewhere.”

      “You two want to go to the pit?” Gabriel asked.

      Ed laughed.

      “The pit?” I asked.

      “Fighting pit,” Ed replied.

      “The club?”

      “It’s not Max’s thing,” Gabe said but gave me that look again.

      I pretended not to see it. I should still technically be pissed off with him because he couldn’t make my funeral.

      “You don’t like fighting?” Ed asked me.

      “No, it’s barbaric.”

      “The poor princess might crack a nail,” Tamara said.

      Gabby flipped her off.

      “Gabby, enough.”

      “What is she doing here, Gabe? I thought—”

      “Shush.”

      Ed shook with silent laughter as I stared at them.

      “You are an idiot,” Gabby hissed. “I’m leaving after my drink.”

      “This was your idea,” he hissed.

      “Yeah, but I didn’t think the skank would be here.”

      “She is here with her brother.”

      “I don’t care. We don’t mix.”

      The waiter came back and put two purple drinks with white cream and something that floated at the bottom. There was a ton of smoke at the top.

      Gabby put my drink in front of me, and I took a sip. It was sweet like nectar, and I got why people loved to get drunk. This was really nice.

      The entire night, Tamara was speaking to Gabe. Gabby didn’t like it, but she didn’t leave after the one drink either.

      I was on my third witch with her broom, or on her broom. I felt like a witch that wanted to fly away on her broom with the vibe happening around the table, but what the heck, the drink was delicious.

      My cheeks felt as if they were glowing.

      “You okay, Max?” Gabby asked.

      “I’m fine. These are delicious. Are you okay?” I asked Gabby.

      “I’m fuming.”

      My gaze flickered to Gabe and Tamara. “Why? He seems to be having a great time.”

      “He doesn’t like her like that and yet she throws himself at him. It’s disgusting.”

      “Then you don’t want to see the students at Beaumond Academy.”

      Gabby smiled.

      I searched for the waiter. It didn’t look like one was going to come, and I leaned closer to Gabby. “You want another one?”

      “Sure, why not? Get us some shooters, too.”

      I nodded and got up. I was sure that the bartender wouldn’t ask for identification.

      I waited at the busy bar and looked back. Ed looked away. It was as if he kept an eye on me and was becoming like a second Scar. I wasn’t made of porcelain.

      A hand touched my back, and horrible drunk breath infiltrated my personal space.

      “Hey, beautiful. Can I get you anything to drink?”

      I looked down at his hand around my waist and back up at him. “No, I’m fine.”

      “Can I get you something to drink?” The bartender leaned over the counter, yelling over the crowd. The guy was still right there, and I tried to wiggle out of this guy’s space and get back into my own.

      I had to calm myself before I was going to do something to this guy that I might regret.

      “Two witches on a broom, please.”

      “You okay?” The bartender eyed the guy.

      “Just this idiot, but I can deal with him.”

      His gaze flickered to the guy on my right before he went to the glasses behind him and lifted his hand, summoning bottles of liquor.

      My gaze broke with the fancy bottles dancing in the air and back to the idiot next to me. “A bit of space, please.”

      “Ooh, she is getting feisty.”

      The guys next to him laughed. My gaze flickered to Ed, wanting some sort of permission to punch the daylight out of him, when his seat was empty. Where was he?

      I looked back at the guy. I was almost standing on top of the girl next to me, the way I was trying to get away from him.

      “If you want to keep your hand, I suggest taking it off me,” I threatened.

      He laughed. “What, you going to cut it off?”

      A blade from behind crossed his chest and ended at the side of his head. “No, but I might. Do what she says.”

      I stared at Gabe. I had this.

      The guy lifted his hands off me.

      “Now apologize.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      I grabbed the two drinks and turned around. “I had this.” I shook my head and pushed through the people.

      “You can say thanks, Max.”

      “For what? Stopping me from beating the shit out of him. Thanks, Commander Hendrix.”

      I turned around and stormed back to the table. A ruckus broke loose behind me. The guys who sat around our table all jumped from their seats.

      I looked back and found Gabriel, Ed, and Tamara’s brother, I think his name was Frank, in a fight.

      “It’s time to go.” Gabby picked up her witch on a broom and downed it.

      I sighed and shook my head, throwing the drink down my throat too.

      Men.
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      A fly crawled over my face. I slapped it away and a few seconds later, it was back.

      A growl left my lips, and I opened my eyes, only to find Gabby with a feather.

      She giggled. Looking perfect like always. “Wake up. It’s almost nine.”

      I complained, forgetting about our shopping. My head slightly pulsed, but I was sure that it was nothing as bad as Gabe’s and Ed’s faces and fists. Who wanted to pick a fight with those two, anyway? Men were idiots.

      They spoiled the entire evening just because the Commander had to all of a sudden be my knight in shining armor. I was training to become a Shield member, for crying out loud.

      I rolled out of bed and rushed to the bathroom attached to this room, hopped in the shower to wake up fully. Afterwards, I got dressed in the warmest clothes that I owned. A part of me loved the snow, but another part of me hated it with a passion. I could never get warm enough, and my socks were always clammy.

      We had a quick breakfast. There was no sign of Edward or Gabriel.

      Viola was there, not looking impressed as she spoke to Gabriella. Apologizing for her son’s behavior.

      Gabby was cool about the entire thing. I was glad it wasn’t me punching the guy and putting that look of disappointment on Mamma Charles’ face.

      Viola declined to come with us, and one of the drivers took us to the city.

      It was weird that she wasn’t in one of her disguises today.

      The posh area came up, and I couldn’t stop staring at the beautiful shops that almost glistened with marble stone walls and cobblestone pathways.

      It didn’t pass me that we were not that far from Little Prism, where I grew up.

      The driver stopped at a boom gate and gave a piece of paper to the guard.

      They opened the gate and stopped a few paces from the entrance. We climbed out, and a red steel door stood on the right. It opened.

      “Princess.” A woman with a tall, slender frame and a very straight bob cut bowed. Her makeup was done perfectly and the tight, knee-length red skirt and fitting jacket showcased her physique. Gabby reached her and touched her arm, with a loving smile sprawled across her face.

      She introduced me to the woman who did a once-over with her eyes. I pulled my jacket tighter as she grit her teeth into a smile and forced a welcome.

      My eyebrows knitted as I followed Gabby.

      Sweet fragrance hung in the air as my eyes scanned the beautiful glass counters that displayed expensive colognes and perfumes. Gabby greeted all the shop assistants that we passed, and I smiled as I couldn’t possibly take in the beauty of this store alone.

      Rows and rows of clothes displayed on racks and hangers just begged to be bought. They were stunning fashionable pieces, designed for the rich.

      Leather bags and shoes that fit with them lined the other wall. In the middle of it all were lush leather couches on a creamy long hair carpet with a glass coffee table in the center of it.

      Gabby plopped her bag on the sofa as I looked around. There was nobody else in sight except of the shop assistants.

      “Are we the only ones here?”

      “Sorry, my dad phoned in advance.” She took off her scarf as I clung on the handle on my bag. “He doesn’t like it if the public bombards me. At times, I wish I wasn’t royalty, to just have a normal life.”

      “I bet.”

      They had everything of everything here.

      Gabby started browsing, and I decided to stay close to her. I was like a bull in a china store. I kept looking around and couldn’t help noticing how the shop assistants whispered to each other, laughing.

      “You think your cousin and Ed would like these.” I held up bracelets.

      She touched them. “It’s perfect. You have a keen eye for presents, Max.”

      I smiled but noticed there were only two. “You think there are more?”

      She scrunched up her nose and took the bracelet from me. “Let me find out. Do you have more bracelets like these?”

      One of the shop assistants rushed to our side. She smiled. “Let me go check at the back.”

      “Thank you,” Gabby said, and we carried on browsing.

      I pulled some of the pieces on the racks away, browsing through the variety they had on display.

      The shop assistant came back with seven different types of bracelets, and I only took four of the nicest ones. Gabby offered to pay for it, which I declined. I would buy these presents out of my pocket.

      Her father was easy. She sent out one worker to get a certain brand of whiskey. The worker raised her eyebrow and obviously her gaze flickered to me. She left.

      “What is that about?”

      “It’s a very cheap brand, but my father swears it is the best whiskey he ever tasted.”

      I giggled, understanding the raised eyebrow look.

      The shopping continued as I found a beautiful scarf for Viola and one for Gabby. I knew she probably had all the scarves in the world, but this one was really beautiful.

      I eyed a backpack that was really cute, but when I saw the price, I put it back. Gabby laughed at my gaped mouth and wide eyes. Even my heart pounded just thinking about that amount. It was insane.

      My phone rang, and it was Scar. I picked it up, and the relief coming from the other side came immediately.

      “Let me guess, time with Edward is just too enjoyable that you couldn’t return one of my ten calls yesterday.”

      I giggled. “Sorry, no, the plans changed drastically.”

      “In what way, Max? Please don’t tell me you ditched him, too.”

      “No, they were invited to spend it at the Witches Court.”

      “Say again?” Scar asked as Storm inquired what I had said.

      “You heard me. I’m actually busy shopping with Princess Gabriella,” I whispered that last part and was super glad that she wasn’t half vampire.

      “The princess?”

      “What I said, Scar.”

      “Holy crap, Max,” Scar giggled. “Do you have any idea how amazing your luck is?”

      “Not really.”

      “You’re really staying at the palace?”

      “Yep.” I looked at Gabby, who was busy sipping on a cup of tea. “I really have to go. Sorry.”

      “Oh, you are going to tell me about every second. Record videos, take pictures, write notes. I want details.”

      “Fine.” I said goodbye and walked over to Gabby, giggling at Scar’s comments.

      “Have some tea,” Gabby said, and I plunged into the one-seater diagonally from her. I grabbed a cup and poured in some cream with two lumps of sugar.

      “Sorry about that. It was my friend that’s very relieved that she finally got a hold of me.”

      Gabby asked about them as I took a sip. It was delicious tea. But then everything in the Witches Court was enhanced or infused with some sort of magic ingredient.

      Gabby was a skilled listener, making me feel like someone important.

      I really liked the princess. She was so easy to talk to and didn’t even make you feel as if you were in the presence of royalty. She was as normal as the girl next door.

      She really loved the fact that I had five friends, a little pack, that looked after one another.

      She asked about all their X-Genes and what it was they could do, as she wasn’t there the year they showcased their abilities on Garner’s Day. She was on the other side, in the human realm. I told her about Will usually copying my gift. He loved being an animal.

      Gabby asked a lot of questions about how it felt. I tried to explain it to her, but it was a difficult feeling to describe, certainly a great one.

      The sales clerk came back, and we carried on with the shopping. Gabby could really shop and ended up with thirty bags to my flimsy three. The store told her they would send everything over to the palace.

      We left with no packages and went to a nearby upscale coffee shop for lunch where she asked about Scar and the twins.

      “Ice and water. Wow. Wish I was there to see their introduction.”

      “Best ever, they really wowed the crowd.”

      “And Scar actually has an eye that opens when she sees?”

      “I know it’s creepy, but I love her to bits. Extra eye and all.”

      Gabby laughed.

      We couldn’t really get to Cade as people around us started to bombard her. They would keep on interrupting our conversation, asking for either a picture or an autograph.

      She didn’t decline one, and I got a taste of why her father had phoned in advance. I felt almost sorry for her.

      My fangs acted up, which was so embarrassing, but I hadn’t fed last night at all.

      “Hey, relax. I know where one is. Let’s go.”

      “You sure.”

      “Yes, unless you want to feed on me.”

      “Gabby!” My eyes grew wider, and she laughed.

      She kept me company, and I told her about Cade.

      “I can’t wait to meet him.”

      “He has a thing for Amy. They’ve been a couple the past year, I think.”

      “Amy, half werewolf?”

      I nodded.

      “I know they say werewolves are bad, but they’re not. They struggle to trust, but once they do, they are the best type of person to call a friend.”

      “I know. I wouldn’t change the two I have for the world.”

      Gabby smiled. “I wouldn’t change mine either.”

      My name got called, and I got up. Gabby couldn’t come as I tend to go into a frenzy. It was weird how another vampire could join but not someone who wasn’t like me.

      Around three, we made it back to the palace. I was beat and walked to my room.

      “Remember six o’clock, Max. I’ll have a uniform for you to represent Glow-Tail.”

      “Wonderful.”

      Gabby’s laughter caressed my ears as I walked into my room and fell on my bed.

      I drifted away and was grateful when Gabby woke me up when she dropped off my uniform. A tight uniform, I might add. I would give anything to turn into Glow-Tail tonight, but I doubted that my gift would work like that.

      I got dressed, and Gabby entered, using magic to give me cat ears and a little cat nose with whiskers. I laughed as I stared at the half human/half cat transformation.

      I stared at her ring on her finger and knew that she was one of those witches who needed one. Her magic was too powerful, like Maria’s.

      Gabe had one too, and I tried to remember if I’d ever seen any other half-breed with a ring. Did he really need it or was it just decoration?

      We met everyone downstairs, and I laughed at Ed dressing up like a real sailor. Gabe wore a wig, and I didn’t want to stare too long as he even rocked that.

      Gabby looked great as Mirriam.

      I showed Ed my glowing blue tail, and he laughed, thinking it was hilarious the way I wiggled my butt.

      We left in an SUV and drove to the orphanage. My heart pounded and my hands felt clammy. I couldn’t even wipe them off on the tight black uniform. It was too sleek and the seats in the SUV were all leather.

      I didn’t know why I was so nervous, probably too much excitement or the fact that I was doing something with the royals.

      Gabby chose the music as she sat next to Gabriel in the front as Ed grabbed a seat with me at the back.

      Gabriel stopped, and we all climbed out.

      “Commander,” the woman of the orphanage greeted him.

      “I told you before, it’s Gabriel. Everything ready?”

      I couldn’t stop staring at the vast building that almost looked like some sort of estate, and we met at an arch entrance leading into the property.

      “Oh, they cannot wait.” Her gaze flickered to me. “I see you finally found a Glow-Tail.”

      Gabe looked over his shoulder. “She is on a trial basis,” he said and looked back at the woman, who giggled.

      Gabby smacked the back of her arm into Gabe’s chest, making Gabe grunt and Ed chuckle.

      “Princess,” the woman greeted Gabby.

      “Ursula.” Gabby grabbed her hands. “I told you, it’s Gabby.”

      “Sorry. Forgive me.” Ursula smiled when she saw Edward and gave him two kisses on the cheek. I introduced myself, and she shook my hand as I followed the others into the property, walking on the pathway, surrounded by beautiful trees that led to the main entrance.

      Ivy crawled on the walls of the main building and around so many windows. The place was stunning, had beautiful hedges in the garden and statues.

      Usually orphanages didn’t look like this, but it wouldn’t surprise me if this one belonged to the royals.

      My pants rode up my bum, and no matter how many times I pulled, it would just find its way back in there. It would have to do for tonight.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Time sped by, and I couldn’t stop staring at how in-character Gabe and Gabriella were portraying the captain and his first mate, Mirriam.

      Ed and I stood in the shadows, not saying a single word, just smiling.

      I couldn’t stop laughing at the way Gabe spoke in a pirate accent.

      Ed struggled to keep his laughter too, hissing my name to stop, and it won us a couple of glares from Gabe.

      I wiggled my tail again as Gabby introduced me, and the urge to really turn into Glow-Tail overpowered everything. Not to mention my irritation from this uniform.

      I felt the magic connected to my X-Gene, and all the kids shrieked as everything grew bigger at once.

      Gabby gasped as I was trapped in my clothes.

      Hands pried open my clothes as Gabriel spoke again, rolling his r’s, sounding a little like Maria.

      Ed laughed. His head was really big and his hands were warm. He picked me up, and the kids screamed and cheered. Some of them gasped too as I jumped on Ed’s shoulder.

      “It’s Glow-Tail.” Gabby rushed over and lifted me off Ed’s shoulder.

      I’d done it! I looked at my tail, and it was really glowing.

      Gabby chuckled as a meow slipped out of my lips.

      “Freak’n amazing, Max,” she whispered.

      “I know,” I said, but only a meow came out.

      She laughed as she carried me almost the entire evening while entertaining the kids. Gabriel picked me up so that little hands could pat me everywhere. The bigger kids were standing with folded arms at the back, but I could see their curiosity getting the better of them too.

      Some even stroked the tail, which was actually very sensitive, and I became annoyed after a while, but I tried to keep my cool. They were only children.

      Gabriel put me on his shoulder, and that was where I stayed the entire evening. Glow-Tail was his cat, after all.

      After handing out the presents and taking pictures, it was time to leave. The little kids all yelled their goodbyes. My tail was aching, and Gabriel took me off his shoulder.

      “I don’t know about her trial, but she is by far the best Glow-Tail you’ve ever had,” Ursula said.

      Gabe laughed and lifted me to face him. “Yeah, she’s okay.”

      I hissed and jabbed at him with my paw, making everyone laugh as he pulled me in, holding me gently in his arms again. I understood why cats didn’t like to be held.

      He opened the back door and placed me on the back seat. The door behind me closes as they said goodbye to Ursula.

      The door opened again and to my surprise, Gabe slid in the back with me as Ed took the wheel.

      “I’m beat,” Gabe said.

      My stomach was dipping. I couldn’t fall for him. Not again.

      Gabe picked me up. “You did it Max, you are Glow-Tail.”

      I meowed. Slightly tired and annoyed.

      “Why doesn’t she change back?” Gabby asked from the front.

      Ed and Gabriel laughed. “She climbed out of her clothes, Gabby,” Gabriel answered.

      “She is naked?” Gabby asked.

      I meowed again, and Gabe put me next to him. I laid down on the warm seats, as the warmth of his leg was right next to me.

      I was exhausted.

      His warm hand stroked my fur gently as I closed my eyes and drifted away.

      I didn’t even hear the door open, but I felt a strong grip manhandling me. My claws came out and pierced into skin.

      Gabe grunted as I hissed.

      “She is like an actual cat,” Gabby said.

      “Becomes agitated like one too,” Gabe answered as we walked out of the garage into the palace. He took me to my room, opened my door, put me down, and closed the door behind me.

      I walked to the mirror and couldn’t believe that I looked just like Glow-Tail. I was a pitch black, sleek-haired feline. Even had the blue glowing diamond shape on her forehead. My tail still glowed a clear blue.

      I stepped into the bathroom and shifted back to my human form, buck naked.

      I took a shower as I felt dirty from all the touching, and it felt great.

      After I got dressed, a knock sounded, and Gabby entered.

      “You are Max again. That was amazing.”

      “It was, but it’s not one of my favorite animals to turn into, to be honest. Cats are very agitated creatures.”

      Gabby laughed. She made fun of my onesie. But I didn’t care. It was fluffy and warm. It kept out the cold.

      “We are serving eggnog downstairs if you want a cup.”

      I left my room and followed her. Gabe and Ed still wore their clothes. Ed laughed at my PJ’s and if it wasn’t for Viola and the king sitting there, I would’ve showed him just how agitated I still was.

      “I heard you turned into Glow-Tail.” Viola touched my chin as I sat down on the couch next to her.

      The lit fireplace really made the ambience in the living room serene.

      “Yeah, a cat is really not my favorite animal.”

      “What brought it on, which emotion?” Ed asked.

      I laughed. “I’d rather not say.”

      A butler came over with a tray of eggnog, and I took a cup. “Thank you.”

      Viola leaned closer. “You don’t have to thank them, dear.”

      “Yeah, I’m not like that.”

      She patted my cheek lovingly, and she listened again to Gabriel’s summary of the evening.

      Ed kept shrugging at me, wanting to know which emotion.

      “Edward Charles, I taught you better than that.”

      I giggled.

      “Sorry, Mamma.”

      “Irritation.”

      “You were irritated tonight?” Gabriel asked.

      “Yes, by that skinny outfit that rode up my butt the entire night.”

      It elicited a couple of laughs and a curved lip action from Gabriel.

      I was exhausted and said goodnight around eleven. I couldn’t stop thinking about the way Gabriel had held me tonight. Whatever this thing was between us, it was busy pulling me in again, and I had no idea how to stop it this time.

      I drifted away faster than I thought I would and couldn’t wait for tomorrow.
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      Gabby woke me up early that morning, and I followed her sleepily to the lounge.

      The tree was really beautiful and bewitched. It had snow sprinkling all over and still falling. Heaps of it laid on the hardwood floor and over the presents. I bent down and picked up a heap. It wasn’t actual snow as there was no wetness around it or pooling on the wood or presents.

      Gabby just smiled at my curiosity as I got up and walked with her to the lounge.

      Everyone was already waiting for us, and a round of Merry Christmases floated in the air.

      Gabby eyed her cousin, who pretended that he didn’t see her.

      I couldn’t figure out what was with the two.

      Ed gave me a warm hug and tugged on my bunny tail. “How do you sleep with this, Max?”

      “Easy, on my stomach.”

      I kissed Viola and the king on their cheeks.

      I said Merry Christmas to Tobias and Gabe without the hugs.

      The king started with handing out presents.

      I blushed scarlet at the bracelets I gave the guys. Tobias looked surprised, but shockingly, he thanked me for the gesture.

      The fourth one I saved for Will’s birthday. He would love it too.

      I got my bracelet back from Gabriel. They probably took it from me when they thought I’d died. He’d had it all this time?

      “You are such a cheapskate, Gabe,” I said.

      “Cheap, you know how expensive Mildew-Stone is, Max?”

      “This was my birthday gift. You can be so glad we are not dating.”

      I tied the leather around my wrist, and Gabe didn’t say a single word.

      I laughed. “Just kidding, thanks for keeping it for me.”

      “Whatever,” he grunted.

      Gabby kept staring at it. “Birthday gift?”

      “Don’t ask, please,” I begged.

      Viola and Gabby loved their scarves, and Gabby warned her father not to open his present from me in front of everyone.

      Gabriel chuckled as the king’s gaze flickered to mine. “Is it what I think it is?”

      Gabby nodded with a smile.

      “Thank you, Max. I love it.”

      I giggled. “You are so welcome.”

      A present from the Levines landed on my lap. I looked at Gabby.

      “Open it.”

      “You didn’t have to.”

      “I wanted to.”

      I shredded the paper and gasped as it was the bag I’d put away. “Gabby.”

      “What? It’s from all of us.”

      I gave her the eye. Remember how expensive this was? “Thank you.” I hugged her and hugged the king and Tobias, who again didn’t expect it.

      Gabriel chuckled.

      Tobias got up. “Well, I have to go. Enjoy your day.”

      “Where are you going?” Gabby asked.

      “Robert invited me to go skiing with them.”

      “Oh, enjoy,” Gabby got up and give him a hug as she handed him a present.

      He left.

      King Levine handed Gabriel a present, too.

      He stared at Gabby as he opened it. It was a tiny vial. “What is this?”

      “Read the instructions, preferably to yourself.”

      His lips curved, and his eyes scanned over the paper in his hand. My curiosity was working overtime. His eyebrow raised as a grin fanned over his lips. He really should smile more. “You serious?”

      “Yes, I made it myself and tested it, too.”

      “On who?”

      “My business.”

      He got up and hugged his cousin.

      Viola leaned closer. “Gabby is a powerful spell caster and potion brewer. Something she inherited from her mother.”

      “Is that why she wears a ring?”

      Viola nodded as Gabby handed Edward a vial too, but one a completely different color. He laughed and touched his bald head. “I’m happy with my bald head, princess, but what a kind gesture.”

      All of us laughed.

      “If you want a change of scenery. It doesn’t last forever, Ed.”

      Gabriel laughed.

      “Shut up,” Ed hissed.

      I still wanted to know what potion she gave Gabriel.
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        * * *

      

      We had breakfast immediately after, and soft Christmas music played in the background.

      Then all of us got ready and when I went back downstairs, media personnel were in the lounge, recording the king and Gabby live. Gabe stood on the sidelines as the two of them wished the Witches Court a Merry Christmas.

      “Shouldn’t you be next to your cousin?” I asked Gabe.

      “No. I’m usually behind the scenes.”

      The recording stopped, and King Levine took the mic from his shirt, as did Gabby.

      I went over to Mamma Charles and gave her a side hug. She was so warm and kind, already wearing her scarf. She rubbed my arm, and we got ready for the day.

      We were told that in less than an hour, Shield members were going to join us. Probably Gabriel and Edward’s friends from that night at the bar.

      I went back to my room and laid on my bed. Gabby didn’t leave me at peace for too long. She entered my room and told me that there was a thing in the arena.

      “Arena?”

      “Yes, where did you think my brother and cousin learned it all, Max? And my dad bewitched the pool area so that it’s warm and summery. We are going to swim the entire day.”

      It was awesome when magic didn’t suck.

      I walked with Gabby to the arena and the Shield members were there. My gaze caught the redhead from last night, and Gabby’s grunt told me how much she loved her being here.

      We stayed away from her, but she couldn’t stop undressing Gabriel with her eyes.

      I didn’t like it, but I took a deep breath and the feeling disappeared.

      The guys were pulling straws that Ed held in his hands. Gabriel pulled the last straw and by the look of his face and the way the others laughed, he was it.

      Gabby chuckled and applauded as Ed handed him a blindfold. “Let’s see if your blindfold training is paying off.”

      I couldn’t stop the laughter that pushed through my lips at Ed’s words, knowing that Gabe constantly trained with a blindfold.

      Gabriel shook his head and blindfolded himself.

      “What are they doing?” I asked.

      “Oh, they are going to fight.”

      “While he is blindfolded?”

      “Yeah, my cousin’s senses are really strong. It’s the wolf part of him.”

      I had to see this.

      “You can do it, Gabe,” Tamara yelled and cheered.

      This reminded me of the first day of school. When I’d met him. He was blindfolded too and so fast stabbing the sandbags.

      Gabriel stood for a long time in the middle while everyone just circled around him. They didn’t make a sound.

      “Today still, please,” Gabe said.

      One finally nodded at his friend, and one by one, they went for him. Gabe ducked blows and kicked feet from underneath them, grabbing them at the same time.

      Edward was the only one who got a shot or two in.

      I couldn’t take my eyes off them.

      “They really mean it too,” I whispered to Gabby.

      “That’s Shield members for you.”

      I kept staring at how he kept kicking their feet from underneath them, grabbing them before they fell to the floor.

      It was almost as if he was dancing with them.

      My throat became super dry as the thoughts in my head got all scrambled up. He was walking the steps as if they’d rehearsed it a million times. Just like that night at the Jewel Ball.

      I’d danced with Gabriel that night?

      Somehow my legs were working on their own, and I got up and left.

      I’d danced with Gabriel?
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      The fight was finally over, and Gabby cheered the loudest as I took off my blindfold and lifted it. Tamara was right behind her.

      “Hot, like always,” Tamara yelled, and I couldn’t help but laugh as Gabby growled. Max wasn’t here.

      I’d hoped she wouldn’t hide the entire day in her room.

      I didn’t like the way Gabby and Ed whispered things. Ed knew just how soft to speak for me not to hear what he was saying.

      Gabby nodded, and I didn’t like that nod. What was with them?

      We got dressed in our swim shorts as I bewitched the scar on my back and the ones on my arm. I didn’t like to show Gabby my war scars, knowing that she would sulk about them for weeks.

      I met the others at the pool. My uncle really stepped forward today and changed the season at the court so that we could swim and experience a jolly good time.

      I knew the sun wasn’t real, but man, it felt great to feel it on our skin.

      We all dove into the pool, splashing Gabby, who was like a cat in water.

      “Stop it,” she cried.

      Frank threw Tamara into the pool, and I hated she swam in my direction. I was glad that Max wasn’t here, but I missed my little Glow-Tail’s presence. I couldn’t believe that she’d turned into Captain C’s magical cat. That irritation brought on the cat, but it didn’t explain Glow-Tail. How did she do that?

      Tamara kept touching my shoulder, feeding me shot after shot of hard liquor. I could kiss Edward for pulling me away repeatedly.

      Max finally came out of the house, wearing one of Gabby’s swimsuits and a shirt with a pair of jean shorts.

      She spread her arms and let the sun warm her skin. I couldn’t take my eyes off her today. She was simply mesmerizing.

      “Finally,” Gabby yelled, and Max laughed as she grabbed the chair next to her. Viola was the only one not here.

      “Where is your mom?” I asked.

      “Probably nose stuck in a book somewhere.”

      I laughed.

      “Where were you this morning?” Gabby asked.

      “Oh, on the phone with Scar.”

      “And?”

      “And what?”

      “An hour conversation?”

      “I rested a bit too.”

      Tamara jumped on me and dipped my head in the pool. She was so clingy today, and I swam in the opposite direction, just to get away from her.

      My gaze flickered to Max, and she looked away, back at Gabby, speaking to her about Scarlet’s wishes and conversation.

      For the next fifteen minutes, whenever my gaze locked on Max, she looked away.

      Why was she looking at me?

      I kept staring at her, and her gaze found mine again.

      I shrugged, and Gabby looked too. Max flipped me off and looked back at Gabby.

      My cousin thought it was hilarious, and so did Ed.

      “Fuck off,” I mouthed at Ed before going underwater.

      Why was it so hard to just speak to her?

      Ed begged me to grab the net and beach ball, something to keep us busy.

      “Fine, just keep Tamara here, please.”

      Ed laughed as I headed for the stairs and climbed out. I walked over to my cousin and shook out the water on both of them. They gasped, and I laughed as my cousin cussed.

      I grabbed my towel and put it over my hips.

      Max’s eyes kept lingering on my chest.

      “Eyes up here, Max,” I urged.

      “Ha-ha, I’m not drooling over your body. I’m staring at the sigil on your chest. You know it’s not intelligent to do that.”

      I shrugged. “I’ve been told many times, I’m an idiot.” I walked to my room to go fetch my volleyball set in the closet.

      I used a spell to blow it up tighter. When I opened the door, Max stood right in front of it.

      “Can I help you?”

      “We need to talk.” She was serious, and I let her into my room. I closed the door as she looked around and couldn’t help noticing how her eyes locked on my portrait hanging from my wall. I was naked, with only my shield hiding certain parts.

      She kept staring at it.

      “Max?” I said, and her gaze flickered to mine. Her ears burned red, and she looked down. “Do you mind putting on a shirt, please?”

      “Fine,” I said and opened my magiset and waited for it to spew me out a shirt. It finally did and when I pulled it on, she stared again at my portrait.

      I said a spell, and the portrait flipped over.

      She jumped out of it.

      “So, what do you want to speak to me about?”

      “It was you?”

      I shook my head. “You have to be more specific.”

      “That night at the Jewel Ball.”

      Fuck. My eyebrows knitted as I looked at my carpet.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Why should I?”

      “Because I was searching for you.” She was getting upset again.

      “Max?” I sighed.

      “Why did you even dance with me?”

      “Because you looked sad, okay? There. I’m a Commander. I couldn’t show you it was me.”

      “You could’ve told me when you had that stupid flyer in your hands.”

      I laughed.

      “It’s not funny. You know how much shit I got from the guys for that one.”

      “Yeah, I heard. Reason I gave them hell from time to time.” The words just popped from my lips as Max stared at me. My heart was beating so fast. “Shit, I shouldn’t have said that.”

      I sighed as she was still waiting for an answer to why. “It was stupid, I know. But I will not apologize for dancing with you.”

      She kept staring at me. I was even fucking this up, not knowing how to speak to her, always sounding like I was angry. I took my eyes off her for a second and then she jumped me like a cat in heat.

      Her lips crushed on mine and started sucking seductively. The warm feeling that I’d only felt once, before she ripped my heart out and crushed it, flooded through my chest.

      There was no Ben this time, and she’d kissed me. My tongue pried her mouth open as my hands hooked around her thighs. Her legs curled around my waist as my neck craned to kiss her harder.

      Her hair fell over my cheek as her fingers fisted clumps of mine. I walked with her to my dresser and planted her ass on top of it. The kiss grew. I didn’t want to stop or apologize. And the way she was kissing me back, neither did she.

      The kiss broke, and I struggled to open my eyes. Her warm breath caressed my lips.

      Laughter seeped from her lips as I tried to get my thoughts in order. What the hell was that?

      “What the hell, Gabe?”

      “I didn’t start this.” The words flew out of my lips.

      “You didn’t stop me either.”

      “Hmph.” I opened my eyes and stared at her.

      She looked at where she sat. “What am I doing on your dresser?”

      “Shut up,” I said and pulled her into me again. Her lips smacked on mine, and our tongues danced with each other the way our feet had that night of the Jewel Ball.

      She might be a crappy dancer, but she was one hell of a kisser.

      She grunted and pushed away.

      I hated that and wanted to go in for another kiss when I saw she struggled with her fangs.

      The smile was effortless, as I knew what her growing fangs meant.

      “It’s not funny,” she growled at me, but then laughed. “Crap.”

      “You want to bite me?”

      “Shut up. I need to find a feeding station now.” She pushed against me to give her space so that she could get off the dresser.

      “You can always feed on me.”

      Her feet landed on the floor as her eyes flickered to mine, staring at me in horror.

      “Or not,” I said.

      “Don’t make jokes like that. Help me, please, before I have to sink my teeth into you.”

      I really liked that idea more than I should have, as Max wasn’t an experienced vampire yet.

      “Gabe, I’m serious.” She giggled.

      “Fine. We have a feeding station here at court. A few of my uncle’s guards are half vampires. Besides, Viola is a full vampire. I wouldn’t have invited her and Ed if we didn’t have one at court.”

      “Thank heavens for miracles.” She rushed to my door. “Let’s go.”

      She opened my door and disappeared.

      I chuckled at how easily everything just fell into place. Just from the fact that I was the one who’d danced with her.
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      “So embarrassing,” I said as I followed Gabriel to where their feeding station was.

      “It’s not. It’s sexy as hell.”

      “Stop it.”

      He scared me slightly with whatever was coming out of his lips. I still couldn’t believe that I’d kissed him. It felt so natural. Like that day in the arena and this time, there was nothing standing in my way to continue kissing him. It was pure magic.

      He shifted a panel against the wall, and it opened to stone steps. A cold draft seeped through.

      “It’s the fastest way to get there.”

      “Okay?” I couldn’t help to think that he was hiding the fact that we’d kissed from the others. The explosion in my stomach also changed to turning turmoil just by the mere thought.

      I hated this, but I climbed down the steps after him. We reached the bottom of the stairs, and he opened another panel that led back to another hallway, close to the dining hall where the staff were busy setting up.

      I followed him down the hallway, and we smiled every time our eyes met.

      “Don’t smile at me like that. Why are you always making everything so difficult?” I asked.

      “I’m making it difficult?”

      “Yes.”

      “Here,” he said and opened a door. It was a serene area that looked like someone’s living quarters.

      Gabe rang the bell that sat on a desk, reminding me of some sort of a reception. A woman in her mid-forties appeared.

      “Gabriel?”

      “Hi, Sue-Ellen. Merry Christmas.”

      “You too, what brings you here?”

      “We have half a little vampire who is extremely thirsty.”

      She laughed. “Come through.”

      He showed me to follow her. I hoped that I’d be able to stop. She led me to another room that had like an S-shaped chair. There were no tubes and when she sat down on the one side of the chair, lifting her hair away, I got what she was saying. As thirsty as I was, I didn’t know if I could do this.

      I got up from the seat and walked back to the front.

      “What is wrong?” Gabriel asked.

      “There are no tubes.”

      He touched my arm. “Max, you feed naturally here.”

      “By sticking my teeth into someone’s neck? What if I hurt her?”

      “Fine, let me come with you.”

      “Is everything okay?” Sue-Ellen appeared.

      “She’s never fed normally before. So I’m sorry for an entourage.”

      “I’ll take you through it. It’s very easy,” Sue-Ellen said.

      Oh man.

      Gabriel stayed at my side, and I had to admit Sue-Ellen’s touch helping to put me at ease was really sweet. She asked a few questions first and then explained the theory behind a vampire’s kiss. The way the feeders call it. She would be on cloud nine because of the endorphins we released that helped with the numbing. It sounded extremely sexual.

      Gabriel struggled to suppress his smile. It felt weird and the first few tries, I failed miserably. I was ravenous and scared at the same time.

      Around the fifth time, I finally sunk my teeth into her and sucked.

      It tasted different and felt more natural, to be honest. There was a sort of ease to the tingling in my gums. I kept reminding myself to keep an eye on her. Not to drink too much, and I could feel my thirst quieting. I released her and wiped my mouth.

      Sue-Ellen laid with her eyes closed against the chair and then lazily picked up a cloth and put in against her neck.

      “You okay?”

      “I’m fine. Merry Christmas, Max.”

      “Merry Christmas.”

      I shrugged at Gabe, who smiled, and we walked out of the room. “She okay?”

      “You really didn’t know that a vampire’s kiss does that?” he asked.

      “No.”

      “Why do you think I offered myself up like that, Max?”

      “You know what it feels like?” Warmth shot through my cheeks and ears, and Gabe laughed. “Stop laughing at me. I didn’t know.”

      “It’s out-of-this-world amazing.”

      “Oh man,” I whined, just imagining what his blood would taste like. It almost made me thirsty again.

      We walked down the hallway, and his fingers gripped around my wrist, pulling me back into a dark little corner. Our lips touched, and I swore there was a magic tingling down my spine coming from him. I knew it was all in my head, but kissing Gabriel Hendrix was pure bliss.

      His hand pressed hard into my back, pulling me closer to him. The other one roamed free over my butt, and he squeezed my left butt-cheek hard. I whimpered into the kiss as all his touches clouded my mind.

      “Gabe!” Ed’s voice came from the stairs, and the kiss stopped. A slight growl pushed past his lips as he opened the panel and we disappeared inside.

      “Gabe,” I whispered as Ed was half a vampire, afraid that he might hear me.

      “Shh.”

      “We both know he will not stop looking for you,” I whispered.

      “Pain in the ass, if you ask me.” He looked at his watch. “Probably to tell me it’s lunch.”

      “Then we have to go.”

      He put his finger on his lips, and I tuned in. Ed was close to the panel.

      “Did you find him?” Gabby asked.

      “No,” Ed answered.

      “I can’t find Max either,” Gabby said.

      Shit.

      Gabby giggled. “Who knows, maybe Gabe finally grabbed her.”

      Gabe froze as my gaze flickered to him.

      “Finally?” I mouthed as he stared at me.

      I struggled to suppress the laughter coming from my lips.

      “Shh,” Gabe said, with a huge smile crossing his face.

      What the hell was that about?

      He opened the panel and pushed me out, but not before he gave me a last kiss.

      “You are going to explain your cousin’s comment.”

      “Okay, whatever, just go.”

      The panel closed with him still behind it.

      It felt as if I was flying, struggling to get Gabby’s comment out of my head. I had to take a deep breath to get my feet to take that first step.

      I walked down the hallway to the dining room. Viola came from the opposite side, and I rushed to her, to make it look like I’d found her somewhere and worked up a conversation with her.

      We entered the dining room together, and it was beautifully set up for lunch. They’d transformed the entire dining hall.

      “Christmas will never be the same for me ever again.”

      Viola laughed as I stared at all the Christmas decorations that covered every sill and wall in this room. The table carried more chairs because of the Shield members and was set up in a gold and green with a tinge of red. I pulled the chair out next to Gabby.

      “Oh, here you are. I was looking for you.”

      I sat down, not saying anything, trying to hide the fact that it was actually I that had grabbed her cousin.

      Whistling reached my ears, and I froze.

      Gabe entered, and everyone stared at him. He stopped. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “I didn’t know you could whistle that beautifully, Gabe,” Frank joked, and everyone laughed at the way Gabe stared at him.

      “Oh, there are plenty of things about Gabe you do not know, Frank,” Ed said, and Gabby snickered.

      Gabe pulled out the chair, sat down, keeping his eye on Ed.

      The bickering about his clear whistling carried on for a few more minutes and then Ed switched over to a different subject, teasing one of the others again, who cussed at Ed.

      “Ricus Johnson,” Viola scolded, making everyone laugh. “You are not too old for a hiding.”

      “Sorry, Mamma Charles.”

      She nodded once at him, still glowering, and winked at me.

      She was so sweet.

      Lunch was amazing, and my gaze locked with Gabe’s every once in a while. I couldn’t believe that we were finally in another space other than fighting and not admitting our feelings. I huffed as Gabby’s comment played in my thoughts. Finally.

      “What?” Gabby asked, and I shook my head to tell her it was nothing.

      During dessert, Sue-Ellen joined us. Oh, crap.

      My gaze flickered to Gabe, who stared at her, but not for too long.

      “Oh, hi, Max,” Sue-Ellen said, still sounding a bit dazed.

      “Sue-Ellen,” I greeted and could feel everyone’s eyes on me. I was desperate to ask her how she felt.

      She sat down close to Edward.

      “You know Max?” Gabby asked Sue-Ellen.

      “Yeah, we met,” I answered on behalf of Sue-Ellen before she could tell them that Gabriel was with me. I cleared my throat. “We met earlier. I was thirsty, and that is how we met.” Could you make it more obvious, Max?

      Ed stared at me with a slightly raised eyebrow. He knew I rambled whenever I was nervous.

      I shrugged, trying desperately not to look at Gabe, who was sitting right next to him.

      “You were thirsty?” Gabby asked.

      “Yes, it’s how I met her,” I told Gabby, wishing she would just drop it.

      “You fed yesterday, Max.”

      “Can you get off my back?” The words just slipped out of my lips, and I wished the earth could swallow me whole in that moment. “Sorry.”

      Ed and Gabe sniggered as my cheeks reddened. Gabby just stared at me.

      “Max?” Ed asked.

      “Stop, whatever you are going to ask me, please, I beg you, just stop.”

      “Okay.” Ed smiled, and I murdered my dessert. My heart pounded so fast.

      “Sue-Ellen. How did you meet Max?”

      “Oh, for crying out loud,” I said and stared at Ed.

      Gabriel laughed. “I took Max to see her. She was thirsty, Ed.”

      “I was speaking to Sue-Ellen,” Ed said to Gabe in a teasing manner.

      Gabriel just look at him and rolled his eyes.

      “Like Gabriel said. He brought her to me,” Sue-Ellen answered, probably picking up that she should keep her mouth quiet to any more questions.

      “And you fed without the tube?” Ed asked.

      “Yeah, that was an entirely new experience for me.”

      “But you fed yesterday?” Gabby asked again.

      I sighed, and Ed smiled.

      “She is still getting the hang of it, Gabs,” Ed responded.

      “That is not what I mean. She is half a vampire.”

      “Yes, who didn’t have blood for her entire life. So I indulge, sometimes over-indulge, anything remotely—”

      “Stop badgering, Max, Gabs,” Gabriel interrupted, and I realized I was going to say something I shouldn’t say.

      “Sorry, I didn’t know,” Gabby said.

      “It’s okay.” I smiled.

      Ed changed the subject again. I was so grateful to him as I tried to calm my beating heart. I was sure that every vampire and werewolf half-breed could hear it galloping.

      Lunch finally ended, and we got up from the chairs.

      I stayed close to Gabby as Edward and Gabriel were the first to disappear through the door that led to the pool.

      A part of me wanted to just be alone with him again, to talk and just get to know him better, but I knew now that he didn’t want anyone to know about me or his feelings for me. Which sucked.

      

      
        
        GABRIEL

      

      

      

      Ed kept staring at me with that knowing smile of his.

      “Stop it.”

      “I’m not doing anything.”

      “Sure you are not. Ask what it is you want to ask.”

      “My holiday wish for you came true?”

      I laughed. “My cousin’s fucked up comment landed me in a lot of shit, Ed.”

      He laughed. “Sorry, Gabe.”

      “It’s okay.” I couldn’t stop the smile. Ed grinned like a pet-shop snake.

      “It’s about fucking time. Dare I ask how?”

      “She figured out that it was me who danced with her.”

      “I told you that your fighting style wasn’t that different from the way you danced.”

      “Yeah, okay, you know she has enhanced hearing too, right?”

      He looked over his shoulder and laughed.

      “Fuck,” I whispered, which made Ed’s shoulders shake more.

      I tuned in, and Gabby was speaking to her about her vampire side and what Ed meant by not having a drop of blood. They were reaching the end of that conversation.

      My cousin would never stop. I wished I could be alone with Max again. I would lure her away with something if I had to.

      Max was lenient with my cousin, and I wished Gabby could sometimes just tone it down.

      The rest of the afternoon, I stared at Max from under the protection of my sunglasses, just lying in the sun. I hated how Tamara took the spot next to me. I tried to ignore her as Max’s eyes shifted every few seconds in our direction. She had a look on her face that I didn’t like.

      Finally Ricus said his goodbyes, and it wasn’t long after when Frank was also heading for the door. Tamara kept giving me that look, the one that begged for me to ask her to stay, but it would not happen today.

      She gestured to everyone, and I walked with them to the door.

      “Thanks for inviting us this year, Gabe,” Frank said.

      “It was my pleasure. Christmas should be spent with loved ones and friends, don’t you think?”

      “Of course.”

      I hugged Frank and gave Tamara two kisses on her cheeks and a hug.

      She was still waiting for that invitation. The corner of my eye caught Max’s figure climbing up the first couple of stairs to her room. She truly took her time too, and I knew she was eavesdropping again.

      “Drive safe,” I said, “and see you guys on the twenty-seventh?”

      “You bet, bud,” Frank said.

      I closed the door. There was no sign of Gabby or Ed as Max reached the top and headed for her room. I ran up the steps as fast as I could and swooped Max off her feet, throwing her over my shoulder.

      Her shriek turned into a giggle. “Gabriel, seriously.”

      “Shh, before anyone hears you,” I breathed and opened my room. We entered, and I shut the door closed with my foot as I pulled her back over my shoulder and in front of me. My lips met hers. There was something to Max’s kisses that was going to end me.
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      Kissing Max was amazing. I couldn’t stop touching her and right now my one hand was entwined with hers, as she laid in my arms, on my bed, just talking.

      We spoke about my complicated childhood. About Bane, but I didn’t mention his name. I told her he was like my father and a hybrid like Connor and Matias, half djinn/half werewolf. She liked my uncle a lot. Said she summed him up all wrong, always thought he was so serious.

      “Oh, he can be very difficult if he wants to be,” I said.

      “I’m sorry about your aunt.”

      “Don’t. It wasn’t your fault, and I shouldn’t have blamed you that night. I’m not great at being jealous.” I pulled our hands closer to my lips and kissed her on her wrist.

      “Where is she?”

      “In her room. My uncle takes her for strolls in the garden, but it’s cold now, so he keeps her company. Viola also sat with her today. But I know for a fact they are wasting their time. Nothing is going to bring her back.”

      Max huffed. “Mamma Charles is an amazing woman.”

      I smiled, loved how she changed a topic so fast. “I know, she has a heart for so many, sad that she only has Ed.”

      “He told me she was Annedale’s nanny.”

      “Yeah, she was.”

      The subject changed again, and we somehow ended speaking about me joining the Shield at sixteen. She was a curious one, and I was glad that I’d bewitched all my scars. She wanted to know how it felt to join so young. I told her how Ed always joked I’d never been a teenager, doubted that I was ever a child. But I tried to be as honest with her or as much as I could. I always knew I wanted to be a Shield member and for a long time, I was its face.

      “Was? You still are,” Max said.

      I chuckled.

      I told her about missions we’d gone on and how the adrenaline became my drug.

      “So you weren’t always training the Selectives?”

      “No. After I lost my mentor, I lost a bit of my edge. I got sent to train at Beaumond. A few weeks later, Ed followed. He got badly hurt, and we helped each other to heal while we trained others to be part of the Shield.”

      Her finger traced the lines inside my palm. It felt good. “You never got your place back on the Shield.”

      “It’s my choice to train the Selectives, Max.” Even if it wasn’t the entire truth. I ached to get back on the job, but I couldn’t leave Max at Beaumond alone.

      “Then lucky us,” she said.

      She turned around on her stomach right next to me and stared down at me. “Which brings me to the elephant in the room. We need to talk about that, Gabe.”

      Gabby, fuck. Still, I played it dumb. “About what?”

      “That portrait against your wall…”

      The laughter pushed from my belly, and Max smiled.

      “You know, you should laugh more.”

      “And what? Show my softer side to everyone. Hell no.”

      “No, but I’m serious. Were you really naked behind your shield?”

      “Yeah, why does it bother you?”

      “Who took the picture?”

      “A photographer.”

      She bit her lower lip, and a chuckle slipped past my lips, thinking what I could do with that lower lip of hers.

      “You were buck naked in front of a camera?”

      “I had my shield to protect me, Max.”

      “Why did you take that picture?”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s very distracting, Gabe. Everyone who comes in your room sees it.”

      “So, I’m not ashamed of it.”

      “It’s not what I mean.”

      “Then what?”

      “It’s hypnotic.”

      “You are hypnotic,” I said, and I lifted my face to kill the distance between us, kissing her again.

      Her kisses were hypnotic. My hand curled around her head and the other one behind her back. I rolled her over, pinning her down on the bed.

      My hormones climbed, and when my dick tingled, I broke the kiss. She was breathing hard again, just staring at me. Her fangs seemed to hold it together, which was a bummer.

      “I’m sorry about that day in the woods.”

      I laughed as that memory seeped through to the front of my erotic thoughts. “You had balls, Max.”

      “I didn’t know it was you. Believe me, if it registered, I wouldn’t have done that.”

      “Yeah, you certainly did more than just swept me off my feet.”

      “You mean pushed you off your feet, but thanks for putting it so subtle. How many times did your mother do that?”

      “Do what?” I asked.

      “Spy?”

      “A lot.”

      She stayed quiet and looked at the ceiling.

      “What is it?”

      Her gaze flickered back to me. “You think that you might have it wrong?”

      “What wrong?”

      “That maybe she never spied on the kings, but watched over you?”

      I hadn’t thought about that, and then Zeke ruined the warmth that came from Max’s words. “Then why did she kill my best friend?”

      She shook her head and sighed.

      “Nice try, sweetheart, but nothing you say would make me forgive my mom, or any of my family members.”

      “At least you have a mom. I never even knew mine, and the other one I had was so step that she wasn’t a mom either. To be honest, I have no family. I had to emancipate myself so that I could make legal decisions when you chucked the one I had in jail.”

      I wiped her hair behind her ear. “You have me, and Ed, and your little pack. You are not alone. I can always help by making those decisions with you, if you want.”

      “Until you decide that I’m not for you—”

      “Oh, shut up.” I lowered my head, and our lips touched once more. She was driving me insane.
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        * * *

      

      Max’s fangs acted up again. It must have been from all the kissing and rubbing. We went back to Sue-Ellen.

      The bird was becoming my world way too fast, but I had to admit, there was something to the way Max fed that made me want to be her feeder. Everything about her was intoxicating.

      I wanted her so badly.

      My stomach growled at me. I needed food, and I got a feeling Max did, too.

      After Sue-Ellen, we snuck to the kitchen and grabbed two plates, dishing up some of this afternoon’s feast. I prayed that wherever Ed or Gabby were, that neither of them would bump into us. My time with Max was far from over.

      We slipped back into my room, and I locked the door behind me.

      I put my plate on the table by the window and switched on the lamp.

      Max sat down with her plate on the chair diagonally from mine.

      We both shoved food down our throats and when the hunger was eased, I ate slower.

      I asked her many questions, especially how she grew up. I knew Liz had lied to me. Since she dated James, the crown prince of the djinns, I was out of sight. Thank the Eye for miracles. He was also the perfect guy to handle her wrath when he did break it off with her.

      Max opened up. She told me about her magic that still backfired. It had always done that. She wasn’t great at Leflet, which was a school for witches near here. She spoke about the times when she was a mouse, and I couldn’t believe that she was a toad six times.

      She’d tried so hard to please Sierra, but nothing she’d done worked.

      There used to be other workers on the ranch, but they’d all quit after a while. They couldn’t handle the pressure anymore. She didn’t blame them.

      I didn’t know Thomas Lane personally, but he was an exceptional warlock from what I’d heard. For some funny reason, I always thought he had died way earlier than Max’s memory.

      I hated the fact that Sierra had used so much magic on her. She would punish her with magic and had this nasty habit of summoning her back with magic, too. Meaning that there was no place to hide.

      It almost brought tears to my eyes knowing the state she grew up in. She was so tied to that family, and it was the sole reason I didn’t want to tell her about this bond.

      “I usually just disappeared and appeared right in front of her.”

      I put my lips on hers. It was quick and fast. The kiss broke. “Sorry that you went through all of that.”

      “It wasn’t your fault.”

      “I know, but I hate when others abuse their power on the less fortunate. She truly belongs in Blackwater.”

      “Have you found her familiar yet?”

      “No,” I sighed. “They have looked everywhere for him. But I promise, I won’t stop until I find him. Okay?”

      She nodded.

      We finished our meal and then I pulled her onto her feet, and she smacked against my chest. I lower my head, and our lips touched once more. I struggled to keep my hands off her. The left one squeezed her ass as the other one pulled her tighter against me.

      She wrapped her arms around me, standing on her toes as our kiss grew in passion.

      I could kiss Maxima Lane for the rest of my life.

      

      
        
        MAX

      

      

      

      Gabe’s kisses drove me ballistic. I didn’t want to think. I just wanted him. I doubted that I’d ever wanted Ben this way. But a part of me was still scared. Still afraid of what this truly meant for Gabe. Was I just someone that he wanted to shag or did he really feel something for me?

      Gabby’s comment of this afternoon jumped into my thoughts again, and I chuckled. It was an art how he kept dodging it this entire day.

      “What?” he asked and planted his lips on my collarbone.

      “What did Gabby mean this afternoon by grabbing me?”

      He grunted.

      “No, you ditched it this entire afternoon. Don’t make me torture you, Gabriel Hendrix.”

      “That’s new. Am I going to like it?”

      I laughed. “Stop, just tell me.”

      “I was delusional, was busy dying,” he said; it was the same thing I’d told him when he asked what I meant about the love you comment.

      “Ha-ha. Tell me.”

      He leaned his head on the heel of his palm with an elbow on the bed, staring down at me. “So you want me to own up to how I feel, but you just diss everything?”

      “I followed you to your room today and kissed you. That is not dissing anything; that is more like owning up to everything that I tried to diss.”

      “Tried to diss?”

      “Yes, you drive me insane. Always had been since I smacked you off your feet in the woods.”

      He laughed, which made me chuckle. He was doing it again.

      “Stop changing the subject. Tell me.”

      He sighed. “How do you not know that I have this weird fixation with you, Max?”

      “That I know, everyone knows that, Gabe.”

      “They do?”

      “Yes, always thought it was with my X-Gene.”

      “No, your X-Gene just makes it more fixating. And I sound like a fucking idiot and creep.” He rolled over on his back and stared at his ceiling. He had the most beautiful side profile.

      I turned on my side and rested my head on the palm of my hand, propping up against the bed with my elbow. “You could never fit the description of a creep or idiot.”

      He huffed, reached out for my cheek, and cupped it with one warm hand. There was something intoxicating when it came to him, too. I had no idea what that was, what this thing between us was, but I knew I never wanted to let him go.

      He guided my face closer to his, and our lips touched again. He pushed me on top of him, and my legs straddled him. I should feel bad, as I’d been working him up all afternoon. My time with Ben had taught me that much. The only difference between Ben and Gabe was that Fiona and Amy weren’t lying that time in the shower.

      A moan slipped into the kiss as he rubbed against me. It felt so good, and I really wanted more.

      The kiss broke, and Gabe stared to the side. I looked at what he was staring at, but there was nothing.

      He took a deep sniff, and I mimicked his actions. I smelled nothing.

      Tears pricked in his eyes, and it pulled me in completely. I turned his head to look at me, and he closed his eyes. When he opened them, the tears were gone.

      “What is it?” I asked, not really wanting to know the answer, as I was so afraid that regret would leave his mouth.

      He shook his head.

      “You regretting it?” I asked before I could stop the words.

      His gaze flickered to mine, and he touched my cheek softly. “No, never.”

      “Then what? Because I can see regret on your face.”

      “Yeah, I regret using Gabby’s gift this morning.”

      My eyebrows knitted. “The little vial she gave you?”

      “It’s a spell, Max. Everything that happened today is part of it.” He pushed me off him and sat up, swinging his legs off the bed. “I’m sorry. It felt so natural that I completely forgot what I had done this morning. I thought it didn’t work to be honest, as nothing happened.”

      “She gave you a spell. To do what?”

      “To be whoever I wanted to be…and whoever I wanted to be with for a day.”

      I moved next to him and faced him sideways. I struggled to process. What was he saying? “You used her spell on me?”

      He turned his head, and his eyes locked with mine.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Why? Because I struggle, Max. I’m not good at this, okay?”

      “Good at what?”

      “Good at this. Friendship, relationship, love.”

      “You had no problem with Liz.”

      “What?”

      “I saw you with her. It didn’t look like you struggled then, you were even her get-out-of-jail card during the trial.” I was getting mad. Just thinking about them made me furious.

      “What are you talking about?” Gabe asked.

      “I saw you shaking Lord Granger’s hand afterward. Thanking him.”

      He wiped his face and stared at me. “That is what you thought I was doing? Thanking him for getting her off after she tortured you?”

      I looked at him. What else was there?

      “No wonder I became your worst fear in the Moore, if that is what you think of me.”

      I forgot he knew about that, and tears pricked my eyes again.

      “He was thanking me. I saved his life that previous Garner’s Day. It was the first time he’d seen me.”

      “What?”

      “I wasn’t thanking him; he was thanking me,” Gabe said again.

      “But you liked her.”

      “No, I didn’t. Apparently, I liked scrawny asses.”

      I ground on my teeth. I wasn’t stupid. I’d seen them together so many times. “Don’t, please. I’m not stupid.”

      “I didn’t like her, okay? She bewitched me.”

      “Don’t lie to me. I grew up in this court. I know there isn’t a spell or a potion that can do that, Gabe.”

      The familiar push that was also between us lifted its head.

      “I’m not lying,” Gabe spoke through clenched teeth. “I know there isn’t a spell or a potion that can make someone attracted to another person, or make them love another person. I grew up in this court too. But there is a spell that can redirect emotions, Max. She took the little affection I had and redirected it to her. She isn’t even my type.”

      “She is everybody’s type.”

      “Not mine,” he sneered.

      Silence lingered as I looked away, trying desperately to hide my tears. “So what, I won’t remember anything?”

      He sighed. “No.”

      “Why would you waste it on me?”

      “It wasn’t a waste, okay?” He brushed away the strand of hair in my face. His touches were warm and soft. “I wanted this. To know what it felt like to be with you. To speak to you without getting upset or without your stubbornness getting in the way.”

      “I’m not stubborn.”

      “Max, you are. It drives me crazy.”

      I looked at him. I didn’t want to forget. “So what, we are going to go back to square one?” Tears pricked my eyes. “Every time I think I’m taking a step forward, I’m taking ten steps back with you, Gabriel.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “What if I wanted this? What then? You ever thought about that?”

      “Max, c’mon. I know you don’t.”

      I laughed. “It’s not a spell. Okay? I don’t care what you say.”

      “Yeah, and why did I become your worst fear in the Moore, huh?”

      I looked away, knowing that I was going to have to own up to it. “It’s not what you think.”

      “Then what was that?”

      I shook my head. “So you want me to tell you everything, the way I feel about you, and I’m just going to forget it tomorrow?”

      “I need to know how I misinterpret that.”

      “I was in love with you. That is why you became my worst fear, okay? Disappointing you was my worst fear.” I wiped at a tear.

      He just stared at me.

      “If that was the truth, why did you reject me?”

      “If, if!” He was pissing me off slightly. “That is the truth.”

      “See, this is what I’m talking about.”

      “No, you are pissing me off as you are questioning my feelings for you, Gabriel.”

      “Yeah, I had to use a fucking spell for that, Max. You do the equation.”

      I grunted and pushed myself off the bed.

      Gabe flew up too and grabbed my hand, pulling me back. “No, you are not leaving. I have till tomorrow with you. I’m not giving it up.”

      I pushed against him, but he held me tight.

      “I’m sorry, okay? I don’t want to fight with you. I hate fighting with you.”

      I sniffed.

      “Don’t cry, please.”

      “This is messed up.”

      “I know. I’m sorry.”

      “Are you going to forget too?”

      “I wish, but it’s mine to treasure.”

      “What?”

      “It’s a spell, Max.” His fingers brushed my cheek. I hated how my sight blurred with tears. He kissed me softly and pulled me tight against him. This was so unfair.
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      Max stayed overnight. I ordered breakfast and when the knock came, I got out of bed, opened the door, and told Barry that I had it from here.

      I pushed the trolley that carried both our meals into my room.

      Max woke up, and I climbed into bed with her, just kissing her shoulders and neck. “Come, enjoy breakfast with me.”

      “I remember everything.”

      I smiled. “It’s not time, yet.”

      She nodded and scooted out of my bed, wearing one of my shirts that she’d slept in last night. We sat down at the table by the window. I remembered the time I’d taken the potion, and I kept an eye on the watch.

      She followed my gaze and became quiet.

      “Let me stay?”

      “Max?”

      “Please, Gabe. This is not a spell. I love you, you know that too.”

      “Yeah, I don’t because you said that when you were—”

      “I know what I said. I lied, okay. You put me on the spot.”

      “How do I believe anything that comes out of your mouth? You rejected me in the arena, Max.”

      “Because I was with Ben.”

      “Stop, please.”

      “This is my choice, too. I want to stay. Just stay with me.”

      “Yeah, and how am I going to explain anything to you, huh? The reason I’m here, that messed-up spell. You won’t remember and you will think—”

      “Will think what?”

      “The worst.” Tears pricked my eyes, and I took a deep breath.

      She touched my face and sucked on her lower lip again.

      “Stop doing that with your lip.”

      “Let me stay.”

      “Max.”

      “Dammit, Gabriel. Do you want me?”

      “How can you ask me that?”

      “Then let me stay. Trust my feelings for you are real too, please?”

      I wanted to trust it, but how could I? She’d never owned up to any of the things I’d questioned. Always pushing me away. I wouldn’t be able to take another rejection from her.

      She leaned closer to me, with her head resting against mine. “Please, just let me stay.”

      I nodded, and she climbed onto my lap. She kept kissing me.

      The kiss broke, and she rested her head against mine. “I need a bath.”

      “I don’t have a bathtub in my room. But your room has one.” I traced my fingers over her collarbone.

      “Come with me. So that I can kiss you again.”

      I chuckled, nodded, and brushed my lips over hers, sucked them softly before I let her go. This had to last. It had to be enough.

      She got up, and I followed, putting on a shirt that was in contrast to my gray sleeping shorts.

      She opened my door and walked the few steps to the room that was assigned to her. I closed the door behind me. My gaze kept looking at the time.

      There were like five minutes left.

      She rushed to her bathroom and opened the taps. Water poured in as I sat on her bed.

      Why was this so hard?

      I kept one eye on the clock. Three and a half minutes to go. I grabbed her and kissed her fiercely, pushed her against the wall. “I’ll wait on your bed.”

      She obliged, and I walked over to the door as I listened to her climbing into the water.

      I looked at the watch.

      Five seconds left

      “Gabe?” she asked. Three seconds left.

      I opened the door. Time with her had run out.

      Goodbye, Max.
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      I woke up in the bath. Looked around as whatever had happened before leading up to this was a big blank. The water was still warm.

      I felt weird and couldn’t explain it. It felt as if I’d lost something, something important.

      Tears pricked, and the confusion was making me paranoid. I climbed out of the bath and walked into the room.

      I remembered this morning. We’d given each other gifts. I’d gotten my bracelet back, but I couldn’t remember what led up to me pouring myself a bath.

      It was weird.

      I got dressed and opened the door, rushing down the hallway and down the steps.

      In the dining room, everyone was already seated around the table for breakfast. Which was weird as we’d already had breakfast.

      “Morning, Max.” Viola got up and came over to give me a hug. “You feeling better?”

      “What?”

      “Gabby said that you didn’t feel so good and went to lie down.”

      My gaze flickered to Gabby. She didn’t look at me, and I looked back at Viola.

      “Yeah, I feel much better, thanks.”

      I went to sit down. My heart stammered in my chest, not knowing what the heck Viola was speaking about.

      My gaze landed on Ed. He smiled, and the corner of my lips tweaked as my eyebrows pulled together. My gaze shifted to Gabby.

      She looked at me, and my eyebrows raised.

      “Later,” she mouthed.

      I swallowed hard as my gaze flickered to one of the many clocks on the wall which said it was the 26th.

      I took a huge breath and closed my eyes. I’d missed an entire day?

      A hand stroked my back, and I opened my eyes.

      “You okay, Max?” King Levine asked.

      “I’m fine, Your Majesty.”

      “I told you none of that while you are a guest in my house.”

      I nodded.

      One butler sneaked up on me and put my plate with poached eggs and toast in front of me.

      “Thank you,” I said and dug into my breakfast.

      I remembered yesterday morning, Gabby’s gift that she’d given me, the potions she’d given Ed and her cousin, and what Viola had told me. She was a powerful witch. I’d seen her ring. Why did I get a feeling that she’d done something to me too?

      The eggs tasted stale, and I wasn’t hungry.

      “May I please be excused? I don’t feel so well.”

      “You want me to send the doctor?” King Levine asked.

      “No, that is unnecessary. I’ll be fine.”

      I looked at Gabby, and it almost looked like she wanted to disappear in her chair.

      But I knew she understood what I wanted. I needed answers and was a hundred percent positive that the princess was the one who had them.

      I rushed up the steps to my room and couldn’t help to pace.

      Why couldn’t I remember anything?

      A knock sounded at my door, and I rushed to open it. The princess slipped through and stood at the end of my bed.

      I stared at her, and she rubbed her hands.

      “Speak. How did I miss an entire day, Gabs?”

      “Don’t ask me that, please, Max.”

      “I lost an entire day. And not just any day—Christmas.”

      “I know, I’m sorry.”

      I clutched my hair. “Oh, man.” I could feel panic creeping up on me. I didn’t like this feeling at all. Why would anyone want to take someone’s memories away?

      “Deep breaths, calm down, okay?”

      “I lost an entire day.”

      “I know. I’m sorry.”

      “You’ve said that already. It’s not answering my questions.”

      “I need more time, please. I know it was stupid, but just give me more time.”

      “Until when?”

      “Max, please. It’s complicated.”

      At that moment, I felt so sorry for her. She’d made it clear that I’d spent yesterday with her. “Fine. Just promise me, you’ll never do that to me again.”

      “I promise.” She walked to the door and left.
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      I paced in my room. Fuck! This was a mess and a part of me hated myself for just leaving. If I’d stayed, none of this would’ve happened. I couldn’t get Max from this morning around the table out of my head. She was so confused, and it was all my fault.

      The reason Viola and my uncle didn’t question my disappearance last night was because I was around. Another one of Gabby’s fucked-up spells. Ed had told Gabby everything and when people started asking where I was, she’d done another spell to take my place.

      She really was one hell of a gifted witch. The door opened, and my cousin entered.

      “And?”

      “I told her that I needed more time.”

      “What?”

      “She thinks I did this to her, Gabe. Oh, fuck.” She grabbed her hair.

      “Gabby, why didn’t you—”

      “Because you begged me this morning. It’s a fucking mess.”

      “You gave me that potion. It’s messed up. I want nothing like that ever again. Do you hear?”

      Tears blurred in her eyes. I hated when she cried. I pulled her into my chest.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s fine. Damage is done, but at least Max doesn’t know how much of a fuck up this is.”

      I tuned into Max the entire day. They had tea and scones around eleven in the library, as yesterday’s summer spell was long gone.

      Max was really covering for Gabriella, and it made little sense. Unless my cousin had found a way into her heart, too.

      Viola left the library, speaking about her new date, probably another book; that had Gabby and Max in giggles.

      “I feel weird,” Max said.

      “In what way?” Gabby asked. “Oh, Max, why are you crying?”

      I closed my eyes. Fuck.

      It was full sobs now, and more guilt pulled at my core, making me nauseous.

      “Shh,” Gabby said. “I’m sorry.”

      She sniffed, and it went quiet.

      “You going to tell me why you are crying?”

      “I don’t know. It just feels as if—”

      “As if what?” Gabby asked the same thing I needed to know.

      “Like I lost something special.”

      Tears blurred into my eyes.

      “Why are you shaking your head?” Max asked.

      “It’s nothing,” Gabby said. “Sorry.”

      “Please, just tell me if I enjoyed yesterday, whatever it was.”

      She giggled. “Of course, you did.”

      I sighed.

      “Up to the very end.”

      “You poured me a bath?”

      Gabby giggled. “Don’t ask me, please.”

      She sighed. “That explains a lot.”

      “I’m so sorry. I promise to kill that spell. It’s not a good one.”

      “It’s a brilliant one. Not for the other person, but it’s really potent. I don’t remember a single thing.”

      She must have told Max about the spell.

      Gabby laughed. “Sorry, it’s not funny.”

      “Yeah, it’s not. Don’t kill it. I’m sure it will find its place in the Witches Court.”

      “You are so super about this, Max.”

      “Yeah, well, at least I enjoyed it. It was my main concern.”

      “Gabe!” Ed yelled.

      I broke the connection as Ed stared at me.

      “Don’t look at me like that. It’s for the best.”

      “Why did you use the spell?”

      “You know why.”

      “To talk to her?”

      “You said it yourself; I need a spell to speak to her.”

      “It was a fucking joke. You took something that happened naturally and twisted it, Gabe.”

      “You don’t know that. If it wasn’t for the spell, she wouldn’t even have followed me yesterday.”

      “Yeah, she would. Because Gabby and I worked fucking hard for her to discover that it was you she danced with. Now she has to discover that all over again.”

      “Stop.”

      “It’s the truth.”

      “We both know that Max does not have those sort of feelings for me, Ed.”

      “She is your—”

      “Shh.”

      “I’ve told you before, you push harder, especially when it’s your fucking primal bond.” He mouthed the last two words.

      “Yeah, I heard you before.”

      Ed shook his head. “Fuck.”

      “Sorry.”

      Ed sighed. “Yeah. Did you find out what it was you wanted to find out at least?”

      I nodded. “It was good, but I know her feelings are not the same for me.”

      “She told you.”

      “No, in fact she told me everything I wanted to hear.”

      “Then how do you know it’s not how she feels?”

      “I just do. We are like oil and water.”

      “No, you are not. You and Tobias are oil and water. Max is far from Tobias.”

      I shook my head.

      “I saw it that night at the orphanage. She admires you more than you know, Gabe.”

      Admires? I huffed.

      “It’s the truth. You just scare the crap out of her sometimes, but you scare the crap out of everyone.”

      My lips tweaked. “Fuck off.”

      He slapped my back. “We’ll find a way to lure your bird in again. This time, keep your cousin out of it, please. She is one hell of a witch,” he said with a tone full of admiration.

      My eyebrow lifted. “Yeah, we said no witches.”

      Ed flipped me off, and I couldn’t help the chuckle that slipped through my lips.

      

      
        
        MAX

      

      

      

      I was glad when I climbed into bed that this messed-up day filled with confusion was over. Viola had checked on me twice to make sure I was okay. Even Ed asked me if I was okay.

      Gabe was Gabe. The magic of Christmas was vanishing fast, taking him with it.

      On the twenty-seventh, Gabriel’s laughter flew down the hallway as I neared the dining room.

      Edward’s laugh followed, and Gabby chuckled.

      Viola reprimanded all of them as I entered and hoped the joke wasn’t on me.

      King Levine wiped tears from his cheeks, but his lips were fanned into a giant smile.

      “Morning, sleepyhead,” Gabby said, and I sat down next to her.

      Nobody spoke about the joke, but bursts of laughter still poured out from Gabe and Ed every now and then.

      “It’s so hilarious.” Gabby sounded sarcastic and kicked her cousin underneath the table. He winced, making Ed laughed as she mouthed her later at me.

      I really hoped that I wasn’t the joke on this.

      After breakfast, we all left to the ski slopes.

      “Max, why does it look like you are about to faint?” Ed asked.

      “Because I’ve never done this before.”

      Ed laughed, and Gabby hooked her arm into mine.

      Gabriel clasped his feet into a snowboard, pressed a sphere against his temple as a visor spread over his eyes.

      “Seriously?” Ed asked.

      “Oh, it looks like you have everything under control, Ed.” He flipped himself onto the slope and disappeared.

      “Wanker,” Ed breathed.

      I laughed, and Edward chuckled, shaking his head.

      “Like old times,” I said.

      “Yeah, I guess. Let me show you how to get the skis on your feet.”

      I sat down in the snow, and he helped me to put on the skis. Then for the next few hours, Ed showed me everything there was to skiing.

      Gabby and Viola were close too, and after hours, Gabriel finally returned with three girls. They laughed at what he was saying.

      I tried to push this thing I’d developed for him down into my gut as his type of girls were really beautiful. Like magazine beautiful.

      Edward laughed, and I found Gabby staring at him. “You serious now?”

      “He is your cousin. You know him better than I do, Gabs.”

      “He is a fucking idiot.”

      “We all know that, but it doesn’t change the fact that he would absolutely give us his liver if we needed it,” Ed replied.

      “Sure, see you later,” Gabe said and poked his snowboard into the spot next to his cousin.

      Gabby glared at him as Gabe looked at her. “What?”

      She got up. “You are a fucking idiot.” And left.

      “Gabby?” Gabe yelled.

      She flipped him off as I kept staring at her, wondering what that was about.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” Gabe said to Ed, ignoring me completely.

      “Like what?” Ed asked.

      “It’s complicated.”

      “You make it complicated,” Ed said as Gabe took his board and walked away.

      “What was that about?”

      “Gabe being Gabe. He is his worst enemy.”

      “Why did you laugh this morning?”

      “Gabby; she is really funny at times and had just told us something that happened on the other side. It was hilarious.” Ed got up and helped me again. I tried not to be bothered by the girls. I wished I could just stop whatever was brewing between us again, but I couldn’t get that kiss we’d shared once upon a time out of my head.

      “Ready?”

      “Yeah.” I nodded, and we tried again, all struggling down the slope. I would never get the hang of this.
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        * * *

      

      We stayed over that night at the ski lodge.

      Viola was protesting like mad as this wasn’t on the itinerary, but Ed put her mind at ease and then Gabriel said something too, and finally Mamma Charles accepted with a thank you.

      I couldn’t help but feel that I’d done something wrong for Gabriel to sort of ignore me. Did it have to do with Gabby’s spell? Like, did he know what his cousin did? He was friendly with her, but couldn’t even look at me.

      We went for drinks later, and I groaned when Tamara entered.

      Gabby’s eyes flung to me, and she smiled.

      “Sorry, I guess you rubbed off on me.”

      Gabby laughed. “Yeah, that must be it, Max.”

      “Stop!” My cheeks heated; I hated how Tamara flirted with Gabe.

      The entire night, Gabe spent it at another table, and it pissed Gabby off big-time. I tried to get her jolly mood back, and we even ended up singing karaoke.

      I found Gabriel staring at me a couple of times and remembered that night he was horribly drunk.

      “What is so funny?” Gabby asked me, and I told her the story as softly as I could.

      She threw her head back and laughed. “My cousin?”

      “Yeah, he is so free when intoxicated. Desperately wanted to tell me something too, but Ed told me he would say anything to get laid.”

      Gabby laughed again. “He really screamed like a girl?”

      “It was a priceless moment.” I looked at Gabe again and found him and Tamara in a very close discussion by the bar. He was extremely friendly. I needed to know why he was angry at me, and the desire to ask him burned at the back on my mind.

      “You want something to drink?”

      “Let’s try that hot alcohol brew. The lemme hipster.”

      “Got ya,” I said and walked over to Gabe and Tamara.

      “C’mon, Gabe. You know how this is going to end.”

      My heart clenched as the barman leaned over the counter and asked for my order.

      “The lemme hipster, two please,” I requested, and Gabe turned around in his chair, facing the bar. He looked at me, and my gaze skidded to him.

      “Hello.” He smiled, and I couldn’t help the way my lips betrayed me. They fanned into a smile across my face.

      “Hello,” I said back. “Are you mad at me?”

      “What? Why would I be mad at you?”

      “I don’t know. You’ve ignored me the past few days.”

      “I’m not mad at you.” His tone was sultry and pulled at my heartstrings. His droopy eyelids reminded me that he probably wouldn’t even remember this tomorrow.

      “Gabe,” Tamara begged for his attention again.

      “Go, if you want to go.”

      “Come with me,” she whined.

      “No, go.”

      She grunted, gave me a look, and stormed away.

      “I didn’t mess things up for you, did I?”

      “It’s Tamara, she usually crawls back.”

      “Oh, and you are absolutely fine with that.” I sounded a bit annoyed.

      He chuckled as the barman put the two hot drinks in front of me.

      Gabby plopped on the seat next to me and grabbed hers.

      “Hey, Gabs.” He winked at his cousin, and I couldn’t help the laughter slipping from my lips.

      Ed slapped him on his back. “Gabe, she is family.”

      Gabby sent a smooch his way. “I can still rub his back until he falls asleep.”

      “You going wolf on me?” he asked Gabby, and she almost snorted her drink through her nose.

      Ed and I laughed.

      “Gabe, you are cute, but I would never. I’m just glad that skank left.”

      “Max chased her away,” Gabe pointed out.

      I gasped and looked at him. “I didn’t chase her away, you did.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “You told her to go, now you blame me.”

      “I didn’t tell her to go. She was a potential lay. Tomorrow is the full moon.”

      “Oh, fuck.” I sighed. Gabby and Ed thought it was hilarious.

      “Yes, big oh fuck,” Gabe responded. “Who is still here?” He looked around, and I couldn’t believe he was so cheap.

      “You are drunk, Gabe. You should actually not sleep with anyone when you are drunk,” I scolded.

      “Where is the fun in that? Everyone is gorgeous when they are drunk.”

      I remembered that night again when he’d told me how beautiful I looked.

      “Why are you laughing?”

      I looked at Ed, and his shoulders shook sitting next to Gabe.

      “Why are you laughing?” He looked at Ed.

      “You are reminding Max about that night you negotiated with Barock.”

      “Barock, where is that fucked-up faun?”

      “Not here.”

      “Which night are you talking about and why is my cousin laughing, Max?”

      “Sorry, you were so wasted.”

      He chuckled. “That was the fairy wine’s fault.”

      “Yeah, and what do you blame today because I haven’t seen fairy wine on the menu…”

      “I’m processing.”

      “Processing? Processing what?”

      He looked at me and smiled. “Not that drunk yet.”

      Gabby giggled.

      “What did I do?” Gabe asked Ed.

      “Oh, you chatted up Max, sweet talked her and everything.”

      “When?”

      “That night of negotiations.”

      “Max wasn’t there?”

      “When we returned, Gabe.”

      “I don’t remember seeing Max.”

      “Because you were wasted,” I repeated.

      He smiled again. He was so drunk. “What did I say?”

      “Like Ed said, you sweet talked or tried to sweet talk me. You screamed like a girl.”

      “Take that back, I don’t scream like a girl.” He lost his balance and almost fell off the chair, yelping again.

      Gabby and I folded ourselves in two, as Ed helped him back up on the chair.

      “See, you do scream like a girl,” I said.

      “That was a very manly yelp,” Gabe slurred.

      “Very manly,” Ed agreed, and I couldn’t help my giggle.

      “Stop laughing at me, Max.”

      “Then stop being so funny.”

      “I’m not funny; I’m very serious.”

      “Not when you are over the limit. You know you actually get a bit of a personality when you are intoxicated.”

      “Yeah, easier to get laid too.”

      Gabby laughed again as I shook my head at him.

      He looked at me, and my stomach fluttered. He leaned closer. “So, Max…”

      Ed burst out laughing.

      “Stop breaking my mojo, Ed.”

      “Gabe, it’s Max.”

      “So, I love Max.”

      More laughter came as I just stared at him.

      “Everybody fucking knows it except her,” he slurred.

      “Okay, you really need to sober up,” I replied as I could see where this evening was going to end.

      “Then I’m going to lose my personality.”

      Oh, Gabriel. Why do you have to be so beautiful?

      He giggled as he stared at me, and my gaze flickered to Gabby.

      “I’m so hot,” he said.

      “Excuse me?” I asked.

      Gabby muffled her laughter in her hands.

      “I need fresh air.” Gabe flung himself from the chair.

      “Okay, buddy, let’s get you some fresh air.” Ed helped him to stand straight and took their drinks outside.

      Gabby nudge for us to follow.

      “It’s freezing outside,” I complained.

      “Oh, c’mon, Max.” She grabbed my arm and pulled me off the seat.

      I just wanted to know why he was mad at me.

      The morning air nipped at my skin as Gabe pulled the front of his jersey over his head, showcasing his beautiful body.

      “Oh dear Eye. What is that man doing?” I questioned.

      Gabby giggled as I pulled my jacket tighter.

      Ed lit him a cigarette, and he took a drag.

      “Gabe,” Gabby yelled.

      “I’m hot, Gabby.”

      “Smoking hot,” Gabby said, and I couldn’t help my laughter.

      “You can be glad you are my cousin,” Gabe said.

      “Gabe,” Ed reprimanded him.

      “What, I’m drunk and smoking hot.”

      “No, you are a horrible drunk,” Ed said again.

      “Just grab him, Max,” Gabby said.

      “Are you insane? That is my Commander, Gabby.”

      “Pfft. Just think of the benefits you will reap.”

      I was glad that I stood in the icy cold as my cheeks would’ve burned from embarrassment.

      Gabe’s nipples were rock hard and, man, I couldn’t deny it; his chest was doing all sorts of things to my eyes, never mind my stomach and other areas. My lips tingled to kiss his abs.

      Gabby had no idea how inviting her invitation sounded. Maybe I could kiss him sober.

      Stop it, Max.

      Ed laughed as Gabe slurred something. He laid down on a cold bench and shrieked, eliciting giggles from us.

      “Maybe the cold will sober him up,” Gabby mumbled.

      “Come sit, Max,” Gabe yelled.

      “I’m fine here, thanks.”

      “That is an order. Come sit down.”

      “It’s covered in snow.”

      “Who cares?”

      “My butt does.”

      “It will dry quick.” Gabe laughed at something and for some reason, I didn’t like that at all.

      Ed smiled at him as he took sips of his drink.

      I went over and wiped the snow off the bench. Gabe sat up with his pecks facing the side of me. He took a drag from his cigarette and chucked it away.

      I didn’t know where to look, and I could tell he knew that it was making me uncomfortable, but drunk Gabe thought it was hilarious. “Max, stopped being such a prude.”

      “I’m not a prude.”

      “Then take one for the team and bite me.”

      Ed and Gabby roared with laughter as my gaze flung to his.

      “What?” Trying my best not to let my voice falter, did I hear him right?

      “Max?” Ed called to me, and I looked at him. “Run.”

      I couldn’t help but to laugh as I remembered that night Ed had told me the same thing. Gabby giggled too as Gabe flipped Ed off.

      “Leave, you are breaking my mojo. I want to talk to my bird alone.”

      His what now?

      “Oh, Gabe,” Gabby said, and Gabe chuckled.

      Gabby actually took Ed and walked back.

      “Seriously?” I yelled, not believing they were leaving me with him.

      “I’m right here, Max,” Ed said and pointed at the entrance.

      I looked back at Gabe who smiled at me. Still horribly drunk.

      “You know you are my bird, right?” he slurred.

      “If you call me your bird one more time, I’m going to turn into a beast and devour you.”

      “Ooh, is it going to be fun?”

      “No, it’s going to be painful. Excruciatingly painful and you’ll die.”

      He chuckled looking absolutely delicious.

      “Dammit, why are you drunk?”

      “I’m processing.”

      “Processing what?”

      “You.”

      “I bet you tell all the girls that.”

      “I’m actually not,” he slurred again. “I’m really trying very hard to sober up.”

      “Freezing your ass off doesn’t help.”

      “I’m still hot.”

      “Bull shit,” I said and pointed at his chest. “There is a million goosebumps all over you.”

      He grabbed my hands and placed them on his chest. He was not lying; he was blazing hot.

      “What the hell?”

      He kept my hands on his chest, as my upper body twisted to face him.

      “I’m not freezing.”

      The warmth spread through my palms. It must be a werewolf thing as I know it wasn’t a witch thing. My gaze flickered from my hands to his lips which were awfully close to my face. He grabbed my lips with his and slipped a wet, warm tongue into my mouth. I didn’t want to fight anymore. I wanted him to be sober as this felt like taking advantage of him.

      The kiss awoke so many things, and my stomach didn’t just flutter, it made somersaults.

      The kiss was great, everything singed on fire, and I started to breathe hard through my nose. My head was cloudy and stuffy.

      Stop, Max.

      I didn’t want to.

      He is drunk!

      I pulled away, and his lips moved to my cheek and to the soft flesh of my neck.

      Even my sex was squeezing tight. I really wanted him so badly. Always had.

      “Dammit, why do you have to be drunk?”

      “Shhh,” he whispered with closed eyes. He was going to pass out any minute. But he didn’t. Instead, he grabbed my legs and shifted me vigorously in front of him. He grabbed me behind the legs and pulled them over his thighs. For a drunk guy, he was very demanding, and it wasn’t helping with anything at the moment.

      The snow on the bench soaked my ass, and I jumped up, which was a mistake as my stomach fused with Gabe’s face.

      “What are you doing?”

      “It’s cold! I told you the snow is wet and—” I shrieked as he pulled my legs from under me and I sort of sat on his lap, straddling him. His lips crashed on mine. Oh, man. This was a dangerous position.

      I should’ve run when Ed told me to run.

      He tugged on my lips with his, and the sucking made me hot all over.

      He pressed me tighter against him, and I groaned as my sex pushed against the bulge in his pants. He was blessed with more than just his swords and blades.

      He chuckled in the kiss and pressed me harder into him.

      “Gabe, stop,” I giggled as he grunted into my neck and kept on sucking.

      He stopped kissing me. “You have any idea how much I love you, Max?”

      What now?

      His eyes fluttered closed and then we both fell off the bench.
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      Ed’s laughter was near.

      Gabe was out.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me!”

      I tried to push him off me. Making me hot and bothered and then he passed out.

      “Sorry, Max.”

      “Don’t you dare tell him a thing, Ed.”

      “No.” He was extremely serious.

      “I mean it! Idiot.” I shoved Gabe. He didn’t even grunt. I was so pissed off. Twenty steps forward, a hundred steps back, always.

      Gabby helped me up.

      I pointed my finger in her face. “You too?”

      “What?”

      “Not a single word. Asshole,” I hissed at Gabe. Ed thought it was hilarious as he flung Gabe over his shoulder.

      Gabby giggled as she walked in with me. “I just wanted to know why he was mad, and he tried to get laid.”

      “You are so cute when you are pissed off.”

      “You will spin another story if I change into a beast.”

      She screamed her laughter, and I giggled as we followed Ed.

      “Thank heavens he is not with that skank.”

      “I mean it, Gabby. Not a single word.”

      “Fine, I won’t tell him, but I’m going to have fun with him. Loads and loads of fun.”

      “You are just as evil as he is.”

      “I knew you liked him.”

      “Liking him is not the problem here. It’s trying to break down some of his walls and get close to him.”

      Ed laughed.

      “It’s not funny, Ed. But I swear next time, when you tell me to run, I’m going to run.”

      They both laughed as Ed opened a room door. We all entered, and Ed slung Gabe down on the bed.

      He took off his shoes and socks. Gabe really didn’t make a sound.

      Gabby helped him with his knitted jersey, and it was laughter all around as nothing woke him up.

      “A bit of help, Max. He is heavy,” Gabby said.

      “Or not,” I replied.

      She laughed and lost the plot. I pushed myself off the wall and went to her aid. We tried again.

      “I should strangle him, for doing what he did.”

      “What did he do?” Ed asked, and I stared at him.

      “Seriously?”

      Gabby laughed into the pillow. “Idiot,” she yelled at her cousin as Ed pulled off Gabe’s jeans and revealed his boy shorts underwear that hugged every part of him perfectly. I gulped and then ran to the door.

      “Goodnight, both of you shut up.”

      Ed roared his laughter as my ears burned. He could’ve warned me that he was going to take off his jeans.

      I opened my room and fell on my bed, crying playfully. Asshole. I’d never wanted anything as much as I wanted that idiot tonight. The worst part was that I didn’t even ask for it.

      A knock sounded on my door. I got up and found Ed leaning against the wall.

      Gabby flew into my room with a bottle of wine.

      “I actually wanted to sleep.”

      “Yeah, sleep will not come now, sweetheart.”

      “Fucking Hendrix.”

      Ed chuckled.

      “Why is his surname Hendrix and not Levine?”

      “Because that is his surname. His father was a Hendrix, or that was what my aunt told my dad. He tried once to look for the asshole, but the Hendrixes they found were too young or already had a family and looked nothing like my cousin. Should’ve known he was a Conri.” She shook her head.

      “Why did they do that?”

      “Fuck knows. I know it’s eating at him, too. But he will not speak about that.”

      “Explain why he is drunk and processing.”

      “Yeah, my cousin processes differently than other people.”

      I chuckled at what he said, why he was processing, but I didn’t tell the others that.

      “Lucious is really trying to make amends, but Gabe wants nothing to do with the Lycan Court,” Gabby said.

      “King Conri?” I asked, and Gabby nodded as she handed Ed a glass. He waved it away, and she stared at him, offering him a glass again.

      “Fine, you are bossy, just like your cousin.”

      “Thank you,” she smiled at him and handed me a glass too, “I tried to tell him to just hear what he has to say, but Gabe is stubborn and complicated.”

      “Oh, we all know that part.”

      Gabby laughed at the way I said it.

      “But that’s not all he is, Max. He can be so sweet, but a total jerk, and when he thinks he doesn’t deserve something, he pushes everyone away and does the one thing he shouldn’t be doing.”

      “Like riling up innocent bystanders.”

      Both of them laughed.

      Ed stared at me.

      “I mean it, Ed. Not a word.”

      “Why not, Max?”

      “He is my Commander. Besides, I don’t think he even sees me that way. He only cares about my X-Gene. His bird. What the hell?”

      Gabby giggled.

      “You don’t like it?”

      “No, it makes me sound so cheap. Worse than some blood whore.”

      Ed roared with laughter. “It’s actually the other way around, Max. He begged to be yours.”

      “He doesn’t know what he is saying. He should run the other way with me not being able to control myself. I might just suck him dry.”

      Ed fell over on the couch as he muffled his laughter in the pillows.

      “It’s not that funny. Quite nightmarish if you think about it. Who wants to die like that?”

      “Oh, Max,” Gabby said. “I wouldn’t mind dying like that.”

      “What?”

      She looked at Ed. “Nobody told her?”

      Ed shook his head, still laughing.

      “Tell me what?”

      “About a vampire’s kiss?” Gabby inquired.

      “A vampire’s what?”

      “Why do you think my cousin begged you to bite him?”

      “Because he thinks it’s kinky, I don’t know.”

      Gabby laughed. “Yeah, it’s kinky as fuck, but you releases endorphins that put your feeder on a high plug.”

      “What?” I stared at her and at Ed, who was laughing again.

      “Having a vampire lover is out of this world,” Gabby sang.

      Ed shrugged. It was the same thing he’d said about a werewolf lover. I stared at Gabby.

      “What? It’s the truth. Why do you think he always hangs around that skank?” She looked at Ed. “He is a blood whore.”

      “Tamara is vampire?”

      “Half, the other part is wolf. Worst combination ever.”

      I looked at Ed again, who had once said that too.

      “She bites Gabe?”

      Gabby nodded.

      “Don’t you like die or something?”

      “What?” Gabby replied.

      Ed’s eyebrows knitted. “Who told you that?”

      “Nobody. It’s out there.”

      “No. Getting down from it is horrible as it leaves you with a mother of a headache, but it’s worth it,” Gabby explained.

      Ed laughed.

      “You fed off someone?” I asked him.

      “I’m not telling you shit, miss nosy,” Ed responded.

      “I didn’t know that. How didn’t I know that?”

      “Because you haven’t fed like normal vampires, Max. You grew up in the Witches Court too.”

      “This sucks.”

      “No, it’s actually very erotic.”

      “Erotic?”

      “Yeah.” Gabby nodded as Ed shook his head with his eyes closed.

      “So he seriously meant that when he asked me to bite him?”

      Gabby nodded as she swallowed some of her wine.

      “You should try it too, Max. They say hybrid blood is the sweetest blood of them all,” Gabby pointed out.

      “Are you insane? I’m already indulging more than I should, now you want me to get hooked on hybrid blood. Why don’t make me more addicted to him then I already am?” Ed’s here. “Shit!”

      Ed stared at me.

      I pointed my finger in his face. “I swear, Edward Charles. If you tell him, I’m going to get Will to kill you, I swear.”

      “Will is the one who copies, right?” Gabby wanted to know.

      Ed nodded as he tried not to spit out the wine that was in his mouth, but he couldn’t stop laughing. I knew that question would burn in him. How did I get addicted on Gabriel Hendrix?
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      Ed fell asleep on the couch as Gabby and I continued to chat.

      I told her about how the two of them had trained me to connect with my X-Gene again, and she looked confused as she knew I turned into animals, not see through their eyes, and I immediately started telling her about how my X-Gene had mutated before it stabilized back to its original gift.

      “Wait, you were the girl who saved my cousin’s life?”

      “Yeah, he didn’t tell you that?”

      She cussed softly under her breath. “You came back from the dead?”

      “Yeah, Ed thinks it was the spell that took my place, the one that suppressed my need for blood. He wasn’t even at my funeral, and I have to admit that hurt a lot.”

      Gabby laughed. “Sorry, I shouldn’t laugh. Knowing my cousin and knowing now that it was you who had died…” She grabbed my hand. “Max, he couldn’t be at your funeral, not that he didn’t want to.”

      I frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “He was not himself. We were all worried. Edward the most. Thought that he was going to lose him forever.”

      “What?” That sounded nothing like the Gabriel I knew.

      “He got pretty drunk. Edward’s words, not mine, and refused to stop drinking. Like I said, we were all worried. So he couldn’t be at your funeral, as he was always intoxicated.”

      I stared at her. Was that the reason Scar didn’t see him?

      “He didn’t want to stop either. Even after Ed thought he got through to him. I didn’t know that it was you.” She wiped away a tear.

      “Why are you crying?”

      “Just me. My cousin.”

      “Yeah, he is stupid.”

      Gabby laughed through her tears. “Very.”

      Gabby was one of the nicest people I’d ever met, and I couldn’t believe how close we’d grown over these last few days.

      We’d had a couple of deep discussions, too. She asked a lot about my life and how I grew up. She gave me her two peon comments of what she thought about Sierra. I felt horrible that it was my stepmother who almost killed hers. Well, sort of killed hers. She wasn’t really there anymore.

      We spoke about the guys again. She seemed to love our tight-knit circle. We even phoned Scar at like two o’clock at night and put her on loudspeaker. She flipped after she woke up, but she was a great sport.

      Ed woke up as I spoke to Scar on the side.

      “You’re still coming tomorrow, right?”

      “Yeah, I need a break.”

      “A break?”

      “Oh, a lot of things have happened.”

      Scar sighed. “Does it include a specific Commander?”

      “Shush.”

      Ed laughed again.

      “Is that Commander Charles?”

      “I’m going now; you are embarrassing me.”

      “Okay, see you later, eleven on the platform.”

      “Yeah. Later.” I put down the phone.

      Gabby stared at me. “You’re leaving?”

      “It was part of the plan from the beginning.”

      “What about—” She gestured to Gabe’s room.

      “Oh, that ship has sailed. I didn’t tell him to be drunk.”

      “Max, no,” Gabby sulked.

      “He’s not even going to remember it. That is why I told you not to tell him.”

      “Are you serious now?”

      “It’s complicated between us. Always has been. Seriously, if he calls me his bird one more time, I might just suck him dry. Go, before I suck you dry.”

      “Oh, I’d be so lucky,” Gabby said.

      “No, you wouldn’t. I really don’t know when to stop.”

      Ed laughed and gave me a side hug.

      “So we’re really not seeing you on New Year’s?”

      “It’s the copycat’s birthday. I have to be there.”

      Her face fell, and I pulled her into a hug.

      “It’s Will’s birthday on New Year’s?” Ed asked.

      “Yeah, I actually feel sorry for him.”

      “Why? There are always fireworks, and on yours.”

      “I didn’t look at it like that.”

      We said goodbye, and I felt like crying.

      “Oh, Max.”

      I flung my arms around his waist. “Thanks for inviting me to Christmas with your family, Ed. Mamma Charles is amazing.”

      He chuckled. “You are welcome.”

      Next was Gabby. I pulled her in for a hug. “Thanks for everything.”

      “I took the liberty of putting my number in your phone under Fifi.”

      I giggled.

      “You’d better call me.”

      “Oh, I will.”

      They left together, and I wondered if Gabby wasn’t Ed’s blood whore.

      I shook it away and went back to my room and closed the door. I wiped my face hard.

      I was never going to get over tonight, but I knew it was something that could never happen again.

      I didn’t like the feeling that was in my gut. It brought tears to my eyes and felt very similar to the time that I woke up in the bath.

      I looked at the wall in the direction of Gabe’s room. What if? I shook it away. Why would he?
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      Scar screamed as I stepped onto the platform. Her arms wrapped around my shoulders and squeezed tight. Next was Dianna, her mother.

      “Max, so sorry about Christmas,” Dianna said.

      “Oh, don’t be. I had one hell of a Christmas.”

      The two Flavion women laughed as we walked to the car ,and I launched into telling them how great Princess Gabriella was.

      “I love her fashion sense,” Dianna remarked. “They say she is a really gifted witch, too.”

      “Oh, yeah, that she is.” I raised my eyes at Scar, showing her there was more, but I couldn’t tell her mom.

      The drive to their house wasn’t long and Philip, Scar’s dad, was next. He was so fatherly; his hugs were the best.

      Dianna left me and Scar in her room to unpack and wash my dirty laundry as I told her that I didn’t remember my Christmas at all because of this potion that Gabby had made. It went with some sort of spell and was her thesis for some subject at University. When she told me about what the potion could do, the hair on my back raised.

      “You don’t remember a single thing?”

      “Only breakfast and handing out presents. That was it.”

      “Fuck, Max. What if something—”

      “Relax. I got a feeling that it involved the princess. She made Ed one for his hair and another one for Gabe.” I couldn’t imagine what she’d given Gabe.

      “You are on a first-name basis now?”

      “It was hard to ignore him, since it was his home. Besides, he is not so bad. Sure, his jolly personality disappeared after Christmas, but there is another side to him we don’t know about. Especially when he is drunk.”

      “Oh, please.”

      “It’s the truth. Do you know he dresses up as Captain C and entertains kids at the orphanage on the 24th of December?”

      “Commander Hendrix?”

      I nodded.

      “Fuck-face?”

      I laughed. “Yes. And he loves Christmas and skiing and all those things.” Something told me not to tell her about last night.

      “Yeah, he also wasn’t at the funeral of the girl who saved his life.”

      I sighed. She would never forgive him for it.

      “He couldn’t.”

      “He wasn’t, Max.”

      “He couldn’t. He was out-of-his-mind intoxicated, Scar.”

      “What?”

      “That’s what Gabby said. She told me they were worried about him. Didn’t think he was going to jump back from it.”

      Scar didn’t know what to say.

      I changed the subject and told her about what my thoughts were around the spell, what I thought had happened, and how it revolved around Gabby. Her silence and begging me for more time sort of guided me in that direction. “I think she is bi and has a crush on me.”

      Scar lifted her hand. “I would tap that.”

      “Scar?” I laughed.

      “What, she is the princess of the witches, Max.”

      “I know. I struggled to stay mad at her.”

      “You think she confessed her love for you or something?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “How do you feel about it?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “It’s pretty confusing, right?”

      “All I know is it will never work.”

      “Why not?”

      “She is the princess, Scar. In the spotlight, and I doubt they would want a princess who has another princess for a partner.”

      Scar laughed. “Fuck the people. I can’t believe your Christmas was so full of excitement.”

      She told me about hers and how amazing Storm’s family was. Their Christmas sounded pretty special too.

      I even asked her about a vampire’s kiss, and she looked guilty as hell.

      “Spill.”

      “Storm sometimes offers herself up to me.”

      “As your feeder?” I mouthed the words.

      “Do not tell my mom. She would flip.”

      “I thought you would die drinking blood from other supernaturals.”

      “Those are just rumors as it got really out of hand at some point and actually ended up killing a lot of supernaturals. There are still brothels out there offering a vampire’s kiss with sex. Who the hell did you speak to about this?”

      I blushed.

      “Gabby?”

      “Sort of?”

      “What are you not telling me?”

      I giggled. “Okay, fine. When fuck-face gets drunk, he actually becomes an entirely different person.”

      “Gabriel?”

      “Shhh. He asked me to bite him.”

      “Did you?”

      “No, are you insane? What does hybrid blood taste like?”

      “Like cotton candy exploding into your mouth.”

      I laughed at her description.

      “It’s not funny. Believe me, she is making me addicted as much as she is addicted to me.”

      “That doesn’t sound very good.”

      “It’s not. It’s why I told her to stop. I don’t like the trance she goes in.”

      “The endorphins?”

      She nodded. “That out-of-it look doesn’t fit her, and she scared me half to death the first time it happened.”

      “According to Gabby, it’s the best feeling ever.”

      “The princess?”

      “She is not a saint; that I can promise you.”

      Scar laughed, shaking her head. I decided to tell her about last night, and she stared at me with big brown eyes. She’s one of my best friends, after all.
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        * * *

      

      On the thirty-first, we went to the restaurant that Scar had booked for Will’s birthday. I took the bracelet I’d bought him and put it in my bag.

      He was going to spend the actual day with his family and Debbie. We all knew that he missed her terribly.

      Cade, Simon, and Amy already sat at the table when we got there. I gave Amy a hug as she was the closest. My gaze caught the two presents that sat in the corner.

      “I want to know everything,” Amy said.

      “Yes, what does he kiss like, Max,” Cade joked.

      “She might not know what Ed kisses like, but I’m sure she could tell us in detail what Hendrix kisses like.”

      “Scar?”

      “Finally!” Amy lifted her hands, making Scar laugh.

      Cade stared at me with raised eyebrows.

      “He was drunk, okay, so I’m sure he doesn’t even remember it, and it will never happen again.”

      “It’s what you said the first time too, Max,” Scar pointed out.

      “Crap.” I’d forgotten about the first time, and the guys laughed.

      A howl came, and we all looked to find Will walking with huge strides through the door.

      He sat down, and everyone started talking at the same time.

      “Enough,” Scar stopped them.

      Then one by one, they told him about their Christmases. During the jokes, the waiter came, and we ordered drinks and food.

      Cade’s Christmas was really full of activity. By the time the food came, it was Scar’s turn. She also took her sweet time telling Will in detail what her Christmas was like.

      The food was almost finished before they got to me.

      “So, how does Ed kiss?” Will asked.

      “Don’t know. We are not like that.”

      “Then what the hell is up with them?” He waved at all of them, staring with huge grins on their faces.

      “Hendrix,” Amy yelled, and I stared at Scar.

      “This is all your fault.”

      “He was drunk,” Scar explained. “And doesn’t remember a thing.”

      “He is an idiot, that is what he is, Asshole,” I said.

      Scar giggled, and Will stared at me. “What happened?”

      “He riled me up and passed out. I didn’t think it was funny, Will.”

      He chuckled.

      “Can you please just keep it to yourself and not say anything?” I looked at the guys.

      “It’s you and Hendrix, Max. It’s about fucking time if you ask me,” Will pointed out.

      “It’s not like that.”

      “Whatever,” Simon chirped.

      The giggle slipped through my lips at the way he said it.

      “You think Ed is going to not say anything?” Will questioned.

      “Yes, because I threatened him with you, to kill him slowly.”

      The guys laughed at the way Will stared at me.

      “What? He actually looked scared,” I added.

      The waiter came again for drinks. I looked at the time. It was almost eleven. Which reminded me to send Happy New Year’s to Ed and Gabby.

      “So, what do you want to do tonight?” Scar asked Will.

      “I would love to go clubbing, but I know that we won’t get in. It’s like New Year’s Eve.”

      “Oh, well, Max actually has contacts now,” Scar remarked.

      “Which club?” I joked and took out my phone. Everyone laughed.

      “Let’s just see if we can get into one. I would not want you to use your contacts so quickly. Maybe they would punish you by telling you to spend an entire day with their cousin,” Will joked.

      I giggled as I sent my New Year’s greetings because I knew at twelve I would be too busy.

      “Fine. But you know I will take one for the team, right?” I wondered if Will ever gave Deb a vampire kiss. What was it with me and vampire kisses?

      I paid the bill as I told them they could have anything that they wanted tonight, and Will gave me a side hug as he grabbed his presents that were still closed and put them in my backpack.

      We took an Uber that Scar insisted on paying for and drove around the city to find a club.

      

      
        
        GABRIEL

      

      

      

      My shirt was open, and I was covered with color from the Colorfest Party.

      Alexis screamed her laughter as she sat next to Gabby, who told her something, probably shredding-ass worthy.

      “Your cousin is so fucking hot,” Alexis whispered. “Especially when he is intoxicated.”

      “Yeah, like he gets another personality,” Gabby said, and Alexis laughed again. Tammy pretended to take a bite out of my breast, breaking the hold on me eavesdropping on their conversation.

      I went to the bar to get a bottle of water and a drink, missing my little bird like crazy. I missed her presence and thought that she was still with Ed, but when he came alone, I knew the magical time was over.

      I wished to get Christmas back. I hated it, to be honest, as it fucked me over big time.

      Ed appeared in the spot next to me. “Tammy is fucking irritating like always.”

      “Bleh,” I said.

      “Gabe, you really need to be careful with that one. You don’t want her to scare Max away.”

      “Max was a one-time thing, Ed. Just let it go.”

      He stared at me. I knew what he was going to say, and I finally looked at him.

      “What?”

      His phone buzzed, and he took it out of his pocket. I chucked down half the contents of my bottle as I stared over the length of the bar to the other side at Alexis. She was really cute tonight.

      Ed laughed.

      “Who is it?”

      “Max, wishing me a Happy New Year, and the idiot next to me too.”

      “She didn’t call me an idiot.”

      Ed showed his screen, and I looked at it. She did. “She calls me an idiot?”

      “Yes, you are a fucking idiot.”

      “Take that back. I told you, she doesn’t feel the same for me.”

      “Really?” Ed said.

      “Yeah. I know it.”

      “Fuck,” he hissed and gave me a side glance. “If you tell Max or Gabby that I told you, I’ll kill you, I swear.”

      “Tell me what?”

      He fished out his phone again and pressed a few buttons. I got a message and took out my phone.

      I opened it; it was a video.

      I glanced up at Ed, who tipped his beer bottle at me, and I pressed play.

      It was of me, on the 27th, but I couldn’t remember this. I was sitting outside in the cold, horribly drunk with my pecks in some poor girl’s face. “Who is this?”

      “Gee, Gabe, I wonder who wore a green jacket that night. Let me think. Oh, I forgot you tried so hard to push her away so you might not remember what she wore.”

      “It’s Max?” I whispered and kept on staring. My stomach dipped. Why didn’t I remember any of this?

      I grabbed her hands and put them on my chest, and my eyebrows raised slightly at what I was seeing. I leaned in and kissed her.

      I waited for her to stop me, but she didn’t.

      It got really heavy, and I turned the phone, wishing I could see a different angle. Always did that.

      Ed laughed.

      “You shitting me? When did this happen?”

      “The 27th.”

      “Bullspit.”

      “Oh, so you remember that?”

      “No, I don’t.” I kept staring at it.

      She was now sitting on my lap. What the fuck? We stopped kissing, and I said something, and then we fell off the bench.

      Ed laughed. “Now you know why she calls you an idiot.”

      The footage stopped.

      “I passed out?”

      “Stone cold.”

      “What the fuck? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Because she said not to.”

      “Gabby knows this?”

      “Yes, Gabby knows this. Don’t tell your cousin you know. She will hex me.”

      I laughed.

      “You are wrong, Gabe. Max is crazy about you the same as you are about her. She is just highly pissed off with you because of that night.”

      “Where the fuck is she then?”

      “Somewhere in the Vampire Court.”

      “Alexis is here.”

      “No, Gabe. You are not supposed to know.”

      “This is fucked up.”

      “Yeah, it is. Stop messing around with your Ahmdahney.”

      The warmth returned to my stomach, and I needed to celebrate.

      “Bottle of Jack.”

      “No,” Ed yelled.

      “C’mon, it deserves a celebration. I need to process this.”

      Ed laughed as Tim handed me a bottle of Jack. I unscrewed the lid and sipped on it.

      “Gabe?” Gabby yelled.

      “Part-time, baby.” I lifted up the bottle and moved my hips on the beat of the music, forcing Alexis to lower her head into her hand. My cousin laughed, not knowing that I knew about the 27th. Fuck, this feeling was intoxicating.

      I told Ed to phone Max, but he shook his head. He kept sipping his beer, and I flipped him off. Fucking party pooper.
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      The queues were long, and they wanted IDs. I called Gabby, but she didn’t answer. She was probably partying up a storm.

      We were on our way to Kraken Lake. It was busy, but we got some space around the fire to heat up.

      Amy and Scar sat next to me. I shouldn’t have told them about the 27th, but they were my friends. Still, I wished I was back there with him. I hated this thing that I kept feeling toward him.

      “Hey, what is it?” Scar asked, and I shook my head. I looked at Will.

      “I wish I could give him his club.”

      “I know, I do too, but let’s face it, we are not of age yet, and this is the Vampire Court. If we were in the Witches Court, it might have been different.”

      “No, it wouldn’t because I can’t get hold of her. She is probably drunk out of her mind with that cousin of hers.”

      “Oh, Max.”

      I cried playfully. “Why do I do this to myself?”

      “I’m with Si. It’s Hendrix. The two of you have this messed-up chemistry.”

      “It’s like both of you are trying to hide your feelings from each other,” Amy said.

      “It’s exactly that?” Scar added. “What do you want, Max?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Put aside all the insecurities, all your fears. If today was your very last day on earth, where would you want to be?”

      “Okay, fine.”

      “What do you want?”

      “I want him. But let’s face it, Scar. He only sees me when he is drunk, and I doubt it is me. He only sees my X-Gene. Reason he calls me his bird.”

      “Then he is an idiot,” Amy said, “and the guys would agree with me on that.”

      My phone rang, and I fished it out of my jacket.

      Fifi’s name flashed on the screen, and my stomach flipped. I got up and pushed past a few people to answer it.

      “Hello?”

      Gabby screamed. “Where are you, you little bitch?”

      Music played in the background.

      “I’m at Kraken Lake.”

      “In Cinderriver?”

      “Yeah, Will’s birthday, remember? We tried to get into one of the clubs here, but they are so strict.”

      “Serves you right.”

      “I told you, it’s one of my best friend’s birthdays.”

      “Then why didn’t bring him to the Witches Court?”

      “Because he lives in the Vampire Court where Scar lives. Where are you?”

      “Club 45.”

      “Oh, man.”

      She laughed again. “Stop it. Go bother someone else. Hold on.”

      She must have closed the receiver as I couldn’t hear a thing.

      Her laughter came back.

      “What was that?”

      “Just Gabe who is horribly drunk again; poor Alexis.”

      “Don’t give me the fault. I’m not doing anything,” Alexis protested.

      “Run, Alexis,” I yelled, and Gabby laughed, relaying what I said.

      “How would Will feel about having his birthday at Club 45 in a VIP room where you guys can drink and sleep over at the palace?”

      Silence followed. “You shitting me right now?”

      “Nope, run it by them, and let me know.”

      “Okay.” I disconnected the call and walked back to Scar and Amy.

      I waved over the guys as I reached the girls.

      They all rushed over.

      “Who was that?” Scar asked.

      “Let’s wait for the others.”

      “Max?” she wanted to know.

      Will and the others reached us.

      “Okay, your choice as it’s your birthday. Stay here, party at Kraken Lake until this dies out, or go to the Witches Court and party at Club 45 while drinking as much as you can?”

      “Who was that?” Scar asked again.

      “Who do you think that was? And she really wants us to join them.”

      “Uh, let me think,” Will said. “Club 45, Lane.”

      “Okay, Club 45 it is.”

      I picked up my phone. My heart thumped so fast as I knew Gabe was there, but he was horribly drunk again. What was it with this guy and being drunk?

      “And?” Gabby answered.

      “Club 45 wins hands down. Do we run for the last train or is Alexis going to come and fetch us?”

      “Get your ass here, missy,” Gabby yelled from inside the receiver and from behind me.

      I jumped on the spot, and the guys grabbed their bags as she and Alexis stood in an alleyway.

      I stepped through first, and the others followed.

      They all sort of bowed. Amy grabbed Gabby around her shoulder.

      “Amy,” Si reprimanded.

      “Don’t, I love her energy,” Gabby said.

      “Told you she is a little firecracker,” I said.

      “Cracker, more like an explosion,” Gabby replied.

      Amy and Gabby laughed as Simon stepped through. “I see how Mom and Dad are going to have to write out a personal apology to King Levine tomorrow.”

      Gabby laughed. “Stop. Where is Will?”

      “Here.” He lifted his hand.

      “Happy birthday. Are you ready to party?”

      “Hell yeah!” they all yelled as Gabby hooked her arm into Scar’s and rushed to the entrance of the alleyway.

      “Thanks,” I said to Alexis.

      “Believe me, it’s my pleasure. I really need some backup here with Ed and Gabe.”

      I laughed. “Yeah, his personality is larger than life when he is intoxicated. Best to run the opposite direction.”

      Alexis laughed as we turned the corner where everyone was getting a stamp on their wrist.

      I was last, and we entered through huge metal doors that had Club 45’s logo printed in big 3D letters. I followed the guys through a throng of people, up some fancy stairs, to a VIP room. Loud booming music pumped from the speakers and vibrated through my feet.

      “Tamara here?” I asked, and Alexis nodded.

      I sighed. Yay me.

      When the door opened, everyone yelled, “Happy Birthday, Will.” All of them were strangers though, but strangers who were actually sort of celebrities.

      “What the hell?” I asked as Will just lifted his arms.

      “She really can arrange something in a very short amount of time,” Alexis explained as we entered.

      My gaze scanned, but there was no sign of Gabe, Ed, or Tamara. My stomach dropped; I hated this feeling.

      We each got a drink pushed into our hand, and we cheered Will’s birthday.

      I hugged Gabs. “You are the best. He deserves all of this.”

      “I’m happy to help. That smile is like a magnet,” she said pointing at Will’s dimples.

      “Don’t, he has a girlfriend who has the ability of persuasion. You don’t want to mess with her.”

      Gabby laughed. “Just saying, he’s cute.”

      “Yeah, he is.” I laughed as Will and the guys downed each a shot with Amy and Scar.

      “Lane,” Will yelled.

      “Coming!” I rushed to their side.

      He gave me a side hug and handed me a shot glass from a big ass 3D model of a chest-height tree, carrying at least a hundred little shot glasses. All of us downed another one, wishing Will a happy birthday.
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      The girls drank with Gabby as the guys mingled with other people who all partied together. Every time the VIP room’s door opened, I thought it might be Ed or Gabe, but it wasn’t.

      Half of the people here were covered with blotches of color. Some sort of a color party that was this year’s theme.

      O’Toole came in, and I grunted, making Amy and Scar laugh.

      Gabby and Alexis wanted to know the story.

      Scar and Amy were happy to tell them.

      The giant beaut with dreadlocks was covered with color all over his shirt and jeans. Man, he was gorgeous.

      His sister was right next to him. She was so tiny compared to him, but just as beautiful as her brother.

      “What is it with those two? They are so hypnotic,” I said.

      “He is just as nice,” Gabby replied.

      “I’m with Max, he is so hot,” Scar agreed as I kept staring at him. He looked like a god.

      “Max!”

      “Sorry, he is just so mesmerizing.”

      Gabby roared her laughter.

      “I can’t help it. When it comes to Shield members, there are two in that establishment that make my lady parts clench.”

      Gabby stared at me.

      “Stop,” I said to Gabby.

      “I’m waiting, who are they?”

      “O’Toole is definitely one.” I stared at his sister.

      “Who is the other one?” Gabby asked.

      “A huge idiot.”

      She screamed her laughter as I didn’t have to elaborate who that was.

      “Your cousin is everyone’s favorite, not just mine,” I added.

      Amy and Scar lifted their hands.

      “When it comes to hotness,” Scar rectified. “The personality not so much.”

      “You’ll spin another story if you experience drunk Gabriel,” I mumbled.

      Gabby and Alexis giggled.

      O’Toole shook Will’s hand, and the guy smiled from ear to ear.

      “Gibson is my other favorite,” Amy said.

      “Mine too,” Alexis seconded.

      “He is an idiot. A bit of an airhead now that he is stationed as first guard at the Djinn Court,” Gabby explained.

      “He is one with the blue eyes, right?” I wanted to know.

      “His name is Reneer.”

      “Oh, that guy?”

      “Is the second youngest to join the Shield. Constantly in competition with my cousin. Gabe can’t stand him.”

      I kept staring at O’Toole. The girls kept talking about the Shield members, and Gabby had so many stories.

      We somehow talked about last year’s fight. I really didn’t want to speak about that fight as something mysterious had happened that I just wanted to forget about.

      “He put at least a quarter of the prisoners in Blackwater, or had a hand in it. The Grimoire was one.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “He was like seventeen. He said he’d never been so afraid in his life as he put him through hell. But Gabe refused to let him go. He held on to him for like ten minutes.”

      “Commander Hendrix?” Amy said with a smile on her face.

      Gabby nodded.

      My gaze flickered to Gabby. “I thought it was Todd who caught him?”

      “Todd wishes. Gabe was on his team back then, but it was Gabe and eventually Ed who helped him and shared the effect the magic had on Gabe. He was a wreck for like a month, had terrible nightmares.”

      “He told you what the Grimoire put him through?” I questioned.

      “No,” Gabby said, “but he said it was the scariest moment of his life.”

      “I can imagine.” I remember him telling me that when he was my age, he chased the Grimoire, and I felt super glad now that I didn’t reprimand him.

      “And he captured the witch that cursed my mom.”

      “My stepmom. The pair we make.”

      “She tried to kill you, Max.” Scar put it back in perspective for me.

      “That is why we are friends,” Gabby said.

      Amy changed the subject; she was always good at that. They spoke about the club and about something called the Snook and the Wolves Den.

      “They have a Wolves Den here?” Amy asked.

      “There is one at every major club,” Gabby replied.

      “What is a Wolves Den?” I asked, and they all laughed. “I don’t know wolves that well.”

      Gabby stared at me.

      “Stop looking at me like that.”

      “You play a lot with one, I think you should try to find out a bit more before playing, Max.”

      I giggled at Gabby’s comment.

      “I learned my lesson. My play days with him are over.”

      “Famous last words,” Scar said, and I bumped her.

      “Stop dissing the question, what is a Wolves Den?”

      “A place for wolves to just blow off some steam.”

      “That is the best answer ever,” Gabby said to Amy.

      I felt that there was more to it.

      “In what way?”

      They all looked at me. A look I knew all too well.

      “Sexual way?”

      They all laughed, and my ears burned as the heat waves rolled over me. “Why is everything with you guys sexual?”

      “We are sexual creatures. We embrace it,” Amy said.

      “Si got that memo?” I looked at Si, and Amy chuckled.

      “No, probably why I’m so horny all the time as I got his half too.”

      We all laughed. I couldn’t believe they had a place here for the wolves to have sex. It was limited to wolves and their partners only. I was sure that Gabe and Tammy were in there now.

      I didn’t like this feeling. I didn’t want him with her.

      We all shared shots with the guys again and ordered more drinks. The countdown finally began, and Gabby phoned someone. She had no luck, and I could only assume it was Gabe. I didn’t want to think about them in the Wolves Den.

      We all yelled Happy New Year and then the MC wished Will Peterson a happy birthday, and we all cheered, drinking a shot for his birthday and giving him a hug.

      “I hope this is everything you wanted, Will.”

      “The best birthday ever, Lane. If only Debs was here.”

      I pulled my face and gave him a kiss on his cheek.

      I wished Gabby a Happy New Year and thanked her again for making Will’s birthday party a huge success.

      We sang to Will when a big ass cake came in, and he blew the candles. How did she arrange this one; probably magic. Scar and Amy recorded videos, and we all took photos of each other as the party carried on.

      I went back to the table and sat down.

      Scar and Alexis followed me as Amy couldn’t keep her hands off Cade, and Gabby was in a huge discussion with O’Toole’s sister.

      The door opened again, and music streamed in. Ed danced through, and my throat dried as Gabe followed him.

      They yelled at everyone a Happy New Year, and Gabby jumped into her cousin’s arms.

      They were really close.

      His shirt flung open again, showcasing his pecks, and he was covered with color.

      “Is that Hendrix?” Scar stared too.

      Alexis nodded as Gabe and Ed walked over to the bar, grabbed a wet cloth, and wiped their faces.

      I tuned in.

      “It’s fucking hot down there,” Gabe complained as he slapped and shook O’Toole’s hand. He gave a side hug to O’Toole’s sister who immediately flirted with him.

      O’Toole roared with laughter as Gabe just stared at her dreamily. I sighed, not wanting to see that.

      I’d never get the 27th over again. Asshole.

      Gabby came back and sat down, laughing, and the evening carried on.

      I kept staring at Gabe, but not once did he glance our way. They made themselves comfortable at a long table on the other side of the room.

      “I’m going to get something to drink. You guys want anything?” Amy asked, and we nodded. Whatever she was going to get for herself, she would bring us one too.

      Gabe finally saw Amy standing by the bar, and he stared.

      He got up, and I pretended not to care, but I listened. She really looked beautiful tonight. I also saw Cade looking while he was busy talking to Gavin, one actor that played in a TV series he loved.

      “Amy who?” Gabe asked as the corner of my lips tweaked.

      “Valentine,” she said and laughed.

      “Bullspit,” he said.

      “Here is Si, Commander Hendrix.”

      “Commander,” Si said and shook his hand.

      “Fuck it is.” He shook Si’s hand, and Amy walked back with the drinks. Cade came over, asking her what he’d wanted. Si and Gabe spoke a bit as Ed came over to the table.

      “Happy New Year,” I said and got up.

      “I heard the MC saying a happy birthday to Will. Where is he?”

      “Right there.” I pointed at Will standing by Gavin. Cade had just joined them again, but he glared at Hendrix one last time, bringing his beer bottle to his lips.

      “You okay?” he asked Amy and laughed when she nodded with a huge grin. Ed walked over to Will and shook his hand.

      Eventually Gabe hauled his drunk ass to Will and shook his hand, wishing him a happy birthday.

      Please don’t come here, I begged and saw O’Toole walking over to their table and sitting down. Luckily, Gabe sat with his back to me.

      That table was the rowdiest, and Gabe was like the center of attention. Even Tamara came back with Frank. She plopped on Gabe’s lap, and Gabby grunted.

      I turned back around. Maybe we should just go and dance.

      “They are talking about us,” Scar whispered.

      “Who?” I asked.

      She pointed at the table, and I tuned in.

      O’Toole’s sister was asking about abilities.

      “A seer?”

      “Yes, her ability is as scary as she is,” Will said.

      Scar smiled and shook her head as he kept on talking about the eye at the back of her head and how her ability worked.

      My name wasn’t mentioned yet, and I was grateful for that. Maybe he didn’t want to speak about me.

      They still carried on about our abilities and then she asked who Will’s favorite was to mimic.

      Will laughed. “Shifting into an animal.”

      The corner of my lips tweaked as I took a sip of my drink.

      “An animal? You have someone who turns into an animal?” O’Toole’s sister asked.

      “Maxima Lane,” all the guys yelled.

      “It’s awesome to be a bird and to just be free,” Will replied.

      “Be very careful how free is your free, Will,” Gabe said, and Scar giggled. “She is my bird.”

      “Your bird?” Tamara asked.

      “Yes,” Gabe said. “My bird.”

      Scar snickered.

      “Asshole.” Tamara got up from his lap and rushed to the bar.

      “I think it’s time we go for a dance,” I said and got up and walked over to Will.

      “I don’t care—a worm, a cat, a bird, it’s all mine. My fucking bird,” Gabe said.

      I grabbed him behind the neck. “If you call me your bird one more time, I swear I will change into a beast and devour you. It won’t be amazing or kinky; it will hurt, and you will die.”

      Gabe stared at me. “Hey, Max.”

      “Stop calling me your bird.” I let him go as everyone’s shoulders shook softly. O’Toole’s sister stared at me with huge eyes. “We’re going downstairs, you guys coming?”

      “Yes!” Will got up and downed his drink.

      Ed snorted, couldn’t contain his laughter.

      “Stop laughing,” Gabe yelled at him playfully. He looked at me while licking his lips, and I showed him the universal ‘I’ll be watching you’ sign as Scar walked down the steps and I followed her.

      “His fucking bird. Asshole,” I whispered, and Scar and Amy giggled.

      Cade grabbed Amy from behind and spun her around.

      Gabby and Alexis joined us too as we headed to the second dance floor where they had the Color Festival.

      His bird.
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      We had to go through a long passageway and got doused with color.

      Scar kept yelling and trying to duck as she got an explosion of color powder right in the side of her face.

      Bright pink color sparkled on her left cheek. Alexis and Amy couldn’t contain their laughter as I gave her a side hug, getting hit by blue, which only elicited more laughter.

      We looked like colorful unicorns as we exited the other side.

      One of my favorite songs played as we bounce-stepped our way to the middle of the dance floor.

      I couldn’t stop staring at the giant metal cages on the side close to the ceiling. Guys were beating gigantic bongos inside of them. It looked like fun. There was a door but no sign of how to get to it.

      It wasn’t long before Amy did those dips against Cade, making him crazy, as Scar danced next to me, mimicking her. We laughed when Will tried it and failed miserably.

      The entire club sang the chorus and hopped around to the beat of the music as paint splattered from the devices attached to the ceiling.

      It wasn’t a lot, more like a mist, but just enough to color our shirts and hair.

      One song after another played. Scar came back with shots, and we downed them, celebrating Will’s birthday. A few songs later it was Si who came back with the shots. He disappeared for a while after that, and we found him at the bar in a very close discussion with a girl.

      “The guys truly enjoy it, Max” Scar yelled for me to hear her. The music was overpowering, but so were the people here. Lights with neon splatters covered all of us, and with the paint, it looked amazing.

      Amy and Cade also disappeared, but Will stayed.

      Alexis and Gabby danced close to us, enjoying every second. We laughed plenty as the music moved us all.

      The DJ had a great selection lined up, and the songs were from the top range, one favorite after the other played.

      I sang with Scar as Simon joined us with the girl he’d just met. He tried to introduce us, but the music was just too loud. Still, she looked nice.

      They were already holding hands, and it was weird seeing Si with anyone else but Olivia. The rest of the time, he was alone, except on the nights after the full moon. I still wondered if it was Olivia who had become his shagging buddy.

      “Oh, fuck,” Alexis said, and my eyes landed on Gabriel making his way to us.

      My heart thumped immediately as the sweat glands on my hands opened. He looked extra delicious, and I couldn’t fall in this trap again, but I didn’t want to look away either.

      Ed pushed in right between Alexis and me.

      “Max?”

      “I’m not going through this again.”

      “He is not that drunk,” Ed said.

      “Not that drunk?”

      Gabriel lifted his arm and sang the chorus while I stared at Ed.

      “No, he isn’t. He is just having a good time,” Ed explained.

      “Whatever.”

      Ed laughed as Gabby took a few sips from Gabe’s glass.

      Scar leaned in. “I have to admit, he is fucking hot, Max.”

      Gabe zoned in on Ed, and I slipped away. He came hopping over and danced in front of him.

      Scar followed me with a huge grin on her face.

      “I thought you wanted him?”

      “Yeah, not when he’s wasted.”

      Gabe was speaking to Ed now, who laughed. I danced on the other side of our little circle and when I looked again, Gabe was gone. He wasn’t making his way to me either; he’d just disappeared.

      He had like ADHD when he was intoxicated. Not to mention cheap. What if someone else grabbed him? At least I hadn’t witnessed it.

      We took turns grabbing drinks and shooters. Amy and Cade came back, and she mentioned something about the Wolves Den. This girl was too much, really.

      It was weird how I wasn’t drunk yet, with the amount of alcohol that was in my system.

      I moved to the music but was a terrible dancer and just cheered my girls on doing dips. I laughed at the way Ed cheered Scar. He was a flirt too when intoxicated. Not that I would say Ed was drunk.

      I also knew how much Scar liked Ed, and they danced next to each other.

      I stayed close to Amy and Cade.

      Ed’s laughter roared out of him as something cold clasped around my wrist, and I looked down at a cuff. What the hell? My gaze flickered up and met Gabe’s. “What are you doing?”

      “Now you can’t flutter away.” He motioned with movements of his fingers the fluttering part.

      “Gabriel, seriously? Where did you get these?”

      “My friend at the back. Stop being a prude.”

      The last time he’d called me that, I was all over him.

      “Seriously, you are drunk again?” I didn’t know what else to say.

      “I’m not that drunk.”

      “Unclasp me. Please?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you keep running away from me.”

      “For a reason.”

      Scar and Amy laughed with Ed.

      I lifted my hand. “You have a key,” I mouthed at Ed.

      He shook his head.

      I got pulled after Gabe as he walked away. I tugged on the cuffs. “Gabe, this is not funny.”

      “Oh, live a little.” He sang to the chorus, and I couldn’t help but laugh. He was definitely going to be the end of me.

      We walked through a throng of people, and there were so many girls begging for his attention. He really loved being in the center of it too and looked as if he was going to kiss all of them. He was driving me insane.

      I felt like a prisoner, had to follow him wherever he went. What if I had to pee? This guy was not thinking straight.

      He walked to the bar. I couldn’t even see my friends anymore.

      “What do you want to drink?”

      “It’s Will’s birthday!” I protested.

      “Yeah, I know. I told him a happy birthday.”

      I stared at him and burst out laughing.

      “Why are you laughing at me?”

      “Because you are not getting my meaning.”

      “Oh, c’mon. You see them every day. What do you want to drink?”

      “Anything, just as long as it has alcohol in it.”

      He grinned. “That’s my bird.”

      “Stop. I swear one more time, Gabe.”

      He laughed. “Oh, what are you going to do?”

      “I told you what I’m going to do.”

      Laughter poured from his lips again. “I would like to see you try changing into a beast inside this club.”

      “Why have you done this?” I lifted my hand that had the cuff, and his lifted too. “What if I have to go to the bathroom?”

      “Then you go to the bathroom.”

      “Attached to you?”

      He raised his eyebrows. “It’s fun.”

      “I’m glad you think it’s fun.”

      He gave me a drink. “Get personality.”

      “I don’t need to be drunk to get a personality. I have a personality, thank you very much.”

      But I took a few gulps as I was thirsty.

      He handed me a bottle of water too, and someone else started having a conversation with him. I stood by the pillar close to him as he talked to the guy at the bar.

      His hand softly brushed against mine, and little bombs exploded inside my stomach. One of his fingers played with mine as I sipped on my drink, staring at the crowd. The tip brushed softly over my palm, and I sort of mimicked his action. Still, he didn’t spare me a glance, just speaking to the guy.

      He was pulling me in again, and I hated every bit of it but loved it at the same time. I really didn’t like how much I wanted him.

      His fingers folded perfectly into mine, and he held my hand. I looked at it before staring up at him. There was a little girl barking at him, more like begging him to grab her.

      I guessed it was hard for her to see how attached I was to him as the wrist that was attached to mine was behind his back.

      She really irritated the shit out of me.

      I looked back in front of me at the people dancing. His hand still held mine. What was his plan? Have sex with someone with me attached to him?

      I couldn’t help the laughter slipping past my lips as hot waves flashed over my body.

      “Sorry, no can do,” Gabe said as he walked to the dance floor, pulling me behind him.

      I looked over my shoulder back at the girl, and she sort of gaped, as her arms folded around her body.

      A smile crossed my lips as I looked in front of me again.

      We danced among strangers.

      When his pecks weren’t in my face whenever he said something to me, they were in other girls’ faces. They all flirted with him, but the second they realized that I was actually cuffed to him, holding his hand, it was like they fluttered off like butterflies, glaring over their shoulder at me.

      It was quite fun to witness, to be honest.

      I just didn’t love the fact that I had to follow every time he wanted to drink or go talk to someone. I was even dragged into a unisex toilet when he had to pee. I would hold mine in for now.

      He led me toward a barred off area that had a metal cage in front of a set of stairs and spoke to a person.

      If this was the Wolves Den, he was going to meet another Maxima Lane, I swear.

      They opened the gate, and the guy laughed as I got pulled behind Gabe up the stairs.

      His phone rang as we reached the door at the top. “Yes,” he answered. “No.”

      He put the phone down and shoved it back into his pants.

      I pulled him back. “Seriously, how long am I going to be your prisoner, Gabe?”

      “Until you stop running away from me.”

      “I’m not running away from you.”

      He laughed. “You did a piss poor job of trying to sober me up on the 27th.”

      I closed my eyes. “Shit!”

      He chuckled. “You are so stuck with me, sweetheart.” He pulled the door open that led to a darkish hallway. Another door waited at the end. Through the window the lights of the club showed.

      The music drowned out a bit as the door behind me closed.

      My mind was stuck on the “sweetheart” and a part of me loved the heatwaves pulling at my body. So he did remember?

      In that case.

      I pushed him against the wall and smacked my lips on his. The kiss was insane from the start as I cupped his jaw with my free hand.

      His free hand pulled me against him tighter. Maybe I didn’t give him enough credit that night.

      When it became harder to breathe through my nose, I broke the kiss, and his lips trailed toward the flesh below my ears. Goosebumps flashed over my skin as I wanted more.

      “Fuck, Gabe.”

      He grabbed my lips with his again. The bulge in his pants hardened.

      “Stop, stop, stop,” I said. “Shit.”

      He chuckled. “I’m not the one who kissed you, Max.”

      “I know, but my first time will not be in a bathroom stall.”

      “Your first time? You think I’m that cheap?”

      “Yeah,” I answered.

      The corner of his mouth tweaked before his lips grabbed mine again. The wall connected with my back as Gabe pushed me against it.

      “Fuck, stop. I’m not having sex with you in the bathroom.”

      He growled, stepped away from me, and pulled me in the direction of the door.

      He opened it and loud music seeped through again. We stepped onto a platform. My eyes grew as I was literally standing in one of the giant cages raised high above, close to the ceiling. I tried to find the guys, but it was too dark and far away.

      The giant bongos stood in a row, and guys were hitting the crap out of them.

      Gabe spoke to the one guy, and he nodded.

      Everyone was covered with paint and had neon color blotches all over them from some sort of a light reflecting off everybody.

      Gabe leaned back and pulled me toward the drum. He banged on one, and I laughed.

      “It feels great, try it,” he urged.

      I did and decided to just beat the shit out of this drum.

      For the next fifteen minutes that was all we did.
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      Max was having the time of her life, without her little pack. I needed to put some distance between them as I wasn’t going to date her pack too.

      She was riling me up against the wall and left me cold when she said she wouldn’t have sex with me in the bathroom stall. I couldn’t believe that she’d never taken it further with Ben. They were so close, and I thought that maybe she had given herself to him.

      The Wolves Den flashed through my head. Why the hell did she have to speak about sex?

      I sobered up as she was starting to get a bit drunk.

      Finally, we went back to the VIP lounge. I opened the one side of the door and lifted my hand, dancing to the beat of the song.

      Ed laughed, and everyone cheered.

      “Where is Max?” Scar yelled.

      Max kicked her side of the door open and her free hand shot up in the air.

      They all cheered.

      She almost tripped over her own feet, but I caught her just in time.

      “Ow,” she complained and rubbed her hand as I put her on a chair.

      “Okay, enough now, take off the cuffs, Gabe,” Gabby said.

      “Hell no, I’m having way too much fun.”

      She laughed. “He told you, didn’t he?”

      “No.” I tapped my temple.

      “Bullshit. You were so wasted. She okay?”

      “Oh, she is fine.”

      My favorite song played, and I sang as high as I could with the chorus.

      Max and Scar sang too. Scar actually had a beautiful voice, and everyone cheered for her.

      “She has been your prisoner for more than two hours. Release her,” Amy yelled.

      “Commander Hendrix,” I reprimanded her, and everyone laughed at the way Amy stared at me.

      My hand got pulled in the one direction. “I need to pee, please?”

      “Okay, let’s go.”

      “Gabe, c’mon?”

      “Fine.” One of my fingers turned into a key, and she stared at it.

      Everyone laughed as she gaped at me.

      “What?”

      “You had a key all this time.”

      I shrugged.

      “You are an idiot.” She rubbed her wrist and went to the toilet.

      “And?” Gabby asked.

      I sang the chorus again, dancing on the spot in front of my cousin, with my painted pecks in her face.

      “Stop, tell me. Did you at least talk?”

      “Oh, we talked all right.”

      “Please tell me you didn’t visit the Wolves Den with her.”

      “No, I didn’t take her to the Wolves Den. She made it very clear that she won’t be having sex with me inside Club 45.”

      “Gabe!”

      “What!”

      She pulled me closer to her. “Remember who she is. She is not some floozy.”

      “I know that. She is my life.”
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      When Max came back, I gave her a break from me. I asked Tim for a bottle of Jack, and he handed me one. I unscrewed the cap and grabbed the glasses and went to sit next to Ed.

      Maxima had a talent for ducking Scar’s questions with her “no comment” answers as I listened with one ear to the conversation of those around me.

      “You okay?” Ed asked.

      “Define okay.”

      Ed chuckled as I still had the cuff around my wrist, with Max’s side empty. I already missed her presence.

      “You at least talk?”

      “Talking is not one of my specialties, but she knows a couple of things.”

      “You told her?”

      “No, I told them both that I remembered.”

      “They believe it?” he whispered, and I nodded.

      I downed my glass and poured another one.

      Max looked away and back at Scar as my gaze fluttered to her. I smiled at her and stared like a lost puppy.

      She flipped me off without looking at me, but it made Scar turned around and smile.

      “I’ll show you what to do with that finger later,” I spoke soft enough to find out if she was tuned in.

      Her gaze flickered to me as she raised her eyebrows. The top of her ears turned pink as she looked away.

      Halfway through the bottle, the area felt cramped, and I nodded for Ed to go back downstairs. I rushed to the bar for a bottle of water, and Tim handed it to me.

      “You leaving again?” Gabby yelled.

      “Too cramped up.” I left with Ed.

      “Without Max?” Ed asked as we ran down the steps.

      “I have faith that she’ll find me soon.”

      We got sprayed again with paint as we walked through the hallway. I couldn’t wait to get to the other side, but the music was really great tonight, and it felt as if I could fly.

      Ed and I found a spot and jumped to the beat of the music. The girls tonight were very touchy, but I found a way to get rid of them fast.

      I handed Ed the bottle, and we shared it until it was finished.

      Three songs later, Gabby’s arms hugged me from behind.

      Max grabbed my wrist that had the cuff attached and slapped the other cuff around hers. Ed roared with laughter as I grinned like an idiot.

      “Oh, you are so stuck with me, sunshine,” Max said, and I pulled her closer to me and gave her a kiss.

      Everyone cheered.

      We danced, drank shots, celebrating Will’s birthday and New Year’s, and I kissed Max as many times as I wanted.

      I had so much alcohol in me but was frustrated at how much I wanted her.

      We found ourselves once again on the dance floor.

      Finally the song played that I’d danced with Max to at the Jewel Ball.

      Scar cupped her lips as Amy stared with huge eyes at Max.

      “Stop,” Max mouthed.

      I leaned closer to Max. “What is this?”

      “Nothing,” Max said, shaking her head as pairs started growing closer to each other.

      “C’mon, tell me?” I egged her on. I hated the fact that she couldn’t remember that she already knew it was me.

      She grunted. “Fine, this is the song that the guy danced with me at the ball.”

      I played stupid. “The one you made the flyers for?”

      “I know it was stupid.”

      The guys sang the song’s chorus to her, and she blushed.

      I kept staring at her.

      “Whatever.” She pushed me away; everyone still sang the song at her. Scar really knew it well as Gabby leaned in and asked her something.

      “Just think, if you found him, you wouldn’t be here with,” Amy stared at me and sighed, “whatever he is now.”

      I flipped Amy off, and she pretended to bite my finger, making Max laugh at how fast I pulled my finger away.

      My gaze flickered to Ed, who stared at me with a huge grin across his face.

      I looked at Max again, gave her a raised eyebrow.

      “Don’t look at me like that.”

      I mouthed the words at her and pulled Max by the hand and twirled her into me.

      Her back slammed into my body as I breathed on her skin, moving the way I’d danced with her that night. When the chorus played, I spun her out and tripped her slightly, catching her gracefully.

      The guys cheered again as I didn’t give her time to get back on her feet, kept on kicking and twirling her out, catching her and gently shoving her into the next direction I needed her in. The song finally came to an end, and she was firmly on her feet.

      “Gabriel Hendrix!”

      I kissed her to keep her quiet as the next song started.
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      We disappeared not long after that song, and she wanted to know everything. Somehow I blabbered everything out about Christmas, and she was surprised that she’d spent it with me and not Gabby.

      I told her about discovering it was me who had danced with her, how it started everything on Christmas. It was almost a repeat of what we’d spoken about on Christmas Day. I didn’t mind as I knew that there was not a spell connected to this tonight, and tomorrow she would be there for me to kiss again.

      We sat on a bar stool at one of the bars that had closed for the night. Max’s legs draped over me, sitting on my lap, facing me. Very dangerous position.

      The dance from that night came up again.

      “I thought you were negotiating.”

      I shook my head. “I was too pissed off with Barock for what he’d tried to pull off. So I sent Anya and Dex with Alexis.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me it was you?”

      “Because you broke my heart and rejected a kiss, Max.”

      “Gabe, I was with Ben. Do you know how hard it was to break that kiss?”

      “Whatever.”

      “No, it’s the truth. I’ve been in love with you since I saw you slash through those sand bags.”

      I laughed.

      “No, before that. Since the day you pinned me on the ground and pointed your crossbow at me.”

      I grabbed her with my mouth, and the kiss was feverish from the get-go. She was really a great kisser. She moved her pelvis as I held her tighter against me. It was a huge fucking mistake as she was riling me up.

      “Max, stop. You are going to leave me with a boner, and I’m not going to take you in the bathroom.”

      “Then take me to the Wolves Den.”

      My stomach dipped just thinking about it. “How do you know about that?”

      “Amy told me. After I almost choked, my curiosity got the better of me.”

      “Oh, so you planned this?”

      She bit her bottom lip.

      “Stop biting your lip like that.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it does weird things to me.”

      She laughed, and I smiled.

      “Please, I want to see what it’s all about.”

      “It’s a huge fucking orgy; that is what it’s about.”

      Her eyes raised. “Seriously?”

      “Yeah.”

      Her lips kissed my neck. “There are like no private spaces?”

      “There might be.”

      “Oh, please, I know you’ve been there before. If Amy has, you have too.”

      “Amy scares me.”

      “She embraces her wolf.”

      “She and Simon?”

      “Fuck no. Si is way too proper for that.”

      I laughed.

      “Please,” she whispered in my ear, and her warm breath caused another dose of goosebumps.

      “Max, don’t beg for things you don’t understand. It’s not a place for someone like you.”

      She sat up straight and stared at me. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      I pulled a strand of hair away from her face.

      “Gabe?”

      “It’s not a place to lose your virginity.” I didn’t like negotiating with her. She was way too sensual and simply kissed me in my neck again.

      My skin rushed with a fresh wave of goosebumps. The impulses went straight to my cock. She was driving me insane.

      “I’ll bite you,” she whispered in my ear.

      Fuck. Where the hell did that come from? I turned my head to look at her, and her cheeks turned a few shades pink.

      Seeing Max feed on Sue-Ellen and wanting to be her feeder jumped into my mind.

      “Fine,” I let her off my lap and got up, “Don’t say I haven’t warned you.”

      We walked in the direction of the Wolves Den. Max’s hand clung to mine as I greeted the guy at the front.

      Soft lounges ran around the wall all the way up to the bar. The lights were dimmed.

      I looked around and then at my watch. They were not as bad as they usually were this time of the morning.

      Nobody was having sex in the open, not even oral. A couple of hands disappeared in trousers and under dresses, but that was about it.

      I looked at my watch. Maybe we were lucky and missed the rush.

      I could still leave. There was still time. I looked at Max; nothing escaped her eyes.

      She walked to the bar, and I grunted. She sat down, and I took the seat next to her.

      “You can’t drink here and watch, Max. You either participate or you get the hell out.”

      She pulled me into her and kissed me. Fuck, what was going through her mind?

      I pulled back, and she laughed. “Relax.” She looked around and kept staring. I kept staring at her as she was so observant—the way she took a short sharp breath at something that caught her eye, and how her eyebrow arched at the couple in the corner.

      A guy with a few girls in the corner just whipped out his dick, and Max stared.

      My lips fanned into a grin, but I didn’t like the way the guy looked at her. He wiggled his finger at Max to join them, and she literally climbed on me, kissing me as she blushed.

      “I told you, it’s not a place to watch; now you have to go and join him,” I spoke against her lips

      “Whatever,” she said and kissed me.

      One of the private cubicles opened, and Max’s gaze flickered to it. She got up and pulled me off the chair.

      “Max?”

      “Stop worrying.” She smiled and went for the cubicle.

      “Fuck.” I slipped in behind her, closed the door, and hooked the latch. When I turned around, she jumped me.
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      I woke up the next morning with a mother of a hangover. I remembered kissing Gabe before the drums; I was still okay then. I remembered it was him who had danced with me at the Jewel Ball. I was still okay there too. I lost it somewhere after that when the guys gave me more shots and drinks. I remembered really, really wanting Gabe at one point. Like rubbing up against him in a dark corner, riding him, begging for some sort of a release. Fuck, I was so drunk.

      Still, there were no aches or pains that screamed I’d had sex. Scar said that your first time was painful and you’d definitely feel it the next day.

      I also remembered having the greatest time of my life. I felt someone’s presence behind me as my eyes opened. I had no idea where I was, but I was on a bed. I still had clothes on, even if it was just panties and my tank top and bra; nothing happened, I think.

      I lifted my head, and the pounding between my temples made me close my eyes.

      I lowered my head and opened my eyes again. They landed on a very erotic portrait against the wall of a guy on one knee, hiding his naked body behind a shield. The dark hair and green smoldering eyes woke me up as I realized it was Gabe.

      I turned my head and found him asleep behind me.

      I found his arm draped around me. There were no cuffs.

      My fangs ached around my gums, begging for a release. I hated that ache, but it usually went away whenever blood pooled into my mouth.

      I looked over my shoulder at Gabe’s sleeping figure. He seriously was one hell of a beaut. My heart beat faster just staring at him.

      The ache at my gums was driving me crazy, and I knew I needed to find a feeding station super fast.

      I got up slowly and slipped on my leggings. My shirt was next. It was covered in blotches of colors. The smell that clung to it was all club and smoke.

      “You’re seriously going to sneak out of my room,” Gabe croaked.

      “No, sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you. I need a feeding station.”

      He huffed. “No, you don’t.”

      “Yeah, I do. My gums are driving me insane.”

      “That was the deal.”

      “What was?”

      “I showed you the Wolves Den and you give me a vampire’s kiss.”

      My eyebrow raised as I stared at his figure sprawled on his bed. “Come again?”

      “Oh, it was your idea. I went through a lot in the Wolves Den with you. You owe me ten vampire kisses.”

      I couldn’t help the nervous chuckle that slipped from my lips. There was no way. “I don’t even remember the Wolves Den.”

      “Sounds like a you problem and not a me problem.”

      “Gabe,” I chuckled. “I’ve never fed normally before.”

      “You did twice on Christmas.”

      “How do you know that?”

      He grunted up at the ceiling.

      “Gabriel, how do you know that?”

      “You were with me on Christmas. I told you that last night.”

      “What?”

      “We spoke about that last night. You couldn’t have been that drunk.”

      “I was. I really promised to feed on you?”

      “Yeah, you did.”

      “What if I bite you wrong and you bleed to death?”

      He looked at me. “I’ll guide you through it.”

      “How many vampires, Gabe?”

      He laughed.

      “I’m serious.”

      “So I’m a blood whore, who gives a shit?”

      “I do.”

      He got up and reached out to me. Pulled me by my tank top toward him. I stood in front of him, looking down at him. “C’mon. You promised, Max.”

      “I’ve never done this before.”

      “Then bite my chest.”

      “I can’t bite you on your boob, it’s pure muscle.”

      “Dammit, just bite me.”

      I jumped slightly. “You are scary, you know that?”

      “You promised.”

      “I’ve never done this before. I don’t even know where to bite. What if you die?”

      His green eyes danced with excitement. “You think I want to die now that I finally have you? Fuck no.”

      I wanted to kiss him so badly. This animalistic want for him was still there. “Gabe.”

      “I’ve seen you feed, twice. You are a natural. Trust your instincts.” He spoke against my cheek and neck through kisses. It felt so good.

      “What if I can’t stop?”

      “I’ll make you stop.”

      I pulled away to look at him. “That is so hot.”

      “I know, so let’s go.” He wanted to kiss me, and I pulled back. “Stop that.”

      “I haven’t brushed my teeth yet.”

      He touched my jaw, and a minty cold invisible wave crashed through my mouth.

      “What was that?”

      “Magic,” he said and pulled my jaw to his. He slipped his tongue into my mouth and grabbed my legs, guiding me onto his lap without breaking the kiss.

      His hands were everywhere, and his bulge pressed against my crotch.

      His tongue kept playing with mine, and my teeth grew longer. They were really becoming a problem as the ache in my gums grew stronger, begging for release.

      I broke the kiss as my fangs were way too long and this animalistic part of me threatened to take over. A part of me wanted to rip off his underwear and beg him, but I knew I wasn’t ready for this. I would drown. I really needed blood too.

      “Trust your instincts. I’ve got you,” he breathed but didn’t make it easier by opening his neck line for me. I kept concentrating on a pulse in his neck and hoped it wasn’t the main artery or something as I lowered my teeth over it and let my instinct take over.

      His skin pierced as my teeth sank into him. That sound was horrible and not my favorite, but the ease in my gums came immediately.

      Gabe grunted as I pulled the first mouthful of blood, and sweet gold satin slid down my throat as I pulled another mouthful.

      I grunted at this addictive taste of whatever flowed through his veins. This was like cotton candy exploding in your mouth the way Scar had described it.

      The third and fourth sip almost put me into a frenzy, and I was riding him.

      I took another sip when a strong grip pressed against my jaw and pried me off his neck. My teeth slipped out of his skin.

      “Don’t you dare swallow,” Gabe ordered, and I sort of froze.

      He tipped my mouth over in his, and blood dripped all over his lips and into his mouth before his lips crashed on mine. He drank the blood that was in my mouth? What the fuck?

      He pushed me onto my back and was on top of me, riling me up as we continued to kiss, fighting each other for the last bit of taste lingering on our tongues.

      I opened my eyes and got a glimpse of the yellow glow in Gabe’s eyes. Blood still ran down the puncture holes in his neck, and I licked it up like some sadistic dog. Gabe grabbed my lips with his again as we grunted like two animals ready to tear each other apart. The blood on his neck still threatened to put me into a frenzy.

      I kept licking him, hoping it would stop.

      Gabe grunted and collapsed on me.

      The wound wouldn’t stop, and his blood still ran down in rivulets.

      “Gabe,” I tapped. “You are crushing me.”

      He didn’t move.

      “Shit, Gabe.”

      I tried to push him on his back, and he rolled over. He grunted with his eyes closed.

      “No, no, no. See, this was what I was afraid of.” I tapped him hard on his cheek.

      His eyes opened, and he grabbed my wrists. “I’m okay.”

      “You are not okay.” I jumped out of bed, ready to find Gabby. I rushed to the door and grabbed the handle.

      “Max, relax. I’m okay,” Gabe said and clutched his shirt at his neck. “Come back.”

      I let go of the handle and walked back to the bed. Tears welled up in my eyes. “I’m never doing that again.”
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      I cleaned up while Gabe took a shower.

      Embarrassment for how I acted blew up in my gut. I should’ve never fed on him. It put me into a different category of messed up.

      The shower stopped as I chucked the shirt he’d wore last night on his chair.

      His painting still riled me up. He was so damn beautiful.

      The door opened, and Gabe exited wearing a pair of gray shorts.

      He still looked out of it, but at least the puncture wounds were closed. There were only four little marks with scabs over them.

      Gabe looked drunk.

      “You okay?” I touched his jaw.

      “I’m fine,” he said, but he didn’t look fine.

      He walked over to his dresser and pulled at the drawer. A long-sleeve shirt jumped out, and he caught it, pulled it on as a knock sounded on the door.

      Gabe opened to see who it was, and Gabby’s voice told him that breakfast was ready.

      “Be there in a sec.” He closed the door.

      He came over to me and pulled me into his chest. We didn’t even speak about last night and what really happened. But I knew we didn’t have sex.

      “You sure you’re okay?”

      “More than okay,” he slurred, and I walked with him out of his room.

      I pulled out a chair next to Gabby and was surprised to see Gabe pulling out the chair next to me. I rubbed Gabe’s back and watched him pouring a cup of coffee.

      Gabby had a mother of a headache, not to mention the guys. Amy looked as if a train had wrecked her.

      Ed handed everyone tablets and looked at Gabe as he passed him.

      “Stop, I’m fine,” Gabe said as Ed offered me one. I shook my head, and he gave it to Scarlet.

      Gabby obviously loved him for the tablet, calling him her hero.

      The breakfast was great and afterwards Gabe crawled back into bed.

      The door opened, and Gabby’s figure appeared. She frowned as she looked at me close to tears. She came over and rubbed my shoulder. “Hey, what happened?”

      I motioned at Gabe lying on the bed.

      “Gabe?” she asked, and he grunted.

      She walked over to him as Ed walked into the room.

      “You okay?” Gabby asked as Ed stared at him.

      “I’m fine,” Gabe said, and Gabby laughed.

      “You are just as big of a blood whore as me.” She looked at me. “He is okay, Max.”

      “He is not okay.”

      “It’s the endorphins. He’s fine. Let him sleep it off.”

      I rubbed my face as Ed left. A knock sounded on the door, and I rushed out of his room.

      “Alexis is here,” Scar said, standing in the hallway.

      Gabe’s door opened again, and Gabby walked out, closing the door behind her. “You guys enjoyed it?”

      “Enjoyed it, we had the party of our lives. Thank you.” Scar hugged Gabby.

      I wrapped my arms around her neck after Scar, still pissed off that it was Gabe I’d spent my Christmas with and not her. The first was the better, but still. She could’ve told me.

      “You leaving too?”

      “Yes, I smell like a dumpster and all my clothes are at Scar’s. Besides, he needs to sleep it off. Asshole.”

      Gabby giggled as we walked down the hallway to the stairs.

      “Where is your dad?” I asked.

      “He took Mom to the summer home. It’s beautiful this time of year with the snow covering everything.”

      “You are alone here?” I questioned.

      “My cousin and Ed are here too. I’m sure my dad will come home tomorrow, and Tobias must also be on his way back.”

      I nodded as Alexis and the guys waited at the bottom of the stairs, chatting and laughing. Scar and I rushed down with Gabby on our heels.

      I hugged Ed as all the guys said their thanks to Gabby and what an amazing time they had.

      Alexis opened her portal, and it was close to Will’s home.

      He waved back at us as Alexis’ portal closed, then it was Cade.

      Simon and Amy were next, followed by Scar and me.

      I walked into Scar’s room and waved at Gabs as Scar stepped through.

      “Be good,” Gabby yelled, and the portal closed.

      I fell down on her bed.

      “You fed on him?”

      “Yeah, apparently I promised him last night, if he showed me the Wolves Den.”

      Scar’s eyes widened.

      “I don’t remember it.”

      “He took you to the Wolves Den?”

      I shrugged.

      “And you fed on him?”

      “He was very adamant, and it was such a turn on.”

      Scar laughed. “And?”

      “He almost gave me a heart attack as I couldn’t stop. He had to pry me off him.”

      Scar giggled.

      “It’s not funny, Scar. The puncture wound didn’t stop bleeding; I kept licking him like a crazed blood junky.”

      More laughter filled the room. “Sorry, sorry.”

      “He was so out of it.”

      “They go on a high, Max.”

      “I don’t care. I didn’t like it.”

      “I bet he did.”

      “Yeah, it’s never going to happen again.”

      “You’ve said that so many times.”

      “I mean it. I know what you said about that look. It doesn’t fit him, either.”

      “I know. It’s why I stopped with Storm. But it’s weird though.”

      “What is?”

      “It’s like against the law; I thought Gabe would be on top of that one, not breaking it.”

      “He is bat shit crazy. He even stole my last sip.”

      I told her how he drank his own blood that was in my mouth and his eyes were this golden color, scaring the crap out of me.

      “I’m with Gabby. You really need to learn more about wolves if you are going to play with one, Max.”

      I stared at her.

      “They have a thing for blood just like us. They just don’t need it in their diet. For them, it’s like a delicacy.”

      “It was his own blood.”

      “So, next time give him some of yours.”

      “There won’t be a next time.”

      She laughed.

      “It’s not funny.” I laughed and took off my top and threw it at her. I needed fresh clothes and stepped into her bathroom. I didn’t even know what this thing was between us.

      I sighed at what he’d said when I’d told him I didn’t want him to die; it lingered in my thoughts.

      He really made me so confused.
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        * * *

      

      The next day we went to Beaumond. I hadn’t seen Gabe yet. I texted Gabby to find out how he was, but she hadn’t texted me back either.

      I got a text late from her that night, apologizing as she was with her father and mom, but she didn’t say a thing about her cousin.

      I wasn’t going to ask her again either.

      The next day, he sat at the staff’s breakfast table.

      Will was still speaking about his birthday and Club 45. My gaze kept flickering to Gabe, but he didn’t spare me a glance. I didn’t like this feeling brewing in the pit of my stomach.

      At eleven, Ed waited for us in the arena.

      We fought with weapons again, and it felt good to come back in the rhythm of things.

      Classes were hard; I struggled to concentrate as I really couldn’t stop thinking about Gabriel and what the hell he did to me. It was like he’d cast a spell, and I struggled to shake it off.

      We had three o’clock training with Alexis. I shifted into a new animal again, this time a wolf. Will absolutely loved it, and we ran around the training courts, exploring the woods and chasing one another.

      “What is wrong, Lane?” Will’s voice sounded in the back of my head.

      “Why do you think something is wrong?”

      “One, we are wolves which is rad.”

      I giggled.

      “Two, we have this mind thing going on. You can’t really hide your thoughts from me.”

      “I don’t know. He’s different. Hardly looked at me.”

      “You slept with him?”

      “No, I fed on him.”

      “Umph.”

      “Yeah, that is so not going to happen again.”

      “You’v said that a couple of times.”

      “I’m serious. I don’t like that look on him.”

      “You really didn’t sleep with him?”

      “No? Why?”

      “You were all over each other at the club.”

      “I was so wasted, I can’t even remember half of it. I don’t even know what this thing is between us.”

      “Ask him.”

      “And what if his answer is not the one I want to hear?”

      “Then you’ll know.”

      “How do I ask him that?”

      “Easy, find out if you could see other people.”

      “What?”

      He laughed. “I’m not saying you should do it, just ask him. He will tell you pretty fast yes or no, Lane. You’ll know where you stand.”

      “Okay.”

      We stayed wolves until way past five. When we went back to our dorms, we ran fast past Commander Charles.

      “Wolves?” he sounded super excited, and Will howled.

      “See you later, Lane,” he said as I rushed into the girls’ dorm.

      The girls on the steps all shrieked as I sprinted up the stairs toward my room. I scratch against the door as heads popped out of their rooms to see what the commotion of the shrieking on the stairs was.

      Scar opened the door and stepped out of the way for me to enter.

      I shifted back in mid-step and went straight to the bathroom.

      “The wolf is awesome,” Scar yelled.

      I giggled, but my mind was reeling again with how to ask Gabriel that question. Where was I going to ask him and when?

      Dinner time, I didn’t look at him. I needed my courage to find a way to ask him and knew it would falter again when I glanced at him; finding that he didn’t even spare me a look would kill the bit I’d built up.

      Everyone was speaking about me turning into a wolf around the dinner table. The first years all listened eagerly.

      “You can join us now during full moons, Max,” Matias joked sitting right next to me.

      I pushed him away.

      “Max might find that idea very intriguing,” Will teased, and Scar laughed as I glared playfully at him.

      “You okay?” Scar asked me after dinner, when we were in our rooms again.

      I nodded.

      She went to the bathroom as I put on my trainers and a long-sleeve shirt with my running shoes.

      “You going for a run now?” Storm asked.

      “Yes, I need to clear my head.”

      “He is not worth it if he is going to be a jerk about it, Max,” Storm remarked.

      “She told you?”

      “We don’t have secrets. I think you make a perfect couple, but he can be quite an asshole if he wants to be.”

      “That we all know.”

      “I wish that I could see him drunk. I still couldn’t believe the videos that Scar sent me of him actually enjoying life for a change.”

      I laughed. “Very hard not to fall for that charm either.”

      “Oh, I bet,” Storm said as I walked out the door.

      I ran down the stairs and took the path to the woods we used to train not so long ago.

      I started my jog as the path rounded the lake. I tried not to let whatever happened bother me too much but felt a presence behind me. I turned around but found nobody. I kept running and couldn’t stop feeling that there was someone close by. I swear, if Matias or Connor was going to jump out behind the woods, I would kill them.

      It took my mind off Gabe and stopped the pricking in my eyes, but it brought on my paranoia.

      I ran faster when I came to the lake and tried to ignore this feeling of being followed.

      I rounded the corner, and someone slammed into my body hard.

      I shrieked but stopped when Gabe chuckled and his scent reached my nostrils.

      “Give me a freaking heart attack will you.” I punched him on his chest. He was in a black tracksuit with his sneakers. “Did you follow me?”

      “Guilty,” he said as he walked me backwards into the forest until my back pressed against the tree.

      “You okay?” I asked him as his green eyes pierced into my soul.

      “I’m more than okay,” he answered in a lustful tone. He started to kiss me everywhere except on my lips.

      “Gabe, you didn’t look okay. You were so out of it.”

      “It’s the endorphins. I was on a high.” He spoke against my neck, causing goosebumps. “The low was a killer, but I’ll do that again.”

      “No, you won’t do that again.”

      His face lifted from my neck as he stared at me. “Oh, c’mon.”

      “I didn’t like that look on you. It doesn’t fit you.”

      “You are such a party pooper.” He lowered his lips on mine and kissed me through my chuckles.

      The kiss didn’t last long as I needed to know what this was. I broke the kiss and stared at him.

      “What?”

      “What is this? Are we in a relationship?”

      “Relationship, ugh.”

      I smiled. Wanted to cry but didn’t.

      “I’m not great at those,” he responded.

      “Okay, so we can see other people?”

      “Fuck no!” He looked at me. “I said I’m not good at relationships, not that this is an open one. There are no other people, Max. You do know that I’m half a werewolf, right?”

      I giggled. “Yeah, I’m afraid I don’t know werewolves that well.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because witches and werewolves don’t really mix. My father didn’t think to tell me too much about that race, and I was in Leflet, an all-witches school, so no werewolf subjects either.”

      “Oh boy,” he said, and I couldn’t help laughing. “And you decided to play with one.”

      “It sort of happened, Gabe. I didn’t decide anything. I thought not all werewolves were the same and that you were actually great at controlling yourself.”

      He chuckled. “Bit of a fib.”

      I laughed, and the corner of his lips tweaked as he stared at me. “I’m a bit possessive when I deem something as mine. Always have been. I’ve tried not to be, but it’s hard if it’s part of my nature, so I’m not very proud of it. Apparently it’s a werewolf thing. So if I see any boy, guy, or man trying to feel you up, he is going to win a blade through his skull or an arrow through his head. Whatever the choice of weapon I feel like using that day.”

      I stared at him. “Okay, not scary at all, but so hot.”

      He laughed. “Yeah, vampires shared that with us. Horrible combination if you are half and half.”

      I laughed as he put his lips on me again. I still didn’t really know what this was. The kiss broke.

      “You still didn’t answer my question. You don’t do relationships?”

      “I said I’m not good at them, not that I don’t do them. I told you on New Year’s, Max. You are so stuck with me.”

      “Thank the Eye,” I said and grabbed his lips with mine; I didn’t care if he was riling me up against a tree. For now he was mine, and it was all I’d ever wanted.
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      I hated that we had to part ways.

      I fluttered into my room and was sure if I shifted now, I would become a butterfly or something.

      I fell on my bed and stared at the ceiling as Scar was busy doing her homework. There was no sign of Storm or Amy.

      Scar turned around in her chair. “Something tells me, you didn’t run alone.”

      “You are so right about that.”

      “And, what did he say?”

      “That he is very possessive, apparently it’s a werewolf thing, and if he finds me with another guy trying to feel me up, he will kill him.”

      Scar stared at me, and I couldn’t help the laughter bubbling out of me.

      “I’m so fucked up in love.”

      She screamed her laughter.

      “What is going to happen if anybody finds out?”

      “Don’t let them find out, Max.”

      “Shit,” I whispered.

      “So you guys in a relationship?”

      “He’s not good with them, but yeah, I think we are in a relationship.”

      “Holy crap, Max.”

      “I know.”

      The door opened, and Amy and Cade walked in.

      Cade took one look at the smile on my face and raised his eyebrows.

      “Ooooh,” Amy said and plopped down on my bed. “And? You spoke to him?”

      “Yeah, I spoke to him.”

      “So, what are you guys?” she asked.

      “I think we are together.”

      “He is cool about us, though, right?” Cade asked. “I know how werewolves can get.”

      Amy gave him the bird.

      “Yes, he is cool about you guys, just as long as you don’t feel me up.”

      “I think we are okay there,” Cade said, and I decided to take out my homework and finished it.

      I struggled to get Gabe riling me up against that tree out of my head.

      I really needed to learn more about werewolves now that I was dating one. Just to prepare myself what their nature was like.
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      I woke up early the next morning when Amy tiptoed back into our room. She opened her closet, still half asleep, and took out her uniform.

      It was a miracle that I didn’t go to Gabe’s room last night.

      We got ready and went to breakfast with a loads of time to spare.

      I couldn’t help that my gaze fluttered to the staff table when I entered and found his chair empty. Ed and all the other trainers were there, but not Gabe.

      He finally sauntered into the dining hall and sat down in the chair, giving me a glance, but it was hardly one. He was so bloody good at this; I sucked at it.

      I finished breakfast and left for the library to find a book on werewolves for beginners or something like that.

      I was just paging through the few ones I did find when the bell rang.

      I couldn’t wait for this weekend to start, to just be with him and find out more about him.

      At eleven, we had Gabe. I wanted to jump out of my skin, but that feeling soon changed when boot camp from hell started.

      We hadn’t had training like this in a very long time. I was sure that my body was going to ache all over.

      At twelve, we finally took a break, and I tried not to show the pain in my hamstring.

      “You okay?” Scar asked.

      “I think I tore a muscle.”

      “Really, what the fuck, Max,” she hissed.

      I giggled. “Just help me.”

      “Walk it off, Maxima,” Gabriel yelled, and I stared at Scar.

      “Just help me before I’m going to do something I shouldn’t.”

      “C’mon, you are okay,” Gabe said, sounding a bit more worried.

      Scar helped as I struggled up the steps.

      “Max?” Gabe asked.

      I scolded him with my eyes. “No, you have done enough for this hour, thank you very much, Commander Hendrix.”

      He smiled.

      “Don’t smile at me, I’m in pain, and it’s because of you.”

      Thank heavens the others were out.

      Someone rushed down the stairs. “You okay?” Will asked.

      “I think I tore something.”

      “Boot camp from hell, maybe you should offer something else, Max. You have the power to lighten his mood in the morning,” Will said and went on his haunches and let me plop over his shoulder as my ears glowed bright red. Scar thought it was hilarious as Will climbed up the steps. Gabe watched with folded arms, and I flipped him off.

      The door opened, and Connor’s group walked in.

      “You okay, Max?” Matias asked.

      “Good luck,” I said.

      “It’s not social hour, get going,” Gabe yelled as we walked out.

      Will took me to the infirmary, and Dr. Nolan healed my torn muscle fast.

      I felt brand new when I walked out of the infirmary and back to my dorm to get dressed for the last few classes of this day.
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      I stood against the railing as Ed sat in the doorway of his room. “She seriously tore her muscle?”

      “Yes, so stop saying that I’m unfair when it comes to Maxima Lane.” I took a drag of my cigarette.

      Ed chuckled. “You are relentless, Gabe. So is she going to grace us with her presence this afternoon?”

      “I have no idea. I’d been texting her, but she hasn’t answered any of them. I think she is a bit pissed off.”

      “You don’t say.”

      “Climb off my tits. I told you, I’m not good at this relationship thing.”

      “No shit, Hermy. You are supposed to love them and be gentle with them, Gabe, not tear them apart. I mean, they sometimes make us feel that, but we don’t act on it.”

      “Fuck off.”

      Ed’s laughter flowed through the hallway.

      Alexis walked around the corner. “Seriously, Gabe? A torn muscle.”

      “Not you too, please.”

      Alexis’ giggles sounded like charms as she opened her door and slipped into her room.

      “You know that somehow we need to tell the twins and Jack too.”

      “You know, I can’t. If I tell him, he will force me to make it public. We are not ready for that yet.”

      “You think you will ever be ready?”

      “I meant it when I said that I don’t want her to bind herself to me like that. She might be safer too, if my enemies don’t know what she is to me.”

      “I’ll help to protect her, Gabe. We all will, and face it, Max is something quite different. She isn’t your typical damsel that needs saving.”

      I stared at him. “You sure about that?”

      Ed laughed. “You know what I mean. Besides, there are so many things you do not know about the Ahmdahney. You both can learn.”

      I sighed. “I’ve learned a couple of things from the books my uncle had in his library along with the one that is here.”

      “You need the factual information, not the book some sister of a sister whose friend shared the Ahmdahney had written. You need the books where the author has actually been through it.”

      “We both know that those books are inside the monastery, and you need a pretty good reason to request them.”

      “Oh, no. Not that your reason isn’t good enough,” Ed said in a sarcastic tone.

      “You know what I mean.”

      “She needs to know, Gabe.”

      “Not yet, okay?”

      He lifted his hands and switched the topic, and we spoke about the upcoming weekend.

      “I don’t know if you should train the second years, Gabe.”

      “I’m fair.”

      “No, you are relentless. Poor Max might tear something else next.”

      Alexis’ laughter fluttered from her room as I stared at Ed.

      Max’s figure caught the corner of my eye, and my heart thumped faster. She disappeared back around the corner.

      Ed’s lips fanned at the same time the corners of mine tugged upward.

      I tuned in and heard her heart stammering behind her ribcage.

      “Maxima Lane,” Ed yelled.

      “Fuck,” she whispered, and we both laughed.

      “I knew it was only going to be a matter of time before this shit was going to get real.”

      She rounded the corner. “You make me sound so cheap, Ed.”

      Edward laughed.

      “Get your ass over here before Anya or Dex come out of their rooms,” I said.

      She walked the rest of the hallway with huge strides, wearing a pair of jeans and a long-sleeve shirt with warm boots. She kept her head hung low as she disappeared into my room.

      I couldn’t help the laughter that escaped my lips as I pushed myself from the railing. “See you later.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Enjoy.”

      I walked into my room and shut the door behind me.

      Max leaned against the countertop of my kitchen. I killed the distance between us and wrapped my arms around her.

      “Why don’t you answer my texts?”

      “I’m here, aren’t I?”

      “You could’ve told me yes, you will be here soon.”

      “I had to go to the feeding station, and you tore my hamstring, Gabe. Seriously?”

      “Sorry about that. I’ll try to go easier on you next time.”

      “Don’t you dare.”

      I laughed. “You fed?”

      “Yeah. I keep waiting for the time that I’m going to control this thirst.”

      “You will get there. Remember seventeen years of no blood? It’s quite normal to take time to control your thirst.”

      She gave me that look.

      “What?”

      “It’s embarrassing when they want to play when I’m with you.” She mumbled the last part.

      I pulled her into my chest and brushed my lips on her head.

      “So what is on today’s agenda?” she asked.

      “Whatever you want it to be.” My voice dripped with honey, and her cheeks reddened. “Oh, Max, what are you thinking about?”

      “It’s not me. It’s you.”

      “I didn’t do anything.” My lips curved, and she closed her eyes, trying hard to not blush, but failing miserably.

      The laughter pulled from my stomach as I leaned closer and kissed her on her head. She was so innocent.

      “I don’t care. As long as I’m with you, we can do whatever you want.”

      My eyebrow raised. “Whatever I want?”

      “Stop trying to make me blush.”

      “I like it when you blush.”

      “I don’t. I feel hot.”

      “You are hot.”

      Max laughed.

      I poured myself a drink, but she just wanted a soda. She asked me about Gabby. We spoke about her potion-making skills.

      “I really thought that I’d spent the day with Gabby.”

      “Yeah, no.” I shook my head. “My cousin loves penises way too much.”

      Max laughed. Music to my ears as I chuckled. “She needs to scrap it. It’s messed up.”

      “It’s not that messed up,” Max said. “Well, a bit if you are the one pulling on the shorter end. It’s quite impressive if you ask me.”

      “Impressive? My cousin’s potion-making skills are going to land her in Blackwater Prison.”

      “I can’t imagine Gabby in Blackwater Prison.”

      “Me neither. I doubt she would be there that long. My uncle would pull strings, or I would probably break her out.”

      “You would?” The corner of her lips marched gently to her cheeks.

      “Yeah, she is one of my favorite people, after all.”

      “She is the complete opposite of her brother.”

      “Oh, thank the Eye for that. So you really thought that you shared a wild fantasy with my cousin?”

      “She was the only one who looked guilty.”

      “Then you really didn’t look that hard if you were looking for a culprit.”

      Her lips thinned as she tried to suppress her laughter. “Okay, fine, I didn’t look further than Gabby as her entire demeanor screamed it was her.”

      We made jokes about Gabby’s angry meter that shot through the sky. One should never piss off a gifted witch, especially one that needed a ring.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “Shoot.”

      “If you don’t know, you can’t say anything.”

      I grunted, looked away, and met her gaze again.

      “Gabe?”

      “Fine what is it?”

      “Gabby and Ed a thing?”

      I squinted. “No, why you ask?”

      She shook her head.

      “No, you have to tell me.”

      “It’s nothing, just a feeling I got.”

      “When?”

      “When you passed out on the 27th.” She still sounded pissed about that.

      “I apologized for that. What happened after I passed out?”

      “They were together, we talked for a while in my room, and then they left together. There were these looks between them. I couldn’t help to think that Ed fed on her.”

      I huffed. “Now I understand her blood whore comment. I think you might be right.”

      “Shit, don’t ask him.”

      I laughed. Couldn’t believe that Ed would keep this from me. He said no witches, we both did. What was he doing with Gabby?

      The topic switched over to her classes. She still sucked at magic and told me how she got an F in potions. She had no idea what potions and spells were about, and I offered to give her extra tutoring on brewing spells.

      “It will be a disaster,” she said.

      “What, you don’t think I’m good at brewing spells?”

      “No, I don’t think we would ever get to the brewing spells part, Gabe.” A giggle escaped her.

      I leaned closer to her and put my lips on hers, cutting her giggle short. I struggled to keep my hands off her. The left one squeezed her ass as the other one pulled her tighter against me. She was seriously becoming my life way too fast, but to be honest, it didn’t bother me as much as I thought it would.
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      Gabe’s shirt was always the first thing to go. He said that it was a werewolf thing and that he was hot, temperature-wise. It riled up my hormones as he was built to last. The guy was a semi-god, just like O’Toole. Every muscle was perfectly defined, not to mention how smooth his chest was. I struggled to keep my hands off him. It really was a wonder that we hadn’t done it yet. We sure riled each other up good.

      We laid on his bed as my gaze lingered on the sigil on his chest. “I’m really worried about this sigil.” I traced the lines with my finger.

      “It’s not the Sigil of Custodia, if that is what you are afraid of. It’s a new one that the Pantomath Sector created. I’m their guinea pig.”

      “Why are you always a guinea pig?” I didn’t like that.

      “My immune system is one of the strongest. It’s a wolf thing and a Gabe thing.”

      “Oh, I see, and therefore, using you as their lab rat makes it all okay.”

      “Guinea pig, not lab rat.”

      “It’s the same thing, Gabe.”

      “No, it’s not.” He crawled off the bed and walked to the kitchen part of his room.  A long gash covered his back. I couldn’t remember seeing it on New Year’s Day, and it piqued my interest.

      I got up from the bed as Gabe took out a glass from his cupboard and a bottle filled with a golden liquor. I closed the distance between us and brushed my fingers over it.

      “You want something to drink?” he asked.

      “No, I’m fine, thanks. What happened here?”

      “A coward that tried to kill me from behind. He had a horrible death as Edward burned him with his fire, alive.”

      “Edward Charles?”

      “He is more vicious than you think.” Goosebumps spread over his back as my finger trailed on the cut.

      “I didn’t see this on New Year’s Day.”

      “Yeah, I masked it for Gabby’s sake. She wouldn’t stop badgering me about it if she knew.” He turned around, and my lips curved as he lowered his head and brushed his mouth against mine.

      The kiss started off sweet when it was just our lips sucking, but the second he pushed his tongue into my mouth, it became wild. My palms rested on his chest as he walked me backwards in the direction of his bed.

      The kiss broke as he sat down on the edge of his bed. I stood in front of him. He looked up at me. His dark forest eyes pulled me in.

      I brushed a strand of hair out of his face. “Do you have any idea how beautiful you are?”

      His lips tweaked. “I’m beautiful?”

      “So hot,” I mouthed, and he chuckled.

      His hands were on my ass, and he guided me onto his lap.

      My legs straddled him, and he pulled me closer to him. Our lips touched, but the kiss didn’t last that long. His lips trailed to my ear, and his warm breath against my skin clouded my mind as goosebumps rippled over my arms and back. The hairs on the end lifted as his lips brushed softly along my neck before sucking my flesh.

      He was a master at this.

      A moan slipped past my lips as he pulled me tighter against him. His bulge was against my crotch. I had no idea how much longer I would be able to take any of this.

      “I’m sorry about your hamstring.”

      Laughter pushed out of me as it broke the mood instantly. “It’s okay; Dr. Nolan fixed it fast.”

      “Still, it wasn’t my intension. I just wanted to show Ed that I’m fair, but maybe I’m not. Heaven knows I’ve reached my quota of putting you in that infirmary.”

      He growled and grabbed me tighter, pushed me onto my back and kissed me. I loved this side of him. He was so carefree, and there were absolutely no walls hiding him from me anymore.

      The kiss broke, and he turned on his back. I squirmed lower and laid with my head in the shallow part of his shoulder. My palm rested on his chest.

      My gaze lingered on the 13 cuts on his arm. It wasn’t there on Christmas or New Year’s either, just like the scar. The last one was bigger, nastier.

      I trailed the tip of my finger softly over it.

      He chuckled through a closed smile. “Curious one, I see.”

      I didn’t like that he was cutting himself, and a part of me didn’t want to know what they were, but I needed to know. “What are these?”

      “The people who died on my watch.”

      “Thirteen?”

      “No, twelve. The thirteenth one is a reminder.”

      “About?”

      “The one I can’t lose. The one I thought I had lost and then days later she fell into my arms, making me feel as if I’d lost my mind.”

      I pushed my lower body up and rested my weight on my arms. Gabby had told me about this. I looked down at him. He opened his eyes, and his fingers played with a strand of my hair.

      “I made you feel as if you’d lost your mind?”

      “Yeah. At the time, I thought that I’d dug you up and put you in my bed.”

      I couldn’t help the chuckle that slipped through my lips.

      “It wasn’t funny, Max.”

      “Sorry.”

      “I can’t live without you,” he whispered as tears glistened in his eyes. Gabby had told me that he was so out of it and how worried they were about him.

      “You don’t even know me that well.”

      He twirled a strand of my hair around his finger. “I don’t need to know you. What I know is how it felt when you didn’t wake up.” He shook his head.

      The topic was way too heavy, and it was amazing the amount of control he had over his body as the tears just disappeared.

      “It will teach you to bury me alive.”

      He chuckled. “My apologies. That will never happen again.”

      “It better not.” I lowered my head to his and kissed him on the tip of his nose. “So tell me about them.”

      I nestled back in my spot, with my head on his chest, as he lifted his arm.

      “The first one belonged to one of my best friends, Zeke. I was the odd one out at Beaumond because I was much younger than the others.”

      “This is the one the falcon killed?”

      “My mother, yes.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      He shook his head.

      “How old were you when you came to Beaumond?”

      “Around twelve.”

      “Twelve years old?”

      He laughed. “We already spoke about this during Christmas. I’d gotten my ability at eleven, so my uncle pulled some strings, and I enrolled in Beaumond at twelve. I trained in the Selective program. Was way more advanced than any of the others because of my training at home. I had no friends, ‘cause let’s face it, nobody would want to be friends with a twelve year old. So, Petunia became like my mother away from home. Let me cry on her shoulder in times of need.”

      “She was amazing. I miss her.”

      “Yeah, me too. Zeke reached out first. He was half vampire/half witch, like you. And was Ed’s cousin. It was how we all became friends. They sort of looked out for me, but realized soon that I didn’t need much looking after.”

      “How old are you?”

      Gabe laughed. “Almost twenty-two.”

      “Twenty-two and you are already a Commander Lieutenant?”

      “I joined the Shield when I was sixteen. I think they feared my blades.”

      “Yeah, I can relate to that,” I agreed.

      Silence lingered, and I found Gabe looking at me. “You know you have a way of making me feel so stupid.”

      “In what way?”

      He shook his head. “I always feel that we never speak about the same thing.”

      “Oh, that. You misinterpret a lot of things, but I’m grateful for that.”

      “I don’t like that.”

      “Fine, then I’ll try not to do that.”

      We carried on speaking about his scars. The fifth one actually belonged to his mentor. Bane Seymour. “He was the Commander Lieutenant before me. When he died, they gave me his title. It was a shock when I realized he wasn’t dead and was part of the Shadowed.”

      “He is?”

      He nodded.

      “What does he look like?”

      “A brute of a guy and has a nasty scar over his eye.”

      I raised my eyebrow. “That guy?”

      His gaze flickered to mine. “He done something to you?”

      “Other than making sure I was tied on the table and stayed that way, nothing else. He was like a father to you?”

      He nodded and took a huge breath.

      Petunia’s scar took the place of Bane’s. The sixth one belonged to Marcus, the guard who Sierra had killed. The seventh one belonged to his aunt.

      Silence lingered as he rubbed hers. Guilt still tugged at my heart whenever her name was mentioned.

      “And I told you on Christmas, it wasn’t your fault. I should’ve never said that.”

      “You did?”

      He nodded.

      “I still feel bad.”

      He tucked a strand of hair behind my hair. “She kept a lot of things, and if she was honest with me the first time I’d asked her, you and Jack wouldn’t have gone missing.”

      He carried on with the scars on his arm. The next three were the students who had died last year. We spoke about Ben. Gabe had tried to break him after I’d rejected the kiss. If only he knew how hard that was for me to stop kissing him. He would feel stupid about it.

      He hated him, but realized that he was the best for me at that time. Felt as if I would have a chance at a normal life.

      “Normal.”

      “Nothing with me is normal, Max.”

      I couldn’t help the curve in the corner of my lips.

      “Sorry that you lost him so early.”

      I smiled, stared at him, and huffed.

      He touched my face. “What is it?”

      “It’s the first time someone has spoken about him and the tears don’t threaten to come.”

      “I don’t mind if you cry over him. Everyone takes time to grieve and heal.”

      “Yeah, I think you are missing once more what it is I’m trying to tell you.”

      His eyebrows pulled together, and he mouthed, “Again?”

      Laughter bubbled out of me as I lowered my lips to his and kissed him once. I stared at him. “I’m not sad about Ben anymore because I have you.”

      “It better stay that way, too.”

      “I’m not the one who has a Tamara and thousands of other girls at ski lodges waiting.”

      “I don’t care about Tamara or the thousands of girls. Only about my girl, you.”

      My lips tweaked. “I’m your girl?”

      “You’re my girl, my bird, my worm…”

      I put my finger over his lips. I hated the way he called me his bird. I didn’t know why. His laughter vibrated against my finger, and he took it away. Our fingers interlocked.

      “…and my heart.”

      “Your heart?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You really pissed me off with Liz.”

      “You pissed me off with Ben.”

      “Then I suggest we stop pissing each other off.”

      “Sounds like a master plan.”

      “Just like that?”

      “I know what I want, Max.”

      “You know we are going to have eons of shit if Principal Williams finds out about us.”

      “Stop stressing about Jack. I’m not. I probably would never get to train your grade, but it is something I can live with if you promise to sneak to my room every night.”

      I barked my laughter. “You think I’m that cheap?”

      “I know you aren’t. Which brings me to this weekend. I want you to come with me.”

      “Where?”

      “Back home, so that I can take you on a proper date. My uncle asked a lot about you. I think I need to keep an eye on him.”

      “Yeah, the warlock king doesn’t do it for me at all, but his half-breed nephew, oh man.”

      Gabriel laughed. “You better keep it that way.”

      I sighed. “I’m sorry about your mom and dad.”

      “I don’t give a shit about my dad. Or who he is. My mom died when I was three.”

      “We both know she didn’t.”

      “She died the day she left me with my uncle for whatever reason.”

      “And your twin?”

      “Max, he almost killed you. I don’t care who he is. If I find him, I’m going to push my spear through his neck.”

      “He is your twin.”

      “Yeah, he didn’t look shocked when he saw me. Remember that day? You almost died in my arms?”

      “Okay, fine.”

      “He knew about me. They all did, and none of them cared. My family is my uncle, my cousins, and the ones I choose to be my family. Ed, his mom, Alexis, Anya, and Dex.”

      “The psychotic twins?”

      “They are not psychotic.”

      “If you say so.”

      “She only did that to help you bring out your animals.”

      “She almost killed us with knives.”

      “The day you turned into an eagle.”

      “Okay, fine. I turned into an eagle, but she is insane.”

      “Doing her job.”

      “You told her to do that?”

      “I told her whatever she needed to do to get your X-Gene in motion.”

      “And she is part of your family?”

      “She is. Just like you, and I assume your little pack of friends.”

      My lips curved. “I’m family?”

      “You know you are.”

      “Okay, then we need to get one thing straight.” All the joking was out of my tone. “Family can’t be like this with other family members; we are not pure blood wolves.”

      His lips fanned into a smile. “Shut up.” Gabe pulled me on to him and kissed me. He kept turning until he was on top of me. He rested his weight on his arms so that he didn’t crush me.

      I brushed his hair out of his face. “You mean everything you say, or is it just a tactic?”

      “Tactic for what?”

      “To get into my pants.”

      “Seriously?” He looked at me with a playful scowl. “I mean it. You are mine, Maxima Lane.”

      I grabbed his lips with mine, and the kiss was wild and steamy from the get-go. I wanted him with every part of my body, and the way he kissed me told me he wanted me too.
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      The entire day we spoke about everything that made him who he was. He phoned Alexis and asked her to order pizzas, his treat, and she even delivered them the Alexis way.

      Her ability was super amazing.

      We all enjoyed the pizzas in Ed’s room, and they spoke about the next full moon, the past full moon, and one of Gabby’s elixirs. But I got the feeling that Gabe didn’t want to get into that discussion in front of us.

      When we parted ways, I asked him about it. We were on his bed again. Just talking.

      “They enhanced the elixir, but it isn’t like it used to be,” Gabe explained.

      “And Gabby is trying to recreate a better one?”

      He nodded.

      “How do you feel during the full moon?”

      “Restless. I told them to put me alone in a cell the next full moon.”

      “I thought that wasn’t good for werewolves to be alone.”

      “Rather that then doing something I would regret the next day.”

      “You mean like breaking away and hurting the females?”

      He looked at me. “Who told you that?”

      “Amy and Fiona couldn’t shut up about your wolf form and how big you are.”

      He chuckled.

      “It’s not funny. Piqued my interest a lot of times, and I actually wondered if you might show me.”

      He glared at me.

      “Eventually.”

      “No, Max. I have no idea who I am when I’m a werewolf. It’s like Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.”

      “But the elixir?”

      “Yeah, only magic can keep me sane. And that isn’t working either. So no. I wouldn’t make it if I hurt you or worse, killed you.”

      “You are such a drama queen.”

      He glared at me again. “Take that back.”

      “It’s the truth.”

      “It’s not the truth.” He wrestled and tickled me. I couldn’t help the laughter that poured out of me.

      It ended in kissing him again, and when things got too steamy, he got up and went to his bathroom.

      The shower opened as I tried to get my hormones under control. I got up and went to get a glass of ice cold water. When I walked back, my gaze landed on the books open on his desk.

      It was a book about bonds, and the Ahmdahney was among them.

      I started reading through some of the sentences when his bathroom door opened.

      He froze when he saw me reading through his book.

      I looked up at him. “Why do you have a book on bonds?”

      “Trying to figure out if there is a way to get through to my aunt.” He killed the distance and flipped the book closed. “But there isn’t. I was meaning to return that to the library. If you want to take a shower, you can go ahead.”

      “Yeah, I don’t have clothes here.”

      “So borrow mine.”

      “Yours?”

      “They are big enough. Probably reach your ankles.”

      “Ha-ha, I’m not that small.” But I took him up on that shower. I needed a cold one to put my hormones at ease too.

      The water was cold as it sprayed over my body. It did the trick, and I found his bathrobe, those fluffy towel kind, hanging against his door.

      I pushed my arms through it, and it did reach my calves. I felt as if I was going to drown in this.

      I opened the door, and Gabe laid in his bed, resting his head on his hand as he stared at me.

      “I got one of my shirts for you to sleep in.”

      “Sleep? I have to get back to my room.”

      “Not in this weather.”

      I stared out his window and saw the rain. The rumble and hard pound of the rain told me it was a storm. My gaze fluttered back to him. “They don’t know where I am as I sort of sneaked out.”

      His lips tweaked. “Then call them.”

      My lips curved into a full smile. “I forgot my phone.”

      He grinned and leaned over and grabbed his phone from the wooden table next to his bed that also held a lamp. “Storm is probably with Scarlet, right?”

      “You have Storm’s number?”

      “Is she with Scarlet?”

      “All the time. She practically lives there.”

      His fingers glided over his keys. “There,” he said and put his phone back on the table. “I messaged Storm telling her you are safe. Not to worry.”

      “From your phone?” I couldn’t help the smile.

      “I really don’t give a shit what people think, Max. Put on the shirt and get your ass in my bed. Stop worrying about tomorrow.”

      I grabbed his shirt, slipped back into the bathroom, and took off my robe, slipping the giant shirt over me. It was a nice branded one and reached the middle of my thighs. Gabe just stared at me. He lifted his blanket. “You look good in all my clothes.”

      I climbed in, and he pulled me closer to him as he put his arm under the pillow I slept on. I stared at him, not really sleepy, but closed my eyes as I could sense he was going to open his.

      I loved the way my body curled into his, and I willed myself to just go to sleep.

      The thunder was getting heavier and heavier now, racketing against the windows. His arm squeezed me tighter, probably sensing that the thunder was unsettling.

      I closed my eyes again and prayed for darkness to come.
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      The next morning, I woke up from thirst again. The tips of my fangs nipped my lower lip and drew blood.

      I got up and put my finger on the area. It stung. I pulled my finger back and blood covered the tip. The iron taste glazed my tongue, enhancing my hunger. Gabriel’s scent smelled delicious, and images of him being so out of it made my eyes grow in horror.

      I got up and rushed to my pants resting on the table and pulled on my underwear and then my leggings. There was no time for the bra, so I just pulled on the shirt, placing my arms into my jacket, zipping it slowly not to wake him.

      I looked at his sleeping figure, as I tried to find a notepad and a pen, but there were none. My stomach ached.

      His body stirred on the bed. Shit.

      He startled awake and lifted his head.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you. Where do you keep your pens?”

      “I don’t have any, why?”

      “I have to go.”

      “Max.”

      “I need blood.”

      “Feed on me.”

      “No.”

      “C’mon, it’s normal.”

      “Huge headache, remember that.” I bent down and kissed him on the head.

      He grabbed my arm and pulled me to the bed.

      “Gabriel Hendrix, seriously!”

      He looked at my lower lip and sucked on it with a grunt before his tongue flicked into my mouth.

      I broke the kiss. “I have to go as I promise you that fucked-face look is not a good look on you.”

      “Fucked face?”

      “Yeah, that is what I’m calling it, as it looked like you were fucked-up high on something.”

      “I was. You.” His lips curved into a smile.

      “Stop.” I giggled as everything turned me on. Must be my vampire side that was so sadistic.

      “Fine.” He rolled off me and let me go. I tiptoed outside and made a run as I rounded the corner toward the feeding center.
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      After I fed, I rushed to my room.

      I couldn’t get last night out of my head. I hadn’t had a lot of sleep, but I didn’t care at this very moment.

      I opened the door and fell on my bed as everyone was still asleep. I closed my eyes and couldn’t stop thinking about Gabe. I was fucked up in love with him.

      I must have drifted off  ‘cause Scar’s alarm startled me awake.

      “Morning, Max,” Storm said as she slipped out of the room. I wiped my face.

      “So, when did you tiptoe back?” Scar asked.

      “Early this morning when my fangs acted up.”

      “You fed on him?”

      “No, I said never again.”

      We got up and dressed. We met the guys in the dining hall at breakfast.

      Everyone wanted to know where I was last night for dinner. I told them that it was none of their business.

      Scar and Storm didn’t say a thing, and I was so grateful for that too.

      We enjoyed breakfast and then after, I sneaked off to Gabe’s room again.

      He had cleaned up the place a bit, and we immediately launched into conversation again. It was so easy with him now. The walls he had around him used to make it so hard to speak to him about anything.

      The time with him crept fast too and that evening he actually took me to a close by restaurant. They put us in an intimate dark corner, and I couldn’t help feeling that Gabe was hiding me, even though he’d said numerous times that he wasn’t.

      I struggled to believe that we would be okay if Principal Williams found out about us. I think Gabe would be in huge shit.

      Alexis came to fetch us later that evening, and Gabe told me about the shield that protected Beaumond. How his essence used to be part of the shield, but because of his brother and their matching DNA, they had to choose someone else, and the sector chose Alexis and Master Conway, whom he called Rupert.

      He lent me another shirt, and sleeping next to him became easier. Not that it was hard to begin with. I felt safe with him. Always did, to be honest.

      Sunday flew way too fast and before I knew it, I was pulling on my jersey. Gabe kept kissing my neck. I loved the little spurts of tingles he left on my body. He’d begged me more than once to stay tonight, but I couldn’t.

      I pulled my jersey down, and he turned my head to kiss him. “You going to train early tomorrow morning?” he asked.

      “I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “I was told in a very rude manner once that the arena is off limits around five-thirty.”

      “Who? Give me a name. I’ll slice him from navel to chin.”

      I laughed. “You really want me there?”

      “Of course, I want you there. Maybe we can work in a training session or two.”

      My eyebrow raised. “I’m too scared to ask which kind.”

      “Whichever kind you want.” Our lips touched again, and I couldn’t believe how fast this weekend had flown by. Next week was going to be a long ass one.

      I broke the kiss. “Then you bet your ass, I’ll be there tomorrow morning.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      I kissed him and then I slipped out the door. I rushed down the hallway and down his steps.

      What was this guy doing to me?

      I blew out air like a horse as I ran to the girls’ building, not paying any attention to my surroundings.

      I only realized that I could easily walk in shallow water when I heard her voice, right in front of me.

      “James, don’t do this, please,” Liz’s voice threw me back to reality fast. I hated what she had done to Gabriel. He’d told me about that when I’d asked him about Liz. Said we’d already spoken about it on Christmas, but since I couldn’t remember Christmas, he’d told me again. She’d bewitched him with the help of Sierra. Probably stole the bit of attraction he had for me and used that.

      I wanted to turn around, the Eye knew how much I wanted to do that—why I didn’t was the million dollar question.

      “I can’t. What don’t you understand? I’m royal, a djinn,” James yelled.

      “Nobody cares anymore if you are pure blood or a hybrid.”

      I decided to slip past them, praying she wouldn’t notice me.

      “Where the hell have you been?” Liz sneered.

      A cold shudder ran up my spine, but I carried on walking. “Just leave me alone.”

      “No, answer me when I’m speaking to you.”

      “None of your business, Liz,” I yelled over my shoulder as I climbed the steps.

      “James, wait!”

      “I can’t. I have to go.”

      I rushed up the steps, and Liz yelled a spell. An invisible rope wrapped around my ankle and pulled me down. My body connected hard with the stairs, and my head bumped against the edge of the steps as she dragged me down to her.

      My heart pounded as I stopped in front of her. “If I ask you a question, I expect an answer.”

      “Feeding station. That was where I was.”

      She stared into my eyes.

      “Let go of me, before someone finds you and chucks your ass out of here for good.”

      She laughed. “You really think that is going to happen? They didn’t when we almost killed you. Why do you think they would do that now? I’m a pure blood, Max; you are a shitty little hybrid.”

      The shift came, and my beast tore out from me. Liz’s screams pierced my ears as I leaped, landed on her, and growled in her face.

      “Help!” Liz yelled as tears filled her eyes.

      “Max,” Scar’s voice came from the top of the stairs. “She isn’t worth it.”

      I pressed my paws on Liz again as a growl rumbled up my throat. I wanted to rip her apart.

      Amy’s laughter reached my ears. “You go, girl.”

      “Amy,” Scar scolded her.

      “It’s Liz. She shouldn’t even be at Beaumond. I’m sure whatever upset Max like that, the hag started.”

      “Let her go, Max,” Scar said again.

      “My grandma will hear about this, you freak, and then you’ll be gone,” Liz yelled.

      Her words hit me hard, realizing what I’d done. I was going to lose everything. I growled and stormed away from the building.

      “Max!” Scar yelled after me as the ground barely connected with my paws. How could such an amazing weekend turn into such a horrible one?
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      I laid on my bed with my eyes closed; I couldn’t get Max out of my head. I couldn’t help the feeling that if I hadn’t gotten up to take that shower, we might have actually gone there. I was already addicted to her, what would I be like after we had sex? I couldn’t even imagine being inside of her.

      I shook the thought from my mind as my dick pulsed.

      She was everything I’d ever wanted. Everything about her was turning me on. She had no idea what she was doing to me.

      I grunted as I wanted to go to her and just drag her back to my room.

      This was probably one of the best damn weekends of my entire life.

      A knock came at my door. It better be Maxima Lane. I got up and opened it, surprised to see Alexis. “A pure blood was attacked.”

      “What?”

      “I don’t have the information yet. Just called to come and get you and Ed.”

      “Give me two minutes to get dressed.”

      I pulled on my jeans and a sweater, then stepped into my sneakers. I yanked my door opened, and Alexis waited with Ed, who was trying to get more information. Her hands were already creating a portal.

      “I don’t know, Ed.”

      The entrance to the tower where Jack’s office was situated appeared in front of us. I stepped through first, Ed followed, and Alexis was right behind him.

      “She started it. I know she did,” Scar yelled.

      Cold dropped to my stomach. Oh fuck.

      My strides became bigger and as I rounded the corner, Simon, Cade, and Will stood in front of the entryway and Amy inside the door of Jack’s office.

      Max must be here too.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “Liz,” Simon said, and I walked into Jack’s office. Liz sat in one chair and sobbed.

      “Oh, stop,” Scar yelled. “She hardly touched you.”

      “Scarlet,” I said, and she turned around with arms folded. I looked at Jack, who stared at the table.

      “Good, you’re here,” Liz said and sniffed. “She just attacked me, Gabriel.”

      “It’s Commander Hendrix to you. Who attacked you?”

      “She didn’t attack you. She just wanted you to leave her alone.”

      “Who attacked you?” I commanded.

      “Maxima Lane,” Liz yelled. “She is a menace, and I demand that she get expelled.”

      “It’s not how it works, Ms. Lane,” Jack said.

      “Excuse me, she attacked me!”

      “And what did you do to her a year ago?” Scarlet yelled.

      “I was acquitted for that,” Liz yelled back.

      “Acquitted. It doesn’t mean that you didn’t do it,” Scar yelled louder.

      “Enough!” Jack bellowed and stared at me.

      “Where is Max?” I questioned.

      “She ran off,” Scar answered.

      “Where?”

      “She is guilty. That is why she ran.”

      “Liz, enough!” I said, and her gaze flickered to mine, shocked.

      “Gabriel, she attacked me.”

      “Commander Hendrix. And what did you do, huh?”

      “Nothing.”

      “If I bring my cousin, he will see what had happened. There is no spell that is going to hide it or conceal the truth. Not this time. If you started this, you will be out of Beaumond like that.” I snapped my fingers. “So I’m asking you again, what did you do?”

      She looked at me and then at Jack. Her lower lip vibrated. “This is so unfair.”

      “Just as I thought,” I said. “Go back to your room, all of you. Captain Rane, make sure that they go back to their rooms. No more incidents tonight.” She should’ve listened to me. If she was with me, none of us would’ve been here.

      “Gabriel,” Jack said, and I stopped. Ed entered. “Close the door,” Jack said, and I shut the door.

      I turned around and looked at him. “I know she started it.”

      “Max attacked her in her beast form.”

      “Fuck,” Ed whispered.

      “I didn’t see any marks on Liz,” I said.

      “You know what Liz is capable of.”

      “I’ll testify that there weren’t any marks on her body, just like you and everyone who has seen her tonight.”

      “Max had marks on her body. Six witches attacked her. Who did they let go, Gabe? Who? They won’t even listen to me,” Jack said.

      I laughed. “She was right.”

      “What?” Jack asked.

      “Grow a pair of balls, Jack. You are the headmaster of Beaumond. Keep others that don’t belong out of here.”

      “Others?”

      “Yes, like Evangeline Duff, Timothy Holden, Lord Granger. What happened tonight would never have happened if you had done your job as principal and expelled Liz for good.”

      “Gabriel?”

      “Don’t ‘Gabriel’ me. You know it’s the truth. If you expel Max, I’m gone.”

      “What?”

      “I’m done. This is the last fucking shit, I swear. I’ll take the Selective program somewhere else.”

      He closed his eyes, and I saw it as my cue to leave.

      “I’m with Gabriel,” Ed said, and a few seconds later, I heard his footsteps stomp behind me.

      “What now?”

      “Tell Anya, Dex, and Alexis to make sure that everyone is in their dorms and meet me at the lake.”

      He nodded as I headed toward the infirmary. I needed some of Petunia’s tonics.

      Nobody was in the infirmary, and I walked straight to her cabinet, nicked one vial, and slipped it into my pocket.

      I slipped out as Vincent’s voice came from the last cubicle and walked with huge strides toward the lake. How could this weekend have gotten so fucking twisted? Liz Lane, that was how.

      Why now? She’d paid little attention to Max over the past year.

      I stopped at the lake as the severity of this case rushed through me. If they expelled Max, I wouldn’t be able to let her go. I would follow, and everything would crush down as people were going to question that shit.

      “Fuck!” I yelled, as going public with what she was to me pushed to the front of my thoughts. A hand squeezed my shoulder.

      Ed’s scent found my nostrils. “We’ll find her.”

      “I’m not worried about not finding her,” I said. “I don’t know if my threat is going to stop Liz from phoning her grandmother. We both know if Evangeline gets involved, they are going to shove Jack in a corner.”

      “Maybe not. What you said to him tonight struck a nerve. I saw it. He felt guilty about Max and letting the witches back into Beaumond. That he could lose the two of us too…”

      I laughed.

      “What?”

      “And what do I tell General Armstel about why I gave up everything for a second-year hybrid, Ed? I can’t tell anyone the fucking truth. You know if I make that public, hail is going to come down.”

      “We do what you told Jack in his office. It’s the only way to not become liars, Gabe. We take the Selectives and open our own school, just for the Shield. But I think Jack is going to put his foot down. We should find Max.”

      “Okay,” I agreed and sighed. My hand turned into a dagger. “I hate this part.”

      “What part?”

      I pushed the dagger into my hand, and a grunt left my lips.

      “For fuck sake, Gabe.”

      Ed’s voice disappeared as the white flashed around me and when I opened my eyes, trees moved fast past me. She was running.

      “Max, stop!” I ordered, and she halted, stumbled over her front paws.

      I flinched. “Fuck, shit, sorry.”

      She came to a stop. “Gabriel,” she sounded deranged, “I messed up. I’m so done.”

      “Calm down. Meet me at the lake. It’s going to be okay.”

      “How? I attacked her.”

      “I’ll fix it. Come home.”

      I pulled out the dagger from my palm, and the blade retreated, turning back to my hand.

      “Give me your hand.”

      “I’m okay.” I pushed my hand into my pocket, took out the vial, bit the cork off, and swallowed the contents. The taste burned down my throat, and the hole in my hand closed.

      “There has to be another way other than stabbing yourself to find her.”

      “My aunt said pain is the only way, and there is nothing else written in the books.”

      “This is why you needed the other books? Where is she?”

      “She’s coming back.”

      He stared at me. “You really connect with her mind?”

      “C’mon, it’s not unheard of.”

      “No, hearing people’s thoughts is not unheard of; communicating with someone, quite a distance away, that is unheard of. It’s fucking remarkable. What did you tell her this is?”

      “What I told you. A spell.”

      “She believes it?”

      I nodded. “She would probably hate me if she discovered the truth.”

      My body tingled all over, it was such a weird feeling, and I tuned it to find out where Max was. The blue trail was bigger; she was near.

      “Shh, she’s close.”

      “You feel her.”

      I nodded. Fuck, did she hear me hiding something from her?

      “What?”

      “Shh.” I put my finger on my lips.

      She wasn’t coming out.

      “It’s okay, Max. It’s just me and Ed.”

      A beast of a figure walked out from behind a set of trees. She trudged toward us, her head held low to the ground. As if she’d done something wrong. I could only imagine what Liz had done for her beast to come out.

      I went on my haunches, and she walked into me. She rested her giant head on my shoulder. It was quite heavy. “You did nothing wrong.”

      She groaned. I wished I could hear her words.

      “You think you can change back?”

      She groaned again.

      I closed my eyes. “Sorry, I keep forgetting that you are naked. Change into another animal. The bunny was cute.”

      She rested her head against mine, and my eyes closed.

      The plop came and whining followed. When I opened my eyes, she was Glow-Tail. I picked her up and walked up the path.

      “Gabriel?”

      “I meant what I said, Ed. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Max mewed. Nothing was going to keep me away from her. I would pour her a bath and speak to her. I needed to know what Liz had done so that I could prepare.
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      I knocked on Scar’s door. Ed had gone back to his room.

      Scar opened it and stepped out of the way. I walked in with Max in my arms.

      The guys were in the room, too. Cade jumped up and took Max from me. “Glow-Tail attacked Liz?” Cade asked as he held Max under his arm, scratching her ear.

      “It’s Max,” I said.

      “I know. She is so fluffy.”

      “I’m sure she would like to change back, and I would like to speak to her alone.”

      He lifted Max and looked up at her. I grabbed Max from Cade and walked to the bathroom, closing the door.

      “If you break her heart, I’ll break your penis,” Amy yelled through the closed door. Everyone laughed.

      I put her down. “I’m going to pour you a bath. Change back. I need to know what happened tonight.”

      I bent over the bathtub to open the taps. The water streamed from the faucets. I grabbed the bubble bath that sat on the edge and poured some of that in, too.

      Arms wrapped around me, and she laid her head in the space between my shoulder blades. “I’m sorry.”

      “You okay?”

      She shook her head against my back.

      “What happened tonight?”

      She sniffed, and I got up and turned around, just holding her tight. She wore a satin robe.

      “I told you to stay.”

      “Don’t, please. It’s all I’ve been thinking about. If I’d just listened to you, none of this would’ve happened.” She wiped her tears.

      I lifted her chin with my finger. “What happened?”

      “She had a fight with James. I think they broke up. I should’ve turned around, but she saw me and redirected her attention, demanding where I had been.”

      “What?”

      “I swear, it’s the truth.”

      “Okay.” I closed the taps. She sniffed. “Did you tell her where you were?”

      She shook her head. “I told her it had nothing to do with her. James left, and she used her magic on me again, pulled me off the stairs toward her. I told her she needed to be careful. If anyone found out, she would be expelled.”

      More tears pooled in her eyes as the feeling of ripping Liz’s head off burned in my chest.

      “You know what she said to me?” Her voice faltered. “That they did nothing to her the first time, and they wouldn’t now because she was a pure blood and I was a hybrid. It pissed me off, and the beast came out.” A sobbed pushed from her.

      I closed my eyes and pulled her into me. “She should’ve gotten expelled, and I’m sorry she wasn’t.”

      More sniffs left her. “Are they going to expel me?”

      “They won’t. It’s sorted.”

      “She won’t let it go,” Max said in a demanding tone.

      “She will. ‘Cause I told her that if she struck first, she would be out too.”

      “She will lie, make something up.”

      “She won’t hide the truth from Tobias.”

      “Your cousin won’t do this for me.”

      “He will if I ask him. Stop stressing. It’s over.” I planted my lips on her head.

      “Why did you bring me back to my room?”

      “I don’t have a bath.”

      “I don’t care about a stupid bath.” She pulled me by my neck closer to her lips and crushed hers on mine. Her tongue was desperate, flicking around with mine.

      I had to pull away as her kisses were driving me nuts, especially my dick.

      She looked hurt, and I grabbed her chin and moved it to look at me. “Whatever is happening, it’s mutual. Never forget that. I’m going to go to my room.” I kissed her lips. “You should’ve stayed.”

      “Shut up.”

      A chuckle slipped past my lips. “Enjoy your bath. I’ll see you tomorrow morning, early, okay?” I kissed her a few times on her lips before I walked to the door.

      I opened the door, and all of their eyes were on me.

      “Is Max going to get expelled?” Simon asked.

      “Let’s hope that my threat worked on Liz,” I replied and walked to the door.

      “That’s it?” Scar said.

      “It’s better than taking the entire Selective program out of Beaumond and starting our own school, Scarlet.”

      “What?”

      I opened the door and left. I needed to go to Jack and tell him we’d found Max. She was safe in her room.
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      It was great to have all the guys in our room. I’d missed them and sometimes wished we could have the old training quarters back.

      They left late.

      “So?” Scar asked.

      “I fucked up.”

      “Please, he is fighting to get you off whatever they are trying to pin on you,” Scar explained.

      “I shouldn’t have attacked her.”

      “You didn’t. She didn’t even have a scratch mark on her, Max. I want to know, how was your weekend?”

      My gaze flickered to Scar.  “No comment will not be sufficient, will it?”

      “Not this time,” Scar said. “I’m waiting.”

      “Perfect, ended horrible. I should’ve listened and just stayed the night.”

      Storm laughed. “He asked you to stay tonight, too. What the hell did you do to him, Max?”

      “Don’t even start. He drives me up the walls, and I do not know how I’m going to get through this week. Fuck, what if I get expelled?”

      “Then he is going to pull all the Selectives and open his own school,” Scar responded.

      “What?” That was the dumbest thing I’d ever heard. Storm thought it was hilarious.

      “It’s what he said. You can ask Storm.”

      “He did,” she agreed.

      Warmth filled my stomach as my lips curled into a smile. “He said that?”

      “Yes, so relax. You are actually with someone who has a say, even if he is a hybrid. Stop stressing. It’s going to be okay. You’ll see.”

      I struggled to sleep that night and wished I was back with Gabriel.

      My alarm went off around four, and I got up and went to the bathroom to get dressed.

      I couldn’t wait to see him, to kiss him. I missed him.

      There was no sign of him walking on the pathways and when I reached the training arena, there wasn’t any sign of him inside, either.

      I hid behind the door.

      The time ticked off slowly, and finally the door opened.

      I froze as nobody walked in and after a while, I looked around the door. There was nobody here. I stepped outside and got pulled to the left.

      A shriek left my lips at the same time as laughter seeped from his.

      “Sorry, sorry,” he spoke through his laughter. So much for me wanting to scare him.

      His lips brushed against mine as he grabbed my hands with his. Our fingers inter-locked, and he walked me backward, still kissing me.

      The door shut behind him, and his hands slipped out of mine, went to my thighs, and he lifted me.

      I was made to kiss him. He sat down with me on his lap, and the kiss broke.

      “How did you sleep?”

      “Ugh.”

      He laughed. “What was that?”

      “I struggled. Too many things on my mind.”

      “That will teach you to listen next time.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “It’s Commander Lieutenant, thank you very much.”

      I giggled through closed lips. I rested my head against his. “I’m sorry about last night. I should’ve had more control.”

      “It’s not your fault, Max.”

      Tears welled up in my eyes. “So what did Principal Williams say?”

      “So far, she hasn’t phoned her grandmother. If it was up to me, I would’ve ripped her head off. Threatening you and saying those things to you. Jack thinks we shouldn’t push it. Let Liz cool down. Still, she should’ve been expelled.”

      “If she is going to cool down. You do not know how Liz is if she doesn’t get what she wants.”

      “Meaning?”

      “James broke up with her, Gabe. I wonder who the next royal is that she will sink her hooks in.”

      “Yeah, been there, thank you very much. Besides, she needed a spell to sink her hooks into me.”

      “She can always try again.”

      He tapped his chest, and I felt like an idiot. The sigil. “Why did you put it on you?”

      “To block any magic trying to steal mine. If it means I have to put all the blocking sigils on me, I will. I never want to lose my X-Gene like that again.”

      I remembered that day. The day that Ben died. I’d pushed through and somehow still changed into a bird.

      It was my anger that made that happen.

      “Hey, what are you thinking about?” Gabe asked.

      “How screwed I am,” I lied. I didn’t want to speak about Ben when I was with him.

      He laughed. “You are not screwed. Everything is going to work out perfectly.”

      His lips barely brushed mine, teasing me with a kiss before they crushed my lips. The kiss was seductive, riling me up again.

      We kissed each other until we couldn’t handle it anymore.

      The alarm on his watch beeped, and I grunted.

      Gabe thought it was hilarious.

      I kissed him goodbye, and our paths split. I hated this. Time with him flew way too fast.

      The insecurity about everything filled my gut again, but I had to trust him.

      Hoping that what Gabe had said, that everything would work out perfectly, was the truth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Forty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        MAX

      

      

      The start of the day went slow, and Gabe wasn’t training us around eleven; it was Alexis.

      She let us train with weapons. She was really clever for someone who had finished only last year.

      That afternoon, a note was waiting in my room. It read ‘four and in the woods.’ Something told me it was Gabe’s handwriting.

      I stared at the clock and knew the time was going to drag by horribly slow.

      We had training today at seven too, so I was sure whatever he’d planned for four in the woods, it would be enough time to start and finish.

      At four, I entered the woods, but there was no sign of Gabe.

      I hated this insecurity that lodged itself in my stomach as I walked deeper into the forest, scared that Liz might find me here and put two and two together. There was no sign of him at all, and I waited by the giant tree on my left.

      I rested with my back against the tree when fingers curled around my arm and yanked me behind the tree.

      His laughter caressed my ears as a yelp poured from me.

      “Why do you always try to scare the shit out of me?”

      “I’m not, I’m just being stealthy.” His lips found mine, and the kiss was like the air I breathed. I needed this to get through my day.

      The kiss broke, and my head felt all hazy.

      “Let’s go,” Gabe said and pulled me behind him, deeper into the woods. I couldn’t stop staring at his tight ass in his tracksuit pants.

      A red blanket was laid out in the middle of a bunch of trees. There were even pillows on the blanket. “What is this?”

      “Spending some time with you.”

      He plopped down, and I sat down on the blanket next to him.

      He grabbed a pillow, rolled onto his stomach, and lifted his upper body with his elbows, staring at me. “So, how was your day?”

      “Nervous. I didn’t see her at all today.”

      “It’s a good sign, Max.”

      “Yeah, but I doubt she would keep quiet if she discovered we’re together now.”

      “I’m actually great at sneaking around.”

      “Oh, please. You are not that great if I found out.”

      He chuckled. “You are very observant. See things that others usually do not see.”

      I remembered that time when I’d told Scar and Amy that they didn’t know Gabe had dated Liz.

      I told him I was terrified about the upcoming exams, especially with the subjects involving magic. “I really don’t understand why my magic still sucks.”

      “I can always make the potions for you.”

      I laughed. “You are going to help me cheat?”

      “I’ll kill the entire Blackwater prison for you, Max.”

      My heart melted the way he said it. He really was sweet. “I thought you were not good at this.”

      He pulled his upper lip and made the strangest expression. “Learning to just speak my mind. It seems to work with us.”

      I gloated, not knowing who this was as the Gabriel I knew was always so broody and serious, and drunk Gabriel was all over the scene.

      I laid down close to him, on my back, and stared at him. “Do you have any idea how crazy I am about you?”

      “You better be,” Gabriel said. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “You better not.” I lifted my head and kissed him. I knew that this was the time to just get to know him and speak about things, but I couldn’t get over this want for him. I was burning to ask him about that. The kiss got greedy as our lips sucked and our tongues licked each other. I felt like bursting.

      Gabriel broke the kiss first and grunted. He rolled on his back and wiped his face.

      He asked more questions. Wanted to know more about my dad, even though I’d almost told him everything there was about the man. We spoke about all the spells he’d placed on me, or at least, that was what Sierra had told me.

      He gave me theories about why he’d put that spell on me. That time was different for hybrids, especially vampires. Ed’s mom stayed in the Vampire Court so that her son could have access to blood, but Gabe knew not everyone else was that lucky. If the one who had access to blood in my family had died, there was no way that my father could’ve gotten it for me.

      The conversation switched over to King Montreal.

      I told him about my trip with Ben and Storm and Scar to the palace and how the princess made her appearance. She was so cute.

      He confirmed she had been missing for a long time, hiding. Nobody had seen her for more than a year now.

      “I was there that day. She threw one hell of a tantrum and scared us shitless. I actually feel sorry for King Montreal.”

      “It’s only a spell. The cherub really likes me. It was so sweet, the way she made eyes at me and waved.”

      “Gabriel, everyone likes you.”

      He laughed. “Yeah, but baby Annedale is really special, Max.”

      “She better stay a baby cherub. She will have another thing when it comes to me.”

      Gabriel laughed and came in for a hug. “I’m so glad that I’m not the only jealous one.”

      “Green is not a good color on me, so let’s try not to push it, please.”

      “Green?” He chuckled and looked at the trees, then back at me. “It does feel green.”

      I nodded.

      We carried on speaking about the vampire king. He’d visited Gabe, asking him to watch out for anything out of the ordinary. I still didn’t get why they couldn’t find the princess.

      “Ed thinks she is dead.”

      “Many do,” Gabe said.

      “So, how does he want you to help?” My eyebrows furrowed, and Gabriel’s gaze flickered down to me, all seriousness. “You are the Weapon Wielder, Gabriel.”

      “Oh, yeah.” Silence lingered.

      “Oh, yeah, that is all you are giving me?”

      He chuckled. “Not many people know this.”

      “Know what?”

      “You need to take it to your grave, Max.”

      I crossed my heart, making a promise.

      “I have a second X-Gene.”

      All emotions drained from my face. “Are you serious now?”

      He chuckled. “I can feel magic that doesn’t belong.”

      I stared at him. “And Liz still found a way to bewitch you?”

      “Shut up,” he grunted and smacked his lips on mine. I laughed in the kiss and it broke.

      “How does it work, and why on earth did you get a second gift?”

      “I thought it was my twin’s, but knowing that the ass is alive, I don’t know why I have it.”

      “You think it might be connected to him?”

      His eyebrows scrunched together.

      “You must have thought about it.”

      “Actually, I didn’t.”

      “You think it’s connected to his?”

      His gaze flickered to mine. “In what way?”

      “I don’t know. Trying to see what happens?”

      “I don’t like using it.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it makes me feel weird. Like it doesn’t belong to me.”

      I knew I had to change the subject. It was freaking him out. “So the king asked you to feel for magic that doesn’t belong?”

      “Yeah, like stuck on a vampire. Vampires don’t have magic; neither do wolves and dragons. It’s only the djinns and the witches.”

      “Can you sense my magic?” I asked.

      Gabriel laughed. “Yeah, I sense your magic. Don’t ask me why it sucks. I don’t know.”

      “What if it’s blocked?”

      “It doesn’t feel blocked.”

      “Well, something is wrong because I really suck as a witch.”

      Gabriel’s lips tweaked. “Good, as witches terrify the living crap out of me.”

      His watch beeped, announcing that it was almost dinnertime. I hated it.

      I got up first since he said he needed to pack up, but as I was ready to leave, he pulled me back and kissed me.

      “Meet me tonight?”

      “Where?”

      “The lake, around twelve.”

      “I will not take a midnight swim with you. I’m done freezing my ass off.”

      He chuckled. “We won’t swim, relax.”

      “Okay,” I whispered, and he let me go.

      I rushed into the dining hall and sat down next to Simon.

      “Dare I ask where you were?”

      “No,” I said.

      His gaze flickered to the staff table, which held an empty seat, Gabriel’s empty seat.

      I blushed when he walked in and pulled out his chair to sit down next to Alexis.

      We all settled down when Principal Jack took the mic and said grace.

      There was plenty of laughter and jokes around the hybrid table.

      Forty-five minutes later, Ed drilled us outside. I went to bed early and set my alarm for half-past eleven. Any chance I could get with Gabe, I would take it.

      When my alarm went off, I got up and dressed warm. It was still cold outside as I exited my room and rushed toward the lake. The academy was really creepy at night, and I couldn’t help the thumping of my heart.

      I found his outline sitting on a log by the lake, and this time there were no attempts to scare me.

      I plunked down onto the log, and his arm immediately curled around my body. Rubbing the length to keep the cold out.

      “What are we going to do if Principal Williams finds out about us?”

      “It’s going to be fine.”

      “How is that going to be fine?”

      “What can he do, Max? You are classified as an adult, and I’m only four years older than you. It’s not the end of the world. Besides, I have it under control.”

      “Oh yeah, that is why I’m sneaking off at twelve o’clock to meet you.”

      “You can always turn into a bird and fly to my room.”

      “You do not know how tempting that one sounds.”

      “You’ve thought about it?”

      “Of course, I’ve thought about it. But knowing my friends, they would probably shut all the windows and then how am I going to get back into my room?”

      “They won’t.” He kissed me on my temple. “It might help me a lot, too.”

      “In what way?”

      “Since you Lazarus’d yourself out of the grave, I’ve been a bit too overprotective of you during the nights. Meaning that I do not get a lot of sleep.”

      “You what?”

      He chuckled. “Yeah, Ed said it’s easier to protect you from inside my bed than the measures I’ve taken the past five months.”

      “Gabriel Hendrix! Are you keeping tabs on me?”

      “You can call it whatever the hell you want. I’m not letting you out of my sight. Not until I know you are off the Shadowed’s list.”

      “They still think I’m dead?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “And you don’t get enough sleep?”

      “I’m used to it.”

      “Gabriel, I don’t want you to get used to not getting enough sleep. Not because of me.”

      “I will not let you die on me again.”

      “I’m not going to die again. Believe me, I’m taking your warnings pretty serious. I’m never saving your ass again.”

      He laughed and pushed his lips on my head.

      “So, this is why I’m here?”

      “What?”

      “So that you don’t have to watch over me alone?”

      “Max, that makes absolutely no sense.”

      “I’m keeping you company while you watch over me.”

      Gabriel chuckled.

      “Ed is right. You need your sleep, and it’s freezing. Go back and keep the window open.”

      “Just like that?”

      “Yeah, fighting with you is draining.”
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      Fifteen minutes later, I flew through the window in Gabriel’s room. It was really cold outside, and my body burned.

      He was waiting by the table and got up to close the window as I flew into his bathroom. There was already one of his shirts hanging behind his door for me. I put my arms into it and exited the bathroom.

      I found him standing in front of two cups of coffee, waiting for the kettle to boil.

      I wrapped my arms around him, and he sucked in his breath. “Why are you so cold?”

      “It’s winter, I was a bird. There are no birds in winter.”

      He turned around and brushed some warmth into me, kissing me softly. “Glad to see you found the shirt I hung on the hook for you.”

      “I’m literally drowning in it,” I responded as I pulled the shoulder up to cover mine. “Maybe I should keep some of my clothes here.”

      “That is the best idea you’ve ever had.” He laid it on thick.

      The kettle boiled, we had a cup of coffee, and afterwards we went to bed.

      I couldn’t believe that he was protecting me while I slept. No wonder his family was worried about him, if this was how he truly felt.

      His hand brushed up my thigh to my hip. Heat waves rolled off me as I wasn’t wearing any panties. But it stopped at my hips.

      My hormones were up there again, and Gabe just fell asleep.

      I wished I could fall asleep that fast. I laid awake for about half an hour, just listening to his body shutting down.

      My eyes became heavy, and darkness finally came.

      Gabe’s alarm chimed way too soon, and I was still tired as he woke me with soft kisses.

      It was already light outside, but I knew that Gabe didn’t train this morning.

      I looked at him and hated that I had to get up in this cold.

      “Thanks for last night. I really needed that.”

      “Yeah, make you a deal. Keep the window open every night, and I’ll be here around ten. You need your sleep more than any of us do.”

      His lips fanned into a grin. “Really?”

      “If this is the only way you are going to sleep, then yes. I’m only fulfilling a duty.”

      He kissed me on the tip of my nose.

      I climbed out of his warm bed and walked to the window to open it.

      His arms wrapped around me from behind. “You really have to go?”

      “Yes, it’s almost seven o’clock. I need to get dressed and go to breakfast. You will see me later tonight.” I shifted into a bird, and his shirt fell to the floor. I flew out into the cold air.

      “Do you have any idea how hot that is?” he yelled.

      I couldn’t help the smile—well, inside since I doubted a Hancock could smile.
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      The rest of that week, it went pretty smoothly. I’d sneaked a bag filled with yoga pants, underwear, and sleeping tops into his room after training one afternoon. He’d kept one of his windows open, and I’d placed the bag inside. I made sure that nobody saw me leave, especially my half-sister.

      She would have a field day.

      Around ten, I would find my way to Gabriel’s room, and the sleeping arrangements got easier with having my own clothes to sleep in.

      He was exhausted during the week, and we didn’t have much time for anything else but sleep.

      But we were still crazy about each other and couldn’t get enough kisses whenever we could. He even pulled me around corners to give me a little smooch. I remembered how envious I had been when he’d done this with Liz.

      It was the only consolation price to know that Gabriel was with me out of his own free will.

      I missed him during training. We always got Ed or the twins. Alexis a few times, but never him.

      Friday at eleven, Simon opened the door to the arena and grunted. We all entered and found Gabriel. My heart skipped a few beats as my gaze landed on him. He made his training uniform look so hot.

      I didn’t like the way he was texting on his phone, ignoring us as we sat down on the stone benches.

      He was broody again.

      He put his phone down and looked at us.

      “Laps,” he commanded without a hint of a smile, or just being happy that we were in the same room.

      I stayed with Scar as Will and Cade were way at the front. I didn’t have my anger to fuel me anymore.

      I kept an eye on Gabe as he texted someone. It was starting to make me worry just a bit as the corner of his lips tweaked.

      I swear, if it was Tamara, he would be sleeping alone tonight.

      After the laps, ropes from the ceiling appeared, and we all climbed the ropes. Gabriel was still on his phone, texting away. Maybe it was Gabby. I doubted that it would be Tamara. It had to be Gabby. I’d ask him tonight.

      It didn’t stop him from drilling us until breaking point. The bell finally rang, and the command came for us to stop.

      We all left and walked down the path.

      “What is it with Hendrix?” Simon asked.

      “I don’t know. He seriously has a stick up his ass,” Scar said.

      “Max?” Amy asked.

      “Don’t look at me. I want to know who the hell he was texting.”

      The guys laughed.

      “The dude is glowing, Max, glowing,” Will said as they walked on toward the guys’ dorms.

      “Glowing my ass, he was relentless,” Scar remarked.

      I needed to find out who he was texting.

      Amy opened the room and rushed to the bathroom first. A beep came from my phone that was on the charger, and I picked it up.

      Twenty texts messages waited, and I opened them. They were all from Gabriel.

      My lips tweaked as it was me he’d been texting. My fingers glided over the keys. “You’re an idiot. Making me green for nothing.”

      I put the phone down and told Scar that he was texting me.

      “Yeah, it still doesn’t answer the stick up his ass, Max. When was the last time he got laid?”

      “Scar?”

      “I’m just asking. He could take it easier on us if you’d actually take one for the team.”

      Heat warmed my cheeks and ears.

      “You seriously haven’t done it yet?”

      “No, we are not there yet. It’s been like two weeks.”

      “Hendrix and you? Try a year and a half.”

      I giggled.

      “Poor dude.”

      I remembered what Raven had said about Ben. Scar must have picked up on that.

      “I didn’t mean it like that. I’m sure he’s helped himself out.”

      “I really want to, but I don’t know how to start, and I don’t think he wants to, not really.”

      “Why you say that?”

      “He always get up and goes to the bathroom. Probably taking a cold shower.”

      “Just follow him into the shower; it will yell the message loud and clear.”

      I laughed, imagining that. What if he chased me out?

      “I feel like I’m going to die,” Scar whined.

      “Yeah, welcome to my world.”

      Her laughter bubbled out of her as the bathroom door opened. I glided past Amy to take a shower.
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      I was so glad that it was the weekend. Around two, I left for Gabriel’s room. The window was open, but so was his front door, and his voice came from the hallway.

      Crap.

      I shifted back to my human form, closer to his closest, and closed the door. I took out clothes from the one side of the closet he’d given me and started putting on my sports bra.

      The door opened just as I stepped into my pants, and Gabe pulled me into him. He was still in his training uniform.

      “I’m an idiot?” he asked in a flirty tone.

      “Yes, I thought you were texting someone on the side.”

      “On the side, while I’m training you?”

      “It’s why I called you an idiot, as that’s how you act sometimes with the opposite sex, Gabe,” I teased.

      “Ha-ha,” he replied as I laughed, and he pushed me against his closet and grabbed my lips with his.

      He broke the kiss and disappeared into his bathroom. I didn’t hear a shower or anything opening as I pulled my shirt over my body.

      The door opened, and he was dressed in a shirt without sleeves and gray shorts.

      We ended up in his bed again, just frolicking around.

      I loved my weekends. I really thought that today he might take it further, but nothing.

      I was burning to ask him that question when he sort of dozed off. What if he didn’t want me like that? It made me feel as if I wasn’t desirable enough.

      The ringing of his cellphone made me close my eyes. He bent over me, swooped the phone off his nightstand, and grunted.

      He put it back down without answering, and my eyes opened.

      I went for it, knowing that if it was Tamara, I would tell her to take a hike. He wasn’t hers anymore.

      The name on there wasn’t Tamara, not even close. It was Lucious Conri, and I remembered what Gabby had told me about him trying to make amends.

      I looked at Gabe, who was staring at me with a raised eyebrow.

      “You not answering this?”

      “No.” He squinted.

      “Why not?”

      “Because he is nothing to me, Max.”

      “Yeah, that’s not the truth, Gabe. He is your uncle.”

      “Not by choice.”

      I put the phone back, and it stopped ringing. I looked at him, worried.

      “Don’t look at me like that.”

      “How many times has he phoned you?”

      “I’m not interested.”

      “He didn’t know.”

      “I don’t care. I want nothing from him.”

      “What does he want?”

      “Max!”

      “No, you can’t just run away every time people try to make amends, Gabe. Just think, if I kept doing that, I wouldn’t be here now.”

      He stared at me. “Fine. He invited me to one of his lycan parties. I’m not interested.”

      My eyebrows raised. “Is there a plus-one?”

      “Max, no.”

      “There isn’t a plus-one?”

      “I’m not going.”

      “I’ve never been to a lycan party of this magnitude.”

      Gabriel laughed. “You don’t want to go either.”

      “Why not?”

      “Just trust me.”

      “Please?”

      “Max.”

      “Gabe. I want to go to this party.”

      He growled at me playfully, and I grabbed his lips with my fingers and kissed him.

      “Please?”

      “Heath and Rachel will be there.”

      “So, they only have eyes for each other.”

      Gabe’s laughter pushed out from him. “Not what I meant.”

      “Who gives a shit about Heath and Rachel? I need to get out of Beaumond Academy. I’ve never been to the Lycan Court.”

      “Okay, fine. We’ll need to get you a dress.”

      “I have dresses, thanks to the Jewel Ball.”

      “How could I forget?”

      I laughed again. “What did you want to tell me that night?”

      He frowned. “What night?”

      I kept on laughing. “I thought you remembered the 27th.”

      “I remember the way you rode my cock.”

      My eyes grew, and Gabe chuckled.

      “Of course, you would remember that.”

      He laughed.

      “It’s not funny. You have no idea how you riled me up that night.”

      “Day before the full moon, I’m not fully myself.”

      “So that wasn’t you wanting me?”

      “That’s not what I’m saying.”

      “Whatever.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “The night you got back from negotiations.”

      He froze, and my laughter pulled out of me.

      “You saw me?”

      “Yeah, you were out-of-your-mind drunk.”

      “What did I say?”

      “Nothing, but somehow you knew it was me, and you begged to speak to me. Poor Edward, I felt so sorry for him.”

      He laughed. “I can be pretty persistent if I want to be.”

      “You think? You lost your balance and fell into a bush, screaming like a little girl.”

      “I don’t scream like a little girl.” He grabbed me tighter and wrestled me until I took it back. I tried not to laugh too loud, but sometimes it was hard. Gabriel didn’t give a crap about that. He pinned me down with my hands above my head.

      “Take that back.”

      “I’m not, as it’s the truth. You can ask Ed.”

      He planted his lips on me, and the kiss was feverish. I couldn’t get enough of him and looked forward to visiting his uncle in the Lycan Court.
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      Gabriel wasn’t happy about having to reserve our spots. He hated the idea that his uncle was the king of the lycans.

      “If your dad didn’t saunter off, you would be the crown prince.”

      “Now you are just talking a lot of shit, Max.”

      “It’s the truth.”

      “No, I don’t want it. Besides, my asshole twin could be older than me.”

      “You really don’t know anything about him?”

      “Nope, and I’m going to keep it like that, too.”

      He was such a grump when it came to his family. Didn’t want to speak about them or anything. I didn’t want to put him in a bad mood, so I made an excuse to feed and I left.

      On Saturday morning, I left early and headed back to my room. Gabe had told me to get my clothes for tonight and then we were going to leave for the Witches Court. We were going to get ready there.

      I couldn’t wait to see Gabby again.

      I told Scar and Storm everything, and Storm stared at me.

      “What?”

      “Hendrix agreed taking you to one?”

      “Yeah, he wasn’t happy about it, but what do you expect? The guy is never happy when it comes to his blood.”

      Storm laughed. “That’s not what I mean, Max. He didn’t tell you?”

      “Tell me what?”

      She kept on laughing as Scar stared at her.

      “Tell me what, Storm?”

      “Why are you laughing?” Scar asked.

      “You guys really don’t know?”

      “Know what?”

      “I’m not going to spoil it. If he didn’t tell you, then there is a reason for it. Enjoy it, Max.”

      “Oh, man. What are you not telling me?”

      “Don’t worry, Gabriel will be with you. I doubt anyone would mess with him.”

      I grabbed my dress as Storm still giggled. I didn’t like that giggle. What was she not telling me?

      My phone beeped, and it was Gabriel. Asking if I was ready.

      My fingers glided over the keys as soon as I finished packing my bag and said that I was ready.

      Sparks appeared in our room, and Alexis stood on the other side.

      “Hi, guys. A werewolf party, Max?” Alexis asked too.

      “Alexis?” Gabriel said, and Storm laughed.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Nothing, let’s go,” Gabe said, and I stepped through her portal back into Gabriel’s room.

      “Enjoy, Max,” Storm yelled as Alexis’ portal closed.

      I stared at Gabriel. “What are you not telling me?”

      “Oh no, you are going to that party tonight, Max.”

      “Gabriel?”

      “You’ll see. Maybe next time you will think twice about forcing me.”

      “I’m not forcing you.”

      He raised his eyebrows and picked up his bag as Alexis’ hands twirled in circles again. The Witches Court appeared on the other side, and we stepped through.

      “Enjoy,” Alexis said with a giggle.

      “Why is everyone giggling? What is it?” I asked her.

      “I’m not going to spoil the surprise.”

      “Gabriel?”

      “It’s going to be so much fun,” he said.

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “Let’s go, Max.” He pulled my hand toward the steps that led up to the back entrance of the palace.

      Gabby shrieked as we entered and grabbed me tight around the neck. She swayed me from side to side.

      “So happy to see you again.”

      “Likewise. What is wrong with lycan parties?”

      “What?”

      “I don’t know. Gabe got invited to one. I want to go, but now there is something that nobody wants to tell me about.”

      Gabriel’s laughter came from the stairs.

      “You going to a lycan party?” Gabby yelled after him.

      “Drop it.”

      “Conri,” Gabby mouthed, and I nodded. “You going to tell Max?”

      “Nope, and neither are you.”

      “That is not fair!” I yelled.

      He stopped in the middle of the stairs. “What is not fair is that you are forcing me to do this, Max.”

      “I didn’t force you. I asked, and you said yes.”

      “Against my will.”

      “Oh, c’mon, Gabriel.”

      Gabby laughed. “Oh, I agree. It’s going to be so much fun.”

      “No, not even a hint?”

      She shook her head and waited for her cousin to be out of ear-shot. Not that it was probably possible, as he had wolf’s senses.

      “Thank you.”

      “Yeah, whatever,” I complained.

      Gabby giggled. “You better tell me everything tomorrow morning.”

      She walked me to my room that I’d had over Christmas and kept me company for the next half hour.

      She loved my dress and couldn’t wait to see what I would look like in it.

      After I settled in, we went back downstairs and found Gabriel around the table, speaking to his uncle.

      King Levine got up and took both my hands. “Max, nice to have you here at court again.”

      “Thank you for having me. What is wrong with lycan parties?”

      King Levine’s face fell as he stared at Gabriel, who shook with laughter. Gabby giggled too.

      “You are taking her to Lucious’ party tonight?”

      “Oh, yes, Max insisted that we go.”

      King Levine nodded. “I’m glad that you finally said yes, Gabe.”

      “He’s not my uncle.”

      “Oh, but I’m afraid he is.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Yes, and maybe if you were not so hardheaded, just like your father, it would’ve gone smoother.”

      Gabe stared at the king.

      “I’m sorry, Gabe, but that is not a trait that belongs to me or Elenore.”

      “Fine. He’s my uncle, happy now?”

      King Levine smiled, and his gaze flickered at me. “Tell your girlfriend why we don’t like to go to lycan parties.”

      His girlfriend. Warmth spread from my stomach.

      “And spoil all the fun,” Gabe said. “Hell no.”

      King Levine laughed. “Sorry, Max. I tried. But it’s one hell of an experience.”
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      Gabby helped me to get dressed. She even used a spell to give me this beautiful hairdo that fit with my dress.

      “You look like a princess.”

      “Who is going unknowingly into the Wolves Den.”

      Gabby laughed. “You have one mighty wolf with you. He won’t let anything happen to you, Max.”

      It couldn’t be like the Wolves Den, not that I remembered what it was like, but Amy said it was to blow off some steam. “Yeah, so you keep saying.”

      I left my room and found Gabriel in the foyer looking spiff, wearing a black tuxedo.

      He was so beautiful.

      Gabby laughed at my grunt, and I couldn’t help the tweaking at the corner of my lips.

      “He was such an idiot.”

      “Hey, that’s my boyfriend you are talking about.”

      Gabby hooked her arm into mine as her laughter bubbled out of her. We reached him, and Gabe stared at me with a grin on his lips.

      “You really want to go?”

      “Yes, I want to go,” I responded.

      “Okay.” He took out his phone and called someone. “If you could please give me a few seconds of your time.”

      He put the phone down and a few seconds later, golden sparkles filled the air and Alexis appeared on the other side.

      She stepped through and looked at me. “You look pretty amazing, Max.”

      “Yeah, please tell me what am I going to find…”

      “I can’t. Gabe would kill me.”

      “Let’s go, Max,” Gabe urged.

      I took a huge breath, grabbed my dress to lift it from the floor, and walked to Gabriel. He took my hand as Alexis opened a portal to the Lycan Court.

      The white marble buildings were the last thing I’d imagined. I’d always thought of them having stone-type buildings surrounded by woods. Very robust.

      Gabe and I stepped through.

      “I’ll wait for your call,” Alexis said, and Gabe saluted her.

      Her portal disappeared as Gabe led me down the pathway filled with white pebbles.

      I couldn’t stop looking at the neatly trimmed hedges and the colorful garden.

      My heart pounded as I worried about what was wrong with this party.

      There was a couple standing by the door. Dressed in formal wear, too.

      The woman gave Gabe a once-over, and I didn’t like it very much. Gabe just looked in front of him as the woman followed him with her eyes, not acknowledging me one bit.

      “Gabriel Hendrix,” the guard that stood at the door read his invitation. “Nice to have you at the Lycan Court, Your Highness.”

      I had to suppress my smile as Gabe yanked his invitation back and put it in his jacket pocket.

      We stepped into the palace, down a long hallway, and into what I assumed was either a ball room or the foyer.

      It was so open with lacy gold curtains hanging everywhere. Big couches sat around the one wall, and scattered around were high, round tables with matching chairs.

      From the ceiling hung more drapes, but I think it was a set up for a show and not part of the decoration.

      Nothing was out of place as people laughed and chatted with one another.

      Gabe’s hand squeezed mine tighter as he leaned closer. “Whatever you do, do not leave my side tonight.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “You heard me.”

      “Gabriel,” a voice came from up ahead, and my eyes almost bulged out of my head as it was King Lucious. But it wasn’t because it was the king. It was because of what he was wearing. A robe and only a robe. There wasn’t a single garment of clothing underneath the robe, and the lycan king had no shame in showing off his body.

      Shit. That was why Gabby had laughed at my Wolves Den comment.

      I stared at the chandelier on my right as Gabriel greeted his uncle.

      “So glad you could make it.”

      “Pleasure is all mine,” Gabe said. “I want you to meet someone special, Maxima Lane.”

      My gaze flickered to Gabriel, who struggled to not smile, and to the king, focusing on his face. He looked just like his brother. Had long raven hair that hung over his shoulders and a very handsome face. Seeing him up close, I could see the Conri-blood in Gabe.

      “Maxima Lane, the pleasure is all mine.”

      I swallowed hard. “King Lucious.”

      “I want to thank you for what you have done for Heath and Rachel.”

      “It was nothing, really.”

      “No, no, it was everything. Giving your X-Gene to stall for time so that they wouldn’t hurt the royals was very noble.”

      “Sure.” I couldn’t help the warmth that spread up my body.

      “We need to talk later,” the king said to Gabe. “We have loads to catch up on.”

      Gabriel nodded as the king turned around and walked away.

      He led me to the corner—I had no idea what to say—and he grabbed two flutes from one of the servers who passed us.

      Gabriel handed me the flute without saying anything, and I downed the contents.

      He finally laughed.

      “Did I just witness what I witnessed?”

      “What did you witness?” Gabe asked.

      “That he only wore a robe without a thread of clothes underneath.”

      “You did. You don’t like it?”

      “What is this?”

      “It’s a lycan party.”

      “Why is he almost naked?”

      Gabriel laughed. “Think of it as a big Wolves Den, Max.”

      “I don’t remember the Wolves Den. What is this?”

      “Lycan parties are like massive orgies.”

      My eyes rose. “What? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “You were the one who wanted to come.”

      I stared at everyone around us. They all looked decent. It was only the king, and then my eyes fell on Heath, wearing a robe without a thread of clothing too.

      My gaze flickered away, and Gabe grinned. “Let’s go find a table.”

      I wasn’t so sure about this anymore, but I wasn’t going to give Gabe the satisfaction of I told you so.

      We sat down at a very small table for two. It was raised high off the ground.

      I kept looking around, and he kept staring at me.

      “This doesn’t affect you one bit?”

      “What?” he asked.

      “The fact that the royals are half-naked.”

      “Nope. I’m part-wolf. We have no shame in our bodies.”

      I remembered Connor almost undressing in front of me.

      He chuckled as a server came past and asked what we wanted to drink.

      Gabriel gave him our order, and the guy left.

      “Gabriel?” Rachel appeared out of nowhere and flung her arm around him. She was really beautiful. “What are you doing here?”

      “Your father invited me.”

      Her gaze flickered to mine.

      “And you brought the little traitor, how noble of you.”

      “Be careful, Rachel,” he said, and she laughed. Her laughter sounded like chimes as she walked away. She was buck naked underneath her robe, too. But at least she had the decency to close it.

      “Don’t mind her.”

      “Yeah, I’m never going to get rid of that name.”

      “Max, I know what happened, and you know what happened. It’s all that matters.”

      The drinks came back, and I took a few gulps. This party was really starting to get uncomfortable.

      “They won’t force us to get naked, will they?”

      Gabe chuckled. “I don’t know. I’ve never been a guest at one of Lucious’ parties.”

      “Then how do you know what they are?”

      “My uncle told me once; he was shocked for an entire week. It was hilarious.”

      I swallowed hard and looked past him at another dude who flung his robe open. My gaze landed on the crown prince who was charging our table.

      “Heath is coming.”

      “Yeah,” Gabe sounded sarcastic and put his lips against the glass, taking a sip.

      “What the fuck are you doing here, runt?”

      “Ask your father.”

      “Fuck that; leave. You are not welcome.”

      Gabriel chuckled, only making Heath more angry as I tried to look at the painting on the left. Heath was even worse than his father, but he had a way better body than the king. I really should just swallow my pride and tell Gabe we should leave.

      “Heath,” King Lucious said. “Enough. Gabriel is my guest, and you will not embarrass me in front of my guests.” He had his hand on Heath’s neck. The prince snarled at Gabriel, and then he stormed off. The momentum of the movement lifted his robe. All you saw was a tanned ass.

      My earlobes singed from the heat as King Lucious was busy with an apology.

      Gabriel shook his head, and then the king started to cry.

      What the hell?

      Gabriel rolled his eyes. “It’s okay, it’s not the end of the world.”

      “No,” he sniffed. “I miss my brother. If only he could phone me. You think he will phone me, Gabe?”

      “I don’t know the man.”

      “He is your father.”

      “Stop. He is nothing of me.”

      “He is blood. Let him make amends. I know he will be a brilliant father.”

      Gabe glared at the king, and I put my hand on his leg, stroking him softly to calm him.

      “Enjoy the evening. If the pressure gets too rough, I have rooms.”

      “Thank you. That won’t be necessary.”

      He left, and I stared at Gabriel.

      “Now you know why I didn’t want to come.”

      “What did he mean by if the pressure gets too rough?”

      Gabe chuckled.

      “I’m listening.”

      “What do you think is going to happen, Max?”

      “Do you want to leave?”

      “No,” he said.

      Oh, crap.

      “You want to leave?” Gabe asked.

      “Nope.”

      The lights dimmed, and King Lucious clinked a glass for everyone to settle down.

      “Welcome to another successful harvesting of Wolves Bane.”

      What?

      Everyone applauded as Gabriel kept his eyes on me. I got a funny feeling that he was waiting for something to happen. I didn’t like it.

      He spoke about all the fallen wolves through the years who had died by the overdose of Wolves Bane and that it was Lowell’s main mission to get rid of the pestilence once and for all. And that it turned into one of his passions.

      Gabe froze every time his dad’s name was mentioned. He really didn’t like the guy at all.

      “Enjoy the pre-show.”

      Everyone applauded, and I followed their lead. Gabe didn’t. He just nurtured his drink.

      Acrobats wearing nothing took the stage. I didn’t know where to look because everywhere my gaze flickered, it would be at another naked performer.

      The heat in this place also tripled, and it got hot.

      My gaze fluttered around at some of the guests. Some were openly rubbing up against each. One man watched while two women were busy kissing and rubbing him.

      A chilly breeze flew over my neck, and goosebumps rippled on my skin. Followed by this amazing shiver.

      I struggled to open my eyes and just kept them on the table, trying hard not to give into the tremors that rippled through my body with every breeze that kissed my skin.

      The music was increasing the tension, and the acrobats looked as if they were having sex with each other, twirling around one another. The way Gabriel had danced with me that night jumped into my head as another dose of goosebumps crawled over my skin. I jumped up and rushed to the side door. I needed fresh air, as something inside that building was horribly wrong.

      I rubbed my arms as Gabriel reached me. “You okay?”

      “What is that?”

      “Magic.”

      I kept rubbing my arms as it felt as if ants were crawling all over me. “What kind of magic?”

      “Usually the kind that leads to an orgy.”

      “Okay, I’ve experienced enough.”

      Gabriel laughed and took out his phone, hopefully to call Alexis.

      The wolves were bat shit crazy.

      He chuckled at something Alexis said and then dropped the call.

      “How do you feel?”

      “Like my body is on fire. Why aren’t you experiencing the same thing?”

      He tapped his chest, and the sigil jumped into my mind.

      “I’m going to get that tattoo.”

      “And spoil all my fun?” He pulled me into him, and my body experienced another sort of skin orgasm.

      I moaned as he kissed me and just wanted to give myself over to him.

      Gabe laughed as Alexis’ sparkles interrupted our little make-out session.

      It was hard to act normal while experiencing something like this.

      “Oooh,” Alexis said, as if she could smell the magic, and looked at me. “You okay, Max?”

      “No, just get me out of here, please.” I walked through her portal, and Gabriel followed.
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      He took me to a coffee shop and waited for the magic to wear off. Every ten or fifteen minutes, I felt more like myself and less like a cat in heat.

      We laughed a lot about the wolves and their parties. Especially imagining King Levine at one of them and what he may have experienced.

      Around twelve, we took a cab back to the palace and went for a stroll in the garden.

      “Thank you for taking me. Even if it was basically a five-star bordello.”

      Gabe laughed.

      “Next time when you say trust me, I’m going to do just that.”

      “Yeah?” Gabe asked.

      “Uh-huh.”

      “How do you feel?”

      “Like myself.”

      Silence lingered as I walked with my hand hooked around his arm through the garden. It was really beautiful with lights coming from the ground, illuminating the way to the back entrance of the castle.

      The fact that he wasn’t taking advantage of this was worrisome. The fear of him not wanting me like this turned my stomach. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Just ask, Max, you don’t have to ask me whether you can ask me something.”

      I looked at him. “Why did you take me to the coffee shop and not back to the palace?”

      His eyebrows knitted. “What do you mean?”

      “I was so horny, Gabe. Tonight could’ve been your lucky night.”

      He chuckled. “Because it wouldn’t have been right, Max. It would’ve been the magic guiding you. I don’t want that.”

      “I see, so it has nothing to do with the fact that you don’t want to sleep with me?”

      “We sleep with each other all the time.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      Gabe chuckled. “Woman, I’m part wolf. You share a room with one.”

      “You also said that you weren’t like all the other wolves.”

      “And I told you that it was a bit of a fib.”

      “Then why do you always stop when things go that direction?”

      “Because you are not ready for that type of a relationship. Besides, why do I have to start everything?”

      “I don’t have a clue how to do this. I have no experience.”

      “The way you kiss, I sometimes doubt that.”

      “Shut up.” I shoved him away, and he almost fell into the bushes again. His balance was really good when he was sober, but we both burst out laughing.

      Gabby waited for us by the door.

      “Thanks a lot, Gabs,” I said as I passed her.

      “Yeah, how was it?”

      “Horrible.”

      Gabe took off his jacket and untucked his shirt out of his pants.

      We went to the living room where King Levine sat. Everyone thought it was hilarious, and Gabe didn’t hold back at what King Conri wanted from him.

      “The guy is a wuss,” Gabe said.

      “That’s werewolf twins,” King Levine said.

      “Oh, please.” Gabe shook his head.

      “Gabe, you didn’t grow up with yours; it would’ve been different for you if you did.”

      “I doubt that,” Gabe said as he nursed a whiskey. I was handed an Irish coffee. It was something Gabby had learned on the other side, and it was delicious.

      My head spun a little when I finished it.

      Around quarter to twelve, we said goodnight. Our conversation from the garden was long forgotten as Gabe entered his bathroom.

      I kept staring at his painting. That thing was intoxicating as I pulled the strings awkwardly from behind my back. I loosened it just enough to get it off my body and stepped out of it.

      I remembered what Scar had said and decided to just go take a shower with him.

      The heaviness of everything laid in my stomach again, but I knew that I wanted this. I just hoped that he wanted to do this with me and it wasn’t just words.

      I opened the door and stared at him standing underneath the showerhead. His back was to me as water drenched his body.

      He was a semi-giant, and the nervousness lodge in my throat again.

      I stepped closer, pulled off my underwear and my bra. A part of me didn’t want him to turn around now, but a small part of me wanted him to acknowledge me. At least I would know if he was going to chase me out of the bathroom or not.

      I opened the shower, and Gabe looked over his shoulder. He smiled but didn’t say anything as my arms wrapped around him.

      “You really want to do this, Max?”

      “I do. Maybe this want for you will disappear.”

      He chuckled. “Be careful that it’s not going to do the opposite.”

      He turned around and stared at me. I hated that my cheeks and ears betrayed me every single time Gabe looked at me like this.

      When I opened my eyes, his lips were right in front of me, and they closed again as our lips touched.

      He pulled me closer to him, and his shaft pressed into my stomach as his tongue pushed into my mouth, dancing the rhythm I’d gotten accustomed to the past few weeks.

      Weeks. It felt like months.

      The kiss grew as the cold of the tiles pressed into me.

      I stuttered, and the kiss broke.

      “Sorry,” Gabe whispered against my lips as he pulled me away.

      We both burst out laughing.

      “Maybe the shower is not a great idea for your first time,” Gabe said, and he kissed me on my head. “Finish your shower.”

      He climbed out, and I kept staring at his ass as he walked to the towel railing and pulled the towel off and around his hips.

      All sorts of thoughts went through my head as I was alone in the shower now.

      Was this too soon? Should I wait? The insecurities flew through me again as I soaped myself and rinsed it off.

      I grunted as I still wanted him that way. A part of me even needed it, hoping to find myself again.

      I closed the taps and grabbed the second towel from the railing and draped it over my body. I exited the bathroom.

      Gabe was one the phone, and his tone put me on high alert.

      “What? When?”

      I walked faster toward him, still standing with his towel draped around my body. My heart pounded faster.

      He walked with huge strides to his dresser, listening to whoever was on the other side of the line. “I’ll be there now.”

      He put the phone down and stepped into his underwear. He let his towel drop as he rushed to his closet, pulled out his Shield uniform, and started putting it on.

      My heart beat wildly in my chest. “What happened?”

      “Stay here.”

      “Gabe, answer me.”

      “You are safe here, just stay here until I come back, okay?”

      “Gabriel, please, just tell me.”

      He sighed as he kept putting on layers. His safety vest was next with the Velcro on the sides. He’d never put on his safety vest before.

      I didn’t like this. “Talk to me.”

      “There was a mass breakout at Blackwater prison.”

      “What?” My throat clogged up.

      He closed the distance and cupped my face. He planted his lips on my head. “I’m sorry. You have no idea how hard this is for me to leave you here, looking like that. But you are safe here. Nobody will hurt you.”

      “Sierra?”

      He nodded.

      “Fuck!” My hand disappeared into my hair.

      He pulled me against him. “You are going to be fine. Just stay here.”

      I nodded. “Who else?”

      “There are rumors that the Saffron sisters broke out too.”

      “Helga?”

      “And Elke.” He looked more worried.

      “The Grimoire?” I remembered what Gabby had said about the Grimoire. How Gabe had nightmares for months.

      “I don’t know. I have to go, Max.”

      Just then Alexis’ sparkles came. I hugged my towel tighter as Gabe tied his shoes. He came over and gave me another kiss. “Stay with Gabby until I return, okay? We can try to recreate whatever was busy happening.”

      I looked at him.

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “Be careful.”

      “I promise.” He kissed me softly and then left with Alexis. I hated the way my heart pounded and my chest contracted.

      Well, I was sure that Sierra wouldn’t dare to come to this court. Not after what she had done to the queen.

      I got dressed in tights and a long-sleeve shirt and hoodie. I stepped into my slippers and opened the door. Gabby’s room was in another hallway, and I went to her door and knocked. It opened as her figure retreated toward her TV.

      “Did you hear?” I asked. The reporter on the screen was speaking about the breakout.

      “Where is Gabe?” she questioned.

      “Left already.”

      “This is not good.”

      “Who broke them out?” I wanted to know.

      “The Shadowed, probably.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know, Max. Things are changing. I can feel it in the magic. It’s all wrong,” she said and kept staring at the screen.

      I listened to whatever the reporter was saying.

      A knock on the door made her jump from the couch and rush to see who it was.

      “You okay?” Tobias said before his figure appeared in the room. His gaze landed on me and then back to his sister. “Gabe?”

      “Where do you think?” Gabby answered.

      I turned back to the screen, hoping that I would be able to get a glimpse of Gabe or Ed.

      “Dad?” Gabby asked.

      “He’s fine. He got called to Wyvernglade. The Shield is already on it. Just stay here, both of you. Phineas is right outside.”

      We both nodded, and he left.

      Phineas…his name was familiar, and I remembered a Phineas fighting at the club.

      Gabby planted her butt into the sofa again, and we carried on watching and trying to see any sign of the two of them.

      There was no talk about capturing anyone who had escaped.

      Gabby switched from channel to channel, trying to find new information.

      I must have dozed off and woke up from Gabby’s shaking.

      Light started to seep through the drawn curtains.

      General Armstel was addressing the public now and gave out a list of all the prisoners who had gotten free during the mass breakout.

      My throat dried as Sierra Duff was one of them. Helga and Elke were the other two that scared me shitless. All the Saffron sisters.

      There was no word about the Grimoire.

      “How long is Gabe going to take?”

      “I don’t know. Depends on how fast they are going to get them back,” Gabby said.

      Shit.

      She grabbed my hand. “Relax. I’m going to send us up some coffee and something to eat. You want a sandwich?”

      I nodded. The guard spoke to someone outside, and Gabby jumped up and opened the door.

      “Oh, thank heavens, you okay?”

      I jumped up as Gabriel answered yes.

      I was close to tears as I rushed to him and hugged him.

      He smelled different, but that was because he was out there.

      “We need to go back to the academy.”

      “You think that is wise?” Gabby questioned.

      “Yes, she will be safe there.”

      Gabby hugged me. “Okay, see you later, Max. Be safe.”

      “You too.” The hug broke, and I rushed back to Gabe’s room to fetch my bag.

      “Today, Max.”

      “I need my bag.” I didn’t like this side of him as I shoved all of my clothes in my bag and left.

      He rushed down the stairs, and I followed him.

      “Where is Alexis?”

      “Still at Blackwater.”

      It would only take her like seconds. Still, my feet skidded down the steps, trying to catch up.

      I had to widen my strides to reach him, and I felt better when he touched my hand. His was cold, and I rubbed the top of his hand to warm it up.

      I had so many questions to ask, but I didn’t know where to begin.

      “Did they catch Sierra?”

      He nodded, and that was it.

      “Gabe, they caught her?”

      “Yes, Max.”

      It felt as if I could breathe again.

      The front gate opened, and there was a limo waiting. I’d never driven in a limo before. The door opened, and I scooted onto the warm leathery seat.

      Gabe was right behind me, and my gaze landed on King Lucious.

      The door closed, and a figure came out of the dark corner. I gasped. It was Gabe’s mom.

      The prick in my neck came as I looked at Gabriel, holding the syringe. It wasn’t Gabriel. That was why he’d smelled different and why his hands were cold.

      My eyes felt heavy, and then everything went black.
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      A mother of a headache pounded right behind my eyes. I grunted as everything that happened flashed through my thoughts.

      I bolted up and found myself in complete darkness, tied to a chair. The chair was lumpy and pressed into my back. My hands and feet were tied to the legs and armrests.

      A lamp switched on, and Gabriel sat on another chair, in the corner, the side of his cheek resting on his fist. He was still wearing his Shield uniform.

      “What the hell happened?” I found magical cuffs around my wrists.

      My gaze flew back to Gabe. I remembered what he’d done. I could still feel the slight prick in my neck. It wasn’t him; it was his brother.

      “What am I doing here?” I snarled at him.

      “You are not very smart if you are asking me that question.”

      “My X-Gene?” My heart started to pound. “It’s mine. You can’t have it.”

      He raised his left eyebrow and stared at me. The corner of his lips tweaked upwards. I didn’t like the sly smile lingering on his face; on Gabe it was hot, on him, it gave me the creeps.

      “Just let me go!”

      “You are not going anywhere, sweetheart.”

      Tears glistened in my eyes, and I tried to will it away like Gabe. I wasn’t there yet.

      “He will come for you.”

      “And what? You are going to kill him? He is your brother.”

      “Kill him?” He frowned. “Why on earth would I kill him?”

      “You’ve tried it before; I was there.”

      “Those arrows were not meant for you.”

      “Exactly my point.”

      “I wasn’t going to kill him. He is my twin, for crying out loud. We are trying to get him to join us.”

      Laughter slipped through my lips.

      He didn’t like it as his jaw muscles pumped and his lips grew thinner.

      “Sorry, but that is the funniest thing I’ve ever heard.” I snorted. “He would rather kill himself than join you.”

      “He will after he listens to me.”

      “Look who isn’t the smart one now. Your brother will kill you if he ever finds you. So I don’t know in what universe you think he would give you the time for a story.”

      The guy stared at me. He had that same twitch to his lips as Gabe.

      “Like I said, let me go. You do not want him to come for me.”

      He huffed. “Then he will join us to stay with you.”

      “He won’t,” I snarled.

      He got up and walked toward me. My back moved against the backrest of the chair. He boxed me in and stared at me. He had the same green eyes, but there were specks of gold in them.

      “Ever wonder if you are not with the wrong brother?” he inquired.

      “What?”

      He chuckled. “Oh, I know everything about you, sweetheart. How you keep throwing yourself at him, how he keep dissing your attempts.” His hand brushed my cheek softly. I tried to pull away.

      “Stop that.”

      He chuckled. “I wouldn’t refuse you, not for a second.”

      I didn’t like the way he stared at me. Still, he knew Gabe hadn’t slept with me yet. “How?”

      “That is your question? He is my twin; I’m connected to him in ways you would never understand.”

      “You are bluffing.”

      “Am I?”

      My gaze flickered from him to the wall. I looked around. Toward the door.

      Gabriel’s brother grabbed my jaw, and I grunted at the strength of his grip.

      He looked me straight in the eye and smiled.

      “You listen to me, and you listen very carefully. You come alone and if I see anybody else close to you, I’ll kill your little bitch, you hear?” Coordinates flew out of his lips.

      I pulled out of his grasp. “Who are you speaking to?”

      His lips curved upward. “Like I said, I’m connected to my brother in ways you would never understand.”

      “His second ability?” I asked, and this guy’s eyebrow raised.

      “He told you about that?”

      “We don’t have secrets.” I huffed. “So it’s connected to you.”

      “It doesn’t work the way it should because we are apart, but it does what it needs to do for now.”

      “How?”

      “You ask so nicely, Maxima.” He pulled a chair forward and sat down on it cowboy style. He opened his shirt and showed me the Sigil of Custodia on his chest. “What is blocking him to do the same. Since he got that lovely sigil, I’m struggling a bit, but I can still make the connection as it’s not as strong as he thinks it is. There are still loopholes around it. I know that he can connect with you, Max.”

      “He wasn’t in my head if that is what you want to know.”

      “Mmm,” he scrunched up his face, “Wrong again. See, my ability doesn’t just check up on my brother; I see what he sees too.” His one eye glossed over and became very white. The other one was still the same. I stared.

      “Right now, he’s making plans to sidestep me.” He grunted and shook out of it, pressing his fingers into his temple. His jaw muscles pumped veraciously. “Making plans to save you.”

      He shook his head, and his white eye turned back to match the other.

      “It’s giving you headaches.”

      “It is, but it’s worth it. Especially when he is with you.”

      “You are disgusting, nothing like your brother.”

      “And yet you believed me when I came to fetch you.”

      “Why are you telling me this? I will just tell him everything, and believe me when I say, your brother will—”

      He slammed on the table. “Will what, huh? Kill me, try to block me? You won’t tell him a thing.”

      I laughed. “You sure about that?”

      “Yeah, because this time you won’t live.”

      I didn’t expect that as I stared at him, trying to will the fear and the tears away. “Why do you need my X-Gene so much?”

      “It’s not just your X-Gene, love, it’s more than that. Whatever is lingering in that blood of yours, it’s powerful and something that will help us succeed in our mission.”

      “Mission?”

      The door opened, and Lowell entered. “Darius, enough. You need to make contact.”

      “Already have. He is coming, just be patient. You will see your perfect son soon.” He walked past his father and looked back at me. “Think about what I said, Max.” He left with a chuckle.

      Darius?

      Lowell closed the door. “I’m sorry about that.”

      “What is he talking about? What is in my blood?”

      He closed his eyes and sighed before opening them again and looking at me.

      “Please?”

      “We don’t know yet, but whatever it is, trust me when I say, it’s enough to do what needs to be done.”

      “Changing the pure bloods into half-breeds?”

      “The pure bloods do it all the time, trying to get rid of the half-breeds. Why do you think we are doing this?”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “Of course, you don’t. The price I paid was my son. My wife paid it too, and his twin brother. I would do anything to get Gabriel back, even if it means killing the one person who is standing between us.”

      “I’m not the one standing between you. You left him when he was three; he had to learn everything on his own, he was alone, that is why he wants nothing to do with you. Kill me; it won’t bring your son closer to you, that I can promise.”

      “Pity, as we really need whatever is lingering inside of you.”

      He walked to the door.

      “Then why did you try to kill me after the mission?”

      He stopped. “Ever thought that it wasn’t us that tried to kill you?”

      “Then who?”

      “Guess you have more enemies than you think, Maxima Lane.”

      He opened the door and closed it. If it wasn’t them, who’d ordered Hozier to kill me and for what reason?
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      Alexis took us back to the palace.

      I froze as I stepped through her portal. Something was off. I just didn’t know what.

      I gestured it and Ed stopped. Ricus sniffed the air, and I didn’t like the way his jaw muscles clenched. Ed did the same.

      “The Shadowed.”

      Alexis’ portal took us into the palace.

      “Check on my cousin,” I ordered Ed as I rushed up the stairs two at a time. Ed and Ricus ran past me, to my cousin’s room, as I opened my door.

      There was no sign of Max in my room, and I ran out, toward Gabby’s door.

      Ed spoke to her and relief washed over me.

      “What do you mean?” Ed asked as I pushed passed him and hugged Gabs.

      “Thank heavens.” I let her go and looked for Max. “Where is Max?”

      She froze and stared at me.

      “Gabby, where is Max?”

      “Gabe…” Ed started.

      “Why are you asking me that?” Gabby asked. “You came to fetch her almost an hour ago.”

      “What?”

      “You were here. What is going on?” Her hands flung around her. She was panicking.

      My twin. I’d seen him hoisting himself over that edge. He was the spitting image of me. “No, no, no.”

      “Gabe!”

      “It wasn’t me.”

      “What?”

      “It was that asshole.”

      “No, I would’ve known.”

      “Gabby, it wasn’t me.”

      Tears filled her eyes, and she covered her mouth. “I’m sorry. I didn’t—”

      “Shh, what did he say?”

      She shook her head. “Oh crap, he has Max.”

      “Gabby, focus. What did he say?”

      “He was going to take her to Beaumond Academy. Told me she would be safe there. Gabe, I couldn’t tell the difference.”

      I touched her cheek. “I know. He looks exactly like me. It’s not your fault.”

      “She is with them again?”

      “Not for long, okay? If I come back, ask me something only I will know.”

      She nodded.

      I rushed down the hallway; Ed followed. At the bottom of the stairs, Alexis and Ricus spoke to Tobias.

      “Beaumond, the asshole pretended to be me. He has Max.”

      “Again?” Tobias asked.

      “What don’t you understand? They want her X-Gene, Tobias.”

      He stared at me as Alexis opened a portal to Beaumond. We stepped through, and I ran to her room. Maybe by some miracle, Max got away and…and what? She would’ve phoned you.

      I knocked like a madman on Max’s room door, and Scar opened.

      “Is Max here?”

      “What? No, she was with you. The breakout, is it real?”

      “Yes, fuck!”

      “Gabriel, relax,” Storm said.

      “He pretended to be me. Which means they have Max again.”

      “Track her through her stone,” Scar said.

      I nodded and left their room. I had no choice.

      I told Ricus and Alexis to wait and Ed to follow me.

      “Gabe.”

      “He has Max.”

      “Then find out where she is. I’ll get the tonic.”

      “One for my strength too, please.”

      “What?”

      “The more I’m in her head, the more it drains me.”

      He nodded, and I rushed to my room.

      I closed my door, and my hand changed into a dagger. I stabbed myself in my hand and the pain took over.

      I opened my eyes, and I wasn’t in the white room anymore. I was actually seeing through her eyes again, like I had that time with my aunt.

      She was talking to him. I didn’t like the way he looked at her, but I had to know where she was. I looked around.

      Nothing looked familiar, and my heart raced faster thinking that I might not be able to get to her in time. The stone would take too long to track her down.

      My twin grabbed her jaw. She grunted. “You listen to me, and you listen very carefully. You come alone, and if I see anybody else close to you, I’ll kill your little bitch, you hear? 78°24’13.2”N 2°25’17.5”E.”

      I pulled out the dagger as the sweat dripped from my face. The fucker knew. They all knew what I shared with her.

      The door opened, and Ed rushed to my side. He handed me a tonic, and I drank.

      I spoke the coordinates out loud, and Ed wrote them down on the table as I drank the other tonic for my strength.

      The clicking of the buttons on his phone worked overtime. “The place your aunt lost her mind.”

      “You sure?”

      He showed me the screen. It was exactly there. Why didn’t it look familiar?

      “This where she is?” Ed asked.

      “He said I have to come alone.”

      “How?”

      “I don’t know. I think through my second ability. It’s not mine.”

      “It’s connected to you. What keeps him connected to you.”

      “It’s how they know everything, fuck.”

      Ed grabbed my shoulder. “Hey, you didn’t know. We do now. Maybe there is a way that you can use it back on him.”

      “I don’t know the first thing about it, Ed.”

      “I’ll help. Always will.” Silence lingered. “You know this is a trap.”

      I nodded. “It’s Max. I can’t lose her, Ed.”

      “We need backup.”

      “I’ll have one.” I needed to trust that there was something to this bond.

      I washed the blood off my hand, the wound was already closed, and Ed gave me a few more bottles.

      “Keep it for next time. I know where she is.”

      We rushed back downstairs and found Scar and Will among the others.

      “We are going to help,” Cade said.

      “I need you here.”

      “Commander Hendrix, please. We can’t lose her again,” Will begged.

      “We won’t. I know where she is. I was told to come alone. Stay put and stay on guard.”

      They all nodded. I knew the barrier was enough protection, but if they felt needed here, then maybe they would get off my tits so I could do what I had to do to get Max back.

      I had a small briefing with all of them, as I knew the asshole was keeping an eye on the time.

      Alexis had a pod in her ear connected to my comm.

      She would drag me out the minute I told her. With any luck, they might not know about her gift yet. Otherwise she would’ve been stolen and not Max.

      “Gabe, I don’t like this,” Ed said.

      “It’s going to be fine,” I tried to put Ed at ease.

      He nodded.

      I nodded at Ricus, and he took me.

      Traveling by the ring wasn’t new to me. I’d done it many times and when my feet landed on the ground, I looked at Ricus. “Go.”

      “I’m with Ed. I don’t like this.”

      “Go.”

      He nodded and left.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Forty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        GABRIEL

      

      

      I walked toward the dilapidated building. At least her screams didn’t come from inside this time. Were Helga and Sierra here too?

      Thank heavens the Shield had trapped Elke again.

      “Are you alone?” a voice that sounded like my own yelled.

      “Yes. Where is Max? I need to see her.”

      “That’s not how this works.” The asshole appeared. Still wearing a Shield uniform. Where he had gotten it from… Bane appeared next. No need to wonder anymore.

      He touched my twin’s shoulder. “I’ve got this.”

      “No!” the prick said.

      “Darius, I’ve got it, go.”

      Darius. He grunted and left.

      Bane walked toward me. To think at a stage I would’ve given my life for him.

      “Where is she?”

      “Gabe, I know it’s not ideal to see me with them.”

      I laughed. “You died the night of the Ortega.”

      He closed his eyes for a mere second and open them again. “I assured you, I didn’t die. You have no idea what your parents are fighting for.”

      “I don’t care what they are fighting for. Everything about the Shadowed—”

      “Is a lie!”

      “A lie, Bane? You really want me to believe that. You held Max down for them to remove her X-Gene. Was that a lie too?”

      His gaze left mine and locked with the ground. A tell that whatever was about to leave his lips would not be the truth. “Under the circumstances—”

      “Fuck your circumstances. Why did you take her again? What is your reason this time?”

      He didn’t answer.

      “The same. Her X-Gene?”

      “There are always a few casualties when it comes to the greater good.”

      “You see, there,” I said pointing my dagger hand at him. “There is your problem. The Bane I knew would never have said that when it came to innocent bystanders.”

      “She is part of the Shield.”

      “She is a Selective. To think I wasted years because your death almost broke me. I promise you one thing. Before all of this is over, you will be dead.”

      He stared at me.

      “Bane, enough,” a male voice said, and he crawled back like a broken dog. I needed to think about something in order to get leverage. I paced the width of the path, glaring at Bane, who retreated into the shadows, facing me, as he was now a fucking coward.

      Lowell walked down the steps. He stared at me.

      “Gabriel.”

      “Your brother really wants you to contact him,” I said. Why I did that, I didn’t know. It was the first thing that popped up.

      He smiled. “I’m done with that life, but thank you for the message.”

      I shook my head.

      “I know this is a shock to you, but we want you to join us. She will listen to you.”

      I laughed. “That is why I’m here? What? You want me to believe that you grew a conscience now all of a sudden and that you do not like tapping her dry?”

      “Son, please.”

      “It’s Commander Lieutenant Hendrix. You do not have the luxury to call me your son. Where were you when I was three?”

      “Your mother—”

      “Not asking my mother, I’m asking you.” I pointed my dagger at him this time. He didn’t answer. “Hiding like a fucking coward.”

      “You don’t understand.”

      The heartbeat of a little kid rapped in my ear. It came from the woods on my left.

      Lowell froze, and his eyes skidded in the direction. “Thomas, go back to your mother.”

      The alert in his voice told me that he knew the boy and so I charged.

      “Gabriel, don’t!”

      That boy was my leverage.

      Lowell was fast, but not fast enough. I tuned in and found the boy’s heartbeat coming from behind a tree.

      Lowell’s footsteps were right behind me, but I grabbed the boy. My dagger hand pressed against his throat.

      “Gabriel, don’t.” Lowell was a few paces in front of me. His hands stretched out.

      The boy’s heart beat faster as his breathing became heavier. He had blonde hair.

      “I want Max. Now!”

      “You know, we can’t. There is no way out.”

      “I want Max, or I will cut his throat.” I pressed my dagger harder against his throat, and the boy winced. The smell of blood reached my nostrils. “Don’t fuck with me, Lowell.”

      “Thomas,” my mother’s voice sounded behind him. She stopped as she stared at me. I couldn’t believe that she was still alive. “Gabriel.”

      “Stop. I want Max.”

      “Gabriel, please?” she begged.

      “Tell Darius to bring the girl,” Lowell said.

      “Lowell?” My mother sounded as if she was against it.

      “Just do as I say, Emily,” he hissed without taking his eyes off the boy.

      She nodded and left. Bane was trying to creep up on me, and I caught him in my blind spot. I turned around with the boy, and Bane put up his hands.

      “Don’t be stupid. Get back.”

      He walked back to Lowell.

      The boy turned his head and stared up at me. I didn’t dare look at him as they waited for a distraction.

      “Who are you?” the boy asked.

      “Shush,” I said.

      Finally, Darius came, and he pulled Max behind him and then in front of him. There was a dagger against her throat too, and bangles around her wrists. She couldn’t change.

      “Be careful with your next move,” I cautioned.

      “I can live without the twerp. I doubt you can live without her.” He sniffed her.

      “Darius,” Lowell said.

      I huffed and laughed.

      “What is so funny?” Darius growled at me.

      “Just thinking about how fucked you are. I’m asking politely. Let her go.”

      Darius sneered. “Not a chance.”

      My gaze skidded to her. “You okay?”

      She nodded.

      I pressed the blade harder against the boy’s throat.

      “Gabriel,” Max warned.

      “He is part of the Shadowed, Max.”

      “He is just a boy.”

      “And your brother,” my mother said.

      “Emily!” Lowell hissed.

      “I’m not losing another son,” she yelled at Lowell. “Please, Gabriel?”

      Max started to vibrate in my brother’s arms.

      “What are you doing?” Darius said. What was she doing? I didn’t like it; it put me on alert. He shook her. “Stop that!”

      She screamed and then the bangles fell off her arms, along with the clothes she wore, and she changed into a bird.

      I looked down at Thomas. I got a better grip around him now that Max was airborne and hit the button on my vest. “Alexis, now!”

      “No, give Thomas back,” my mother yelled.

      The boy screamed and wrestled in my arms as Alexis’ portal was right behind me. Ed pulled me in as Lowell charged at me.

      Thomas yelled for his parents, and Alexis’ portal closed before Darius and Lowell reached me.

      I gave the boy to Dex. “Take him to Beaumond, now.”

      Alexis took them to Beaumond as I pulled Ed aside. Thomas was still grunting, giving it his all.

      “Gabe, who is the boy?”

      I tried to focus on Max.

      “Gabe.”

      “He is my brother. She shifted into a bird.”

      “Okay, where is she now?” Ed asked.

      “With magical bracelets on, Ed.”

      He froze.

      “I need a vial.”

      He nodded and got one out of his pocket as Alexis came back.

      Her eyes grew as I stabbed myself through the hand.

      I connected with Max and saw her flying. The falcon was behind her.

      She changed into an eagle and flew faster. She was magnificent.

      The blue trail that usually led to her formed coordinates that kept on changing as she flew.

      It left my lips, and I pulled the dagger out. Alexis opened the portal. I downed a vial as Max’s eagle form flew right toward us.

      She darted through and crashed into me, shifting into her human form. She brought us down to the ground.

      Alexis dropped her hands. The falcon cried, but there wasn’t enough time for her to get through.

      “You okay?” I touched Max’s hair.

      Her eyes were closed.

      “Max?” I felt for a heartbeat. It was there.

      Ed took off his mantle and put it over Max’s naked body.

      “We need to get her to Vincent now,” I said and got up with her.

      Alexis opened the portal again, and I stepped through.

      I rushed to the infirmary. Vincent was there doing a check-up on Thomas who was in Dex’s arms. He was so feisty. Definitely family.

      He grunted.

      “Stop it, you little shit,” Dex said.

      “Take me back,” Thomas yelled.

      I walked past Vincent and put Max on a bed. He left my brother and went over to Max.

      “She shifted with magical bracelets.”

      Vincent’s eyes grew as his lips parted. He stared at Max.

      I didn’t like the look on his face, but he started taking her vitals.

      “Let me go or I swear you will regret ever laying hands on me,” Thomas hollered.

      Dex growled, and Thomas growled back.

      “He is Gabe’s brother, all right,” Ed said.

      “He’s Gabe’s what?” Dex asked.

      I walked out of Max’s cubicle and went down on my haunches in front of Thomas. “Enough!”

      He stared at me. I had a little brother, meaning that there was another sibling connected to this one.

      Thomas looked confused. “How?”

      “How what?”

      “How come you look like my brother?”

      “Because he is my twin.”

      Tears welled up in his eyes. “No, his sister died a long time ago.”

      “They lied. Told me the same thing, kid.”

      “I don’t believe you,” Thomas snarled.

      “Then how do you explain this?”

      A tear rolled down his cheek. “You nicked me.”

      “You’ll live.”

      He sniffed as the scar had already closed, was barely a pink line.

      “How old are you?”

      “Turning ten. I’ll get my wolf form soon. I need to be back with my parents. Take me back, please!” he pleaded, and it was hard not to give in to him. He was better off here. Maybe there was still hope for him away from my parents.

      Jack’s footsteps rushed into the infirmary, and I got up. I kept my eye on Thomas.

      “Gabriel, who is this?” Jack questioned.

      “Apparently, my little brother.”

      “What?” Jack stared at me as I took him aside and told him everything. About Max and shifting while she had magical bracelets on her wrists.

      Jack had the same look as Vincent on his face. “How is it she is still alive, Gabe? Usually they explode.”

      “I don’t know.”

      He walked with huge strides to Max’s cubicle as a new worry ebbed itself into my gut.

      She’d better wake up.

      I walked out of the infirmary and took out my phone. I called my uncle to come and fetch Thomas. He was my father’s twin, and Thomas would be more at ease with him than with me at the moment.

      I waited on the bench, and Alexis brought Thomas to me. He had a soda can in his hands, sipping the drink through a straw.

      “Gabe, speak to him.” She smiled at Thomas as he stood and glared at me.

      “Go fetch the lycan king. He is waiting for you.”

      She nodded.

      “Sit,” I said, and Thomas plopped down on the chair.

      “Who is your twin brother?”

      “I don’t have a brother; I have a sister.” Meaning that I had a little sister too. “When are you going to take me back?”

      “Soon.” I hated the lie. “Do you know why they wanted the girl?”

      He shook his head.

      “I’m not the enemy.”

      “I want to go back.”

      “Thomas, enough.”

      The boy shied away and kept sipping his cold drink.

      “I phoned someone, okay? He is coming to pick you up. You will stay with them until I take you back to your parents.”

      Stop lying, Gabe.

      “What do you know? Why do our parents want the royals?”

      “To right a wrong, change the future for everyone.”

      “In what way?”

      “I don’t know. They just said it’s what they have to do. It sucks though as we are constantly on the run.”

      “Because of what they do. They are not good.”

      “They are not bad either. It’s your family, too.”

      I huffed. “If you had to grow up the way I did, you would learn that family doesn’t always mean blood, kid. It’s the people who are there for you. They are your family.”

      “Darius will come for me.”

      “I cannot wait.”

      He snarled.

      I laughed. “You sure have balls.”

      My uncle’s limo came, and Alexis climbed out first.

      Lucious followed her, offering her a spot on the Lycan Court which she thanked him for. Asshole.

      “Gabriel,” he greeted.

      “Dad!” Thomas yelled and ran to him. The idiot went on his haunches, pretending to be his father.

      Queen Magdalena climbed out of the limo and stood in front of the pair.

      Thomas looked up at her.

      She smiled at him warmly. “Stand straight and let me get a look at you.”

      “Who are you?” Thomas asked.

      “Do as you’re told,” Queen Magdalena said. She wasn’t a woman to be messed with, and as beautiful as her daughter.

      Fear of doing the right thing gnawed at my gut.

      Thomas stood straight, and she looked at him. Smiled and held out her hand for him.

      “Go with her, son,” Lucious said, and Thomas obliged. He climbed into the limo, and the door closed. “Gabriel.”

      “Look after him, for now, please.”

      “Off course. He doesn’t know, does he?”

      “No, tell Heath and Rachel; if they hurt him, I’ll make their lives a living hell.”

      He squeezed my shoulder. “I’ll take care of him as if he was my own.”

      “You better.”

      The corner of his lips tweaked as he nodded. He turned around and walked back to the awaiting door. He slipped inside, and the door closed.

      I didn’t enjoy seeing Thomas leave. I still couldn’t believe I had a brother and a sister. But he needed stability now. He was better off with Lucious than me.

      When I walked back into the infirmary, they all stared at me.

      “No,” I said as my heart dropped to my gut.

      “Relax, Gabe.” Ed touched my arm. “Max is fine.”

      “Then what?”

      Vincent walked down the hallway toward us. His eyebrows knitted.

      “Is Max okay?”

      His eyes locked with mine. “You need to see this for yourself.”

      I followed him to her cubicle with Ed behind me. They didn’t answer a thing, and my nerves were all over the place.

      “She grew about five inches since you brought her back, Gabe,” Vincent said.

      “What?”

      He pulled the curtains open, and Max laid curled up on the bed. Why was she growing?

      I went on my haunches. She was still asleep, and I touched her hair. My gaze landed on a strand of hair at the nape of her neck. It was raven like mine.

      The inevitable I’d tried to push to the back of my mind ever since Ed had mentioned it pushed forward. There was no more ignoring it.

      I kept staring at Max. Tears blurred my sight, and I stood up. I pushed them back and walked out of her cubicle. Ed rushed after me.

      “Gabe,” Dex said.

      “Stay, I need you and your sister here. If anything changes, phone me.”

      They both nodded.

      “Ed, Alexis, we need to go.”

      “Where?” Alexis asked.

      “Vampire Court.”

      “What?” Ed asked.

      Alexis wasn’t as curious as Ed. King Montreal’s castle appeared on the other side of her portal.

      We walked through and exited right next to Annedale’s little bronze statue chasing a butterfly. We reached the steps leading down to the staff kitchen.

      “Gabe, what are we doing here?”

      “In a minute, Ed.”

      I walked in, and Viola looked up from the lunch she was busy preparing.

      “Edward?” Viola smiled and rushed to him. “Oh, I was so worried. Are you okay? Did you find them?”

      “Mom, relax. I’m fine, and we will find all of them.”

      “I know you will.” She hugged him again and planted two kisses on my cheek. Last, she tapped Alexis softly on her cheek.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Gabe?” Ed questioned, waiting for me.

      “I need your help. We need to find Annedale.”

      “I’ve tried,” Viola said. “She is not here.”

      “I’m here. She will come out.”

      I rushed up the stairs, and we started in the foyer. There were plenty of cherubs floating on the ceiling. They were playing a tag game and kept chasing each other.

      Viola searched on the other corner of the foyer, and Ed and Alexis across from her.

      They had that question in their eyes. They knew what was going through my mind.

      A cherub waved at me and caught my eye. I stared at her, and she hid half behind the cloud.

      The corner of my lips tweaked as more tears welled up in my eyes. Ed and Alexis walked toward me.

      “Mom?” Ed spoke, and Viola rushed up as Annedale made eyes at me.

      I laughed as she hid behind the cloud again. I waved at her, and she waved back.

      Ed stopped and stared at what I was waving at.

      He gasped at the same time Alexis grabbed my arm.

      Viola reached us too. Everything was going to change now.

      “That is where I’ve seen her before,” Viola said. “How?”

      “Gabe, why is there a cherub looking like Max?”

      “It’s not Max, Ed. You said it yourself. She fits the profile. If only she was a pure vampire.”

      “What?” Viola asked as Ed just stared at me.

      “Annedale didn’t disappear. She changed into the person who she is hiding as.”
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        GABRIEL

      

      

      Ed asked, “How?”

      “She is not a hybrid, Ed. They hid her all this time as one. She was right here that time when Annedale threw her tantrum; the king saw her and he had no idea. Just like Helga had said he would.”

      “Max is Annedale?” Viola asked with tears in her eyes.

      “Oh, Mom.” Ed stepped toward his mother and hugged her. “You couldn’t have known.”

      “I saw her, Ed. Spend the entire Christmas with her. I should’ve known.”

      “Don’t do this. You didn’t know. Nobody would’ve known.”

      Max’s cherub still waved at me. I waved back, shaking my head. What did any of this mean? Max was a pure-blood, royalty. She couldn’t share the Ahmdahney with me.

      “Gabriel,” King Montreal said, entering the foyer. “Durel said that you and Ed came to visit.” He looked at Viola and Ed. “Is everything okay?”

      We all bowed, and he motioned with his hand to stop.

      I reached out my hand to his, and he shook it. “I found her.”

      The king froze. He looked up at the ceiling searching for Annedale and left my side. The smile on his face said it all. He thought I was referring to the painting.

      “Not the cherub, my king. Your daughter.”

      His gaze shifted from the ceiling to me. Staring. Tears welled up in his eyes.

      “Or I think I did.”

      He was lost for words so I stepped forward and pointed to the ceiling at Max’s cherub. “She is not hiding from you; she changed her appearance to match the person she is now.”

      King Montreal’s gaze flickered to the cherubs again. He stared at what I was pointing at.

      “The cherub with the blonde hair?”

      “Yeah,” I nodded.

      He stared at Max’s cherub, and she waved at her father. The king waved back. “That is what she looks like now?”

      “She was here that day when Annedale threw her tantrum. Apparently they couldn’t figure out what she had tried to tell her. She was showing her who she was,” I explained.

      “My daughter was in this castle?” His eyebrows furrowed.

      “You said that Helga told you that you would never know who she is, even if she stood in front of you. They hid her as a hybrid. Half vampire/half witch. The magic on her doesn’t belong, but I thought it did because she grew up as half a witch.”

      King Montreal had no idea what to say. “Why do you think it’s her?”

      “For one, Annedale’s cherub, and the real one is busy changing. She is growing taller, and her hair is starting to turn darker.”

      “What?” Viola asked.

      “At the nape of her neck, blonde strands were raven. It hit me almost immediately when I saw it. I knew who she was.”

      “Why is she changing?” Viola asked.

      “Later, Mom.” Ed rubbed her back.

      “Viola, you know this girl?”

      She nodded. “I spent Christmas with her, my king. I didn’t know. I’m so sorry.”

      The king opened his arms, and Ed’s mom stepped into his hug. Ed’s eyebrows knitted as the king’s tears rolled down his cheek.

      Max had a family. One of power and royalty. She was no longer alone.

      “Can you take me to her, please? The stone will tell me if it is her.”

      I nodded and looked at Alexis. She wiped tears away and started twirling her hands.

      “Durel,” King Montreal spoke, and a door opened. The SandMaster walked out with huge strides. My mind went back to that day we’d fought in that cage. He’d knocked me out, and her voice had woken me up, ordered me to kept going. I still wondered what that was.

      Durel walked with huge strides toward us. The king nodded, and Durel smiled.

      They stepped through the portal. Ed hugged his mother, and she came with us.

      I stepped through last.

      “Gabe,” Alexis whispered.

      “Not now.”

      She nodded. I knew what she’d tried to say. How was the Ahmdahney possible between us?

      We walked to the infirmary, and King Theo instructed Durel to stay put. He planted himself against the wall.

      “King Montreal?” Jack asked as he almost walked into us. He looked at me. “Gabriel, what is this?”

      “I think we’ve found the princess, Jack.”

      His gaze fell, and his eyes flickered from me to King Montreal. “Maxima Lane?”

      “She is changing. Why else would she grow taller and change hair color? She is cloaked with a spell.”

      Jack didn’t know what to say as Vincent appeared and bowed before the king.

      “Follow me, Your Majesty.” Jack sounded as shocked as all of us.

      “Gabe,” Ed whispered.

      “Later,” I breathed back and followed them toward her cubicle.

      Vincent said, “She is still asleep, my king, and I apologize for the entourage.”

      “Entourage?”

      “Maxima has many friends.”

      Vincent pulled the curtain open.

      “King Montreal,” Scar said as she came into my view.

      She was the first to bow with Will right behind her.

      “Please, stand up. You are her friends?” His gaze flickered to Max on the bed.

      They all looked at each other, and Scar answered, “Yes, my king.”

      He walked closer to her bed, and Scar came over to me. “What is going on?”

      “I think Max is the lost princess.”

      Her eyes grew. “What?”

      “Annedale’s cherub turned into Max.”

      She stared at me. “That was where you were?”

      “Yes.”

      Scar stared at Max. “It’s the reason she is changing.”

      I nodded.

      “That was what she tried to tell us that day.”

      The king bent closer to Max, touched her face. She still looked like Maxima.

      Viola bent down next to him and touched Max’s cheek. “She is so kind. A princess at heart. Bought me that beautiful flowery scarf.”

      “That was her?”

      Viola nodded.

      He shook his head as his eyebrows knitted. “She doesn’t look anything like her.”

      “She is changing. Look.” Viola picked up a dark strand of hair and showed it to him.

      He touched it, and the tears glistened in his eyes.

      I could only imagine what he must be going through. It became clearer who Max was. Why her magic never worked. Because she wasn’t a witch to begin with. It also explained why she’d fed so many times, just like a pure blood as she was a pure blood.

      I turned away from her and walked to the front.

      Ed followed me. “What now?”

      “I don’t know. It doesn’t make sense,” I said.

      “Gabe, I told you the reason the Eye makes these decisions.”

      “She is a pure blood, Ed, and royalty at that.”

      “That’s if Max is Annedale.”

      “She is. I know it. All the signs are there. Deep down, you know it too. They hid her as a hybrid.”

      The king exited Max’s cubicle. Jack followed him, and they walked over to Ed and me.

      “Can I please stay until she wakes up?” King Montreal asked.

      Jack nodded. “I can only offer a room, Your Majesty. I’m afraid they are all the same.”

      “I had one here for five long years, Jack.” King Montreal smiled.

      “How could I forget?”

      His gaze flickered to me. “She is changing. I saw it with her hair and if it is her, I thank you from the bottom of my heart for finding her, Gabriel.”

      I bowed, knowing if I opened my mouth, my voice might falter.

      Jack led King Montreal out of the infirmary, to a room. Now it was waiting for Max to wake up.

      

      
        
        MAX

      

      

      I opened my eyes and found Scar sleeping in a chair. Amy’s head rested on her shoulder. My head ached. What the hell was this?

      I felt weird, and my heart beat faster. I looked at my hands. They didn’t feel like mine.

      Will was playing games on his phone, and finally his gaze flickered up.

      “Lane?”

      “What happened? What is this?”

      “Calm down. You are going to be okay.”

      “I don’t feel okay. Where is Gabriel?” I remembered flying toward him, and when I changed back, nothing.

      “Calm down.”

      “Max.” Scar woke up, got up from her chair, and wrapped her arms around me, hugging me tight. Will left as I started to cry for no reason.

      “What is going on with me?”

      “Loads.” Tears pooled in Scar’s eyes. It didn’t make sense, as she was smiling. “You grew six inches, and your hair is changing color.”

      My eyebrows pulled together. “What?”

      “I know how it sounds.” A chuckle escaped her lips. “They think that you are—”

      The curtain opened, and Vincent entered. His eyes grew, and the smile on his lips fanned out across his face.

      He closed the distance between us, and cold hands touched the glands below my jawline. “How do you feel?”

      “Weird and wrong.”

      He pressed my glands with the tip of his fingers. “You are changing.”

      “I heard. Grew six inches. How is that possible?”

      He took the stethoscope that hung around his neck and placed the ends in his ears and the round part against my back. “Deep breaths.”

      I did what he ordered and filled my lungs with air. I held it in for a few seconds before blowing it out slowly.

      The others had woken up and got up from their seats. Simon and Cade gave me weird looks as they left.

      Principal Williams and another figure entered the room. When Vincent let me go, I looked up and gasped as I realized it was the vampire king. King Montreal.

      I looked at Scar again. What was he doing here? Amy was gone too, and there was no sign of Will or Gabriel.

      “Scar, can you please give us a minute?” Principal Williams asked.

      Mamma Charles rushed to my side when Scar left my room.

      “Max.” She hugged me and kissed me on my temple. Ed’s mom was so warm.

      “Mamma Charles, what’s going on?” I kept looking from her to the king. Realizing what Scar wanted to tell me. “No.”

      “We think that they hid you as a hybrid,” she explained.

      “No, not my father.” I shook my head as tears blurred my sight.

      “Can I have a minute, Viola?” King Montreal asked, and she nodded as she stepped aside.

      He came closer, stared at me intently, and sat down on the bed.

      He had a very friendly face, was handsome too. Silver streaks hid among the black in his hair. He had a beard, and the mustache above his lip was trimmed to perfection. Red blotches danced in dull gray-blue eyes.

      His bushy gray eyebrows pulled together. He smelled expensive, like a dad or what I assumed a father of his status should smelled like.

      He wore a white button shirt underneath a fancy dark blue vest and looked casual but still smart.

      His eyes didn’t leave mine, and the way he looked at me, it was as if he was searching for something; it made me feel uncomfortable.

      I kept seeing Annedale, tugging at the clothes that draped around her, barely covering her body. I knew what she’d tried to tell me now. I am you.

      No. I shook my head and broke eye contact with the king. He touched my chin gently, and my gaze flickered up at him once more.

      His lower lip vibrated. I think a part of him just realized that I wasn’t his daughter.

      He took off his necklace that carried some sort of a locket and opened it. He picked up my hand and tipped the locket over in my palm. A red stone fell into my hand. It hardly weighed anything, and the blue mixed with yellow was hypnotic. I couldn’t take my eyes off it.

      Mamma Charles gasped, cupped her mouth, and left as tears rolled down the king’s cheeks.

      My heart pounded faster.

      He picked up the stone, put it back in the locket, and this time into his pants pocket. “Do you know what that was?”

      “The stone?”

      He nodded.

      I shook my head.

      “It is part of a bigger one that travels around Beaumoore, trying to find you.” A tear lingered at his lower lid.

      “No,” I said as a tear rolled down my own cheek, knowing exactly what he was saying. I kept shaking my head. It couldn’t be. I wasn’t the missing princess. I was half a witch.

      King Montreal hugged me tighter. His body shook as he sniffed.

      I had no idea who this man was. Why would my father—sobs poured out of me, not knowing what was real and what wasn’t anymore.

      I couldn’t be the missing princess.
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      If you are a club member on my Patreon, you can enjoy two alternative versions of Preference.

      
        
        One with a complete different story line.

        Another a spicier version of Preference.

      

      

      The choice is yours.

      So do not forget to join today.
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      SHIFTED: BOOK I
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      Pointy ears-check, third-eye induced headaches-check, fighting against a Dark Phoenix Griffin who wants to turn you into the Ultimate Weapon to kill the king... not happening.

      

      At Seventeen, Sophie Emerson discovers her identity as a Spirit fae at the prestigious Earwyn Academy of Concordia. It is an identity she welcomes. She can do without the skull-splitting headaches induced by learning to control her clairvoyant powers, though. She'll also love it if someone can tell her why she sees herself in a dream surrounded by nine children who are channeling their powers into her to become a monster that will destroy Concordia.

      When three kids disappear from the village, Sophie learns that the Dark Griffin abducted six other children two years before. The dream shows her she is the last piece the griffin needs, and he will come for her next.

      Being magical shouldn't be this stressful! She would have preferred to remain human, thank you very much.
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      Sophie has to help Drake, the phoenix griffin, with his dark fire and do it without losing who she is and becomes dark herself. Will she be able to succeed where others have failed miserably?

      

      Spirit fae, Sophie Emerson, has a lot of magical problems on her plate. Problems that can lead to a lot of troubles and probably a beheading if the Seelie Court finds out what she is hiding.

      To make matters worse, she has to find the cure for dark fire, otherwise, she will lose the love of her life, Drake Evans, the phoenix griffin.

      She also needs to find her fated-bond-creature before her magic destroys her body.

      Seems like nothing much has change for this fae. The only difference is she wouldn’t change her life for anything in this world. Thank you very much.
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