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      To my daughters Maddison and Jamie-Leigh.

      Time flies. Remember to have fun.
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        MAX

      

      

      Lord Granger read through the verdict for the four witches and one warlock sitting next to Liz in the front row.

      Her grandmother, Evangeline, and Raven sat in the row behind them. I’d never liked Evangeline. She refused to let her granddaughters call her grandma. They had to call her strictly by her name. The woman was worse than Sierra, and right now she glared at me with her mud-colored eyes and her pointy nose stuck in the air.

      “What is her problem?” Scar whispered from the seat on my right. Her hand never left mine today, and she kept squeezing it to let me know I was not alone.

      “Probably blaming me for ruining her daughter and granddaughter’s lives,” I whispered back.

      All five of my friends had showed their support during the trial and for today’s verdict.

      Amy huffed, sitting to the left of me. She’d crossed and uncrossed her legs so many times today that it almost made me befuddled. She flipped Evangeline off when the woman refused to stop glaring at me.

      “Amy,” Simon hissed, sitting next to his sister as Evangeline sneered and flung her head to the front. Her auburn French-roll almost came undone from the vigorous movement.

      “What? The hag isn’t my grandma. And the color around her is all wrong, Si. It’s almost black.”

      “Still, respect your elders,” her brother hissed.

      “Pshh, one has to earn respect,” Amy muttered. “You can’t force it. And it’s definitely not demanded either.”

      The girl had a point there. The color thing was also something I’d picked up lately. Amy could see auras, had been speaking more and more about them the past couple of weeks.

      It almost freaked me out when she’d first told me that my color was blue, with wisps of turquoise and purple and a lot of yellow.

      I didn’t even know what that meant and thought it was weird that she spoke about people’s colors. I hadn’t figured out if she was making it up or if she could really see color. The fact that Evangeline’s was black, scared me a little.

      My attention went back to the boring speech Lord Granger had to read before the verdict. The scroll was almost the length of my arm. The entire jurisdictional sector sat behind him on tiered seating, all wearing dark robes.

      My gaze wandered to the magical sigils on the paneled walls. I lingered on the one: the Sigil of Custodia. Maria had told me about it. It was a strong blocking sigil and should never be tattooed on a magical being. She didn’t say why, just that it was not wise.

      The sigils gleamed extra bright today as verdict days were usually the day that someone tried to use magic to escape from their newly established nightmare.

      The past week had drained the crap out of me. But I was glad that the trial didn’t take it easy on the witches and warlock. I prayed that they all got expelled. It was against Beaumond’s rules to bully, and what they’d done to me was twenty shades darker than bullying.

      But I didn’t know anymore.

      The first few days, things looked positive as the opposing lawyer brought all of Liz’s skeletons out into the open. Where he had gotten it from was beyond me.

      I didn’t bargain on feeling like some sort of trophy on display having all these people knowing exactly what my life was like growing up.

      It was hard to listen to and twenty times harder speaking about it. But everyone was getting a clear picture of who my step-family was, especially Commander Hendrix, who stood at the back with his arms folded.

      The days that followed flipped everything around when Evangeline climbed on the witness stand and blamed her daughter. How Sierra bewitched her daughters to be the most perfect witches at all times. Nobody could carry that amount of pressure or spells without snapping.

      Liz’s tears and her friends’ sniffs softened everything that was spoken in the open.

      They weren’t bewitched—or that was what I believed deep down inside.

      Yesterday, Master Conway had confirmed that Liz had indeed needed to go to the de-speller. He’d said that her magic was too strong for a nineteen-year-old, and the same with Raven. Dr. Vincent Nolan, one of the healing staff, seconded Master Conway and what the de-speller had picked up.

      If Petunia was here, things would’ve been different. I still missed her, and I couldn’t help but feel her death was my fault.

      I didn’t hear Dad’s voice scolding me for my dark thoughts anymore. Things had changed so drastically over the past few months that it scared me.

      Lord Granger shook out the scroll as he came to the end and then looked at the six culprits. “This is the state of Beaumond versus Elizabeth Lane, Tiffany Slater, Cassandra Beaumer, Elizabeth Schwartz, Bethany Solomon, and Peter Hemingway. Case number 533de900. The defendants are present with their council, as well as the state attorney. Before I read the verdict, there is something I have to state.

      “There is going to be someone in this courtroom that will not love the outcome; there always is. If you can’t handle what I am about to read, best to simply get up and leave. Imagine the worst and ask yourself if you will be able to handle it. If the answer is no, then leave the room quietly. It’s difficult with voting, sentencing, and reading verdicts, and we would like to do it in an orderly manner.”

      He spoke about the sigils too, reminded everyone that they were powerful and would easily break a witch in two if trying to cast a spell. I didn’t want to imagine what that looked like, not to speak about witnessing it.

      The council members of the witches and the state attorney nodded as my fingernails bit into the hand that Scar wasn’t holding.

      “To all in favor of the defendants receiving a second chance,” Lord Granger spoke.

      “What?” Amy whispered, and Simon shushed her. Will leaned forward with his elbows on his thighs, and Cade shook his head. Scar didn’t say a thing.

      My shoulders dropped and a heaviness spread in my core as more than half of the sector lifted their hands, staring at the five witches and one warlock.

      “Horse shit,” Amy hissed.

      “Amy, quiet,” Si whispered and squinted at the members who favored Liz and all the witches for consorting with Sierra. I got up and walked out of the courtroom. This was so wrong. Everything was wrong. How could they give her a second chance? I knew for a fact that Liz wasn’t forced; maybe her friends, but not Liz.

      This would only teach her that there were absolutely no consequences for her mistakes.

      I pushed the door open as Lord Granger still spoke to the six defendants. I only heard the words ‘Beaumond Academy’ and that was it.

      I plopped down on the wooden bench against the marble wall and tried to fill my lungs with air. Unbuttoning the top of my shirt, I closed my eyes as tears pricked. I leaned my arms on top of my thighs, staring at the marble floor of the jurisdictional building. A cold breeze fluttered through the hall.

      It was comforting, but not enough as the disappointment clenched my stomach. Nausea followed, and I tried not to pay too much attention to it. Justice wasn’t served today.

      The door opened, and I didn’t even care to look up. Scar went down on her haunches in front of me. She rubbed my leg. “I’m so sorry, Max.”

      The tears blurred my sight as I shook my head.

      “Maxima,” Principal Williams said. “Can I have a word, please?”

      I blinked my tears away and got up from the bench. We walked to one of the colossal pillars right next to the entrance.

      “I know whatever happened in there today doesn’t seem fair.”

      “Seem? They should be in jail for what they’ve done, not getting a second chance.”

      Principal Williams nodded. “I agree on that. And I’m so sorry that we failed you.”

      “You said on the first day at orientation that bullying was against the rules. It’s an immediate expel. They confessed, and they just get bangles on their wrists. I have white scars on my legs to show what those witches did to me. They shouldn’t be at Beaumond and you know it.”

      “I expelled them until this trial. Lord Granger changed my ruling. He forced the magical bracelets for the rest of this year. I can promise you—”

      “Rest of this year! I will have white scars for the rest of my life.”

      He lowered his head and his shoulders dropped. “It’s out of my hands. If there wasn’t a trial, you can bet they would’ve been out of that school. But the jurisdictional chambers have given them a second chance.”

      “One that I doubt would be given if it were a hybrid.”

      He had nothing to say in response; he just nodded. “I’m sorry that I failed you.” He turned around and walked away.

      The tears threatened to rush down my cheeks. What was I thinking? Liz was a pure blood; I was a half-breed. There would never be justice where half-breeds were involved.

      A hand grasped me around my arm as my lower-lip trembled and then I was in Simon’s arms. “Sorry, Max. I know it’s difficult, but you are not alone in this, okay? We are all here.”

      I sniffed and looked at him. “She is going back to Beaumond.”

      “And they were all given magical bangles. Lord Granger was pretty hard on them around that,” Simon pointed out.

      “They are going to wish that they never laid their hands on you.” Amy wrung the tissue that was in her hand.

      “Amy,” Simon scolded, and Scar snorted a laugh. “Scar?”

      “I’m sorry, but Amy is right. She is vile. What is wrong with this world? Just because Max is a half-breed? What justice is in that? None.”

      The doors of the courthouse opened, and Liz walked out. The others with their families and lawyers followed.

      I hid behind the pillar as Liz’s gaze landed on Scar and Amy. If a glare could kill, Amy and Scar would have dropped to the floor. My gaze flickered to their wrists. They all wore magical bracelets; some even tried to hide it. It should be some sort of a consolation prize, but it wasn’t.

      Amy hissed and threatened to go for Liz. Simon held her back. They all walked, heads held high, out of the jurisdictional building.

      I looked past the pillar, seeing Commander Hendrix with Lord Granger. The commander smiled as they shook hands. The heaviness in my stomach strung tighter as a tingle crept up my spine. I couldn’t help this little nagging voice in the back of my head, screaming that he had a hand in Liz’s newly won freedom. Tears pricked my eyes again. He would always disappoint me, no matter what anyone told him about her.

      I wiped my eyes and looked away.

      “She is acting as if this was a walk in the park,” Scar said.

      “It certainly is if you know you have the entire Beaumond vouching for you.” I rushed out of the building.

      “Huh?” Cade asked.

      “What does that mean?” Scarlet rushed behind me as I ran down the steps.

      “Nothing, forget what I said.”

      I couldn’t get Commander Hendrix shaking Lord Granger’s hand, like a deal was sealed, out of my head.

      Forget what you’ve seen, Max; just move on with your life and focus on the run.

      

      
        
        GABRIEL

      

      

      Ed and I stood in the shade waiting for Jack to exit the building. “Did you think it would end this way?” Ed asked.

      “For the four girls, maybe, as I gave them my word that I would vouch for them. For Liz and Peter…” I shook my head.

      “Me neither.”

      Liz’s grandmother stood behind the pulpit, addressing the media. I was certain that Evangeline Duff had a few doses of her daughter’s ability. Her hair gleamed as the sun touched just the right highlights, glistening red sparkles shone in the light. The wrinkles were a lot less than other people her age. Not to mention her perky chest.

      “She is hot for a grandma.”

      I chuckled as Ed laughed from his belly. At times, I swore Ed could hear my thoughts. He was always so in tune with me.

      A few seconds later, the three remaining Duffs walked down the steps from the press toward their limo.

      Jack finally came rushing down the steps behind Master Conway and Vincent, who wanted to be present for today’s verdict. Ed and I moved slowly in their direction as the press blocked Jack’s way of asking Conway how he felt about the verdict and what it meant for Beaumond’s strict policy against no bullying. The poor guy’s hands were cut off since the judges had ruled against kicking them out.

      Max’s words that day of a corrupt system played in my mind. What happened here today certainly felt corrupt.

      “Gabriel!” a shrill voice yelled my name. Evangeline made her way to Ed and me. It was a miracle how some women could walk on such high heels. She stopped in front of us. “I’m having a small celebration at the Golden Eagle. You are both welcome.” She turned around. “Say seven-ish. Okay, ta-ta.”

      Ed and I looked at each other. She didn’t even give us time to decline.

      The driver opened the door, and my gaze caught Liz.

      She kept staring at me, and I hated how the spark was still there. I looked away as her grandma shuffled onto the seat and the driver closed the door.

      I sighed, not knowing what to do about that girl. She was clearly not good news, not with the way she’d treated Max. And I’d really thought when Liz had come out of the de-speller yesterday that whatever was between us would vanish, but it didn’t. I had to get her out of my head, and I didn’t know how.

      “You going?” Ed asked.

      “That will not happen.”

      Jack finally finished, and I was glad to head back to the academy.
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        * * *

      

      Later that evening, I couldn’t help myself. I went to the Golden Eagle only to find Edward, already with a glass of Champagne in his hand, listening to a grandmother’s relief filling the entire room.

      Everywhere I looked, Elite members filled the room. All of them came from money, old money. Servers walked with trays that carried Champagne flutes and little delicacies on some sort of piece of bread.

      I stopped next to Ed, and his gaze flickered to mine. He didn’t know what to do with the flute in his hand and that elicited a chuckle from my lips.

      His lips marched to his cheeks. “Thought it could be a night to just wind down.”

      “Yeah, me too,” I replied as Evangeline gave this heartfelt speech about her granddaughter’s innocence and how she knew the verdict would be not guilty.

      The six culprits stood behind Evangeline like statues. My gaze locked with Tiffany’s. Her mouth rounded and was then replaced with an open smile, right before a screech spilled from her lips. Evangeline looked behind her. Tiffany pushed past her and grabbed the mic out of Evangeline’s grasp.

      The glare that Evangeline gave her was murderous, but the old lady kept her pose.

      “And our hero has made it tonight. Thank you, Commander Hendrix, for vouching for us through the entire trial.”

      Everyone applauded as a tightness clamped around my chest. A sudden itch pricked at my elbow that needed scratching. I’d never thought about my actions until this very moment.

      Everyone in this room applauded as the one side of my lips curved upward. Ed smiled, as he knew I didn’t like the limelight.

      If the culprits saw it as me vouching for them and not me keeping my word, would Max too? I didn’t like whatever was brewing in my gut whenever Max’s name popped into my mind either.
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        MAX

      

      

      Pain rushed down the side of my hands as I hit the dummy. It mocked me with its presence, standing straight, never kneeling, never faltering, never showing that it was hurt. My heart pounded with rage behind my ribcage.

      She was free. They were all free.

      What did I get? A letter from the Jurisdictional System, signed by Lord Granger, apologizing for what had happened to me and assuring me that extra measures were taken with the magical bracelets.

      The trauma of that night seeped through with every punch and kick I bestowed on the dummy.

      Magical bracelets were nothing compared to what I went through. They were free, and Commander Hendrix shaking the hand of Lord Granger, thanking him, followed.

      Tears blurred my sight, but I kept hitting the leather surface of my opponent. Someone who couldn’t even fight back, and still I felt as if I was losing.

      The door opened. There were two pairs of footstep sounds rushing down the steps, yet I didn’t care to turn around and see who they belonged to. Another burning sensation seared through my hand as a scream lodged itself in my throat.

      “Enough!” Scar grabbed me around my arms and forced me to look at her.

      I swallowed my tears. The corners of her lips turned downward as her eyebrows pulled down in concentration. She pulled me into her chest as the sob finally released itself from my throat.

      My body shook as cries pierced through my lips.

      “I’m sorry, Max. I wish the verdict was different.”

      She stood with me like that, embracing me, until I calmed down.

      Simon was with her, sitting, waiting patiently on the stone steps.

      I felt drained when I did finally calm down.

      Scar stroked my hair. “You should rest. Tomorrow you are going to wish that you took advantage of the past few weeks.”

      “The Run is in two weeks, Scar. None of my spells are working yet. I still don’t know how to even control my X-Gene.”

      “We’ll help,” Simon said. “You’ll be ready.”

      Scar pulled my chin up to look at her. “You need a break. Today’s verdict wasn’t easy. And you are stressed out.”

      Maybe I should listen to her. I didn’t want to tip her off that it was also a stupid weapon wielder who would always choose Liz because of her beauty that had pissed me off. It was so unfair. I’d almost died, and he still vouched for her.

      I followed them out the building and walked toward the room. Once inside, I laid on my bed, just sifting through my mind on all the things I’d gone through the past three weeks. Two weeks of it was the trial.

      Commander Hendrix standing against the wall at the back of the courtroom kept popping into my thoughts.

      I wished I didn’t feel like this. I wished his actions hadn’t disappointed me the way they had. What was this, anyway? It wasn’t like we were an item or in love or anything. I didn’t understand any of it, and it was so confusing. The need to please him. For what? I would never be enough for him.

      “Max?” Scarlet said and brought me out of my thoughts.

      “Sorry…” I apologized for no reason.

      “It’s okay. It’s almost six. You want to go eat something?”

      “No, I’m not hungry. But you guys should go.”

      “You sure?”

      “Of course. I need a shower.”

      Scar rushed to Amy, who waited at the door. I waited until they were gone before pushing myself from the bed. I slouched toward the closet and grabbed my yoga pants, my sleeping top, and a hoodie, ready for a shower.

      When the water sprayed over my head, the floodgates opened again. Soft sobs slipped through my lips, shaking my shoulders as the warm water ran down my back. The white slashes on my legs and arms would always be a reminder of what Liz had done to me. And that she’d gotten free.

      There was no justice—not for hybrids facing pure bloods.

      When enough was enough, I pushed back the tears that still threatened to come. I closed the taps and climbed out, dried myself, got dressed, and went to my room.

      I crawled into bed and wished I could sleep for an eternity.

      Darkness only lingered for a few moments until an image rippled from the black void. It was the same dream I’d had a couple of weeks ago, about my father, in shackles, surrounded by a coven of witches. I still didn’t know who the black wisp in the middle of the coven was.

      Purple and green bruises decorated my father’s face. His eyes were swollen. Blood seeped from the gash on his cheek. His hands were black from who-knows-what. I wished I could help him.

      “Who are you?” the dismantled voice asked.

      The cloud of black smoke attached itself to a young witch around my age. The girl’s eyes were white orbs and her mouth gaped open. She had no control over her body as she hovered in the air. Long black smoky talons hooked into her shoulders and sides of her torso. It looked as if it hurt, but there were no entry points or wounds to indicate the pain, no blood gushing from her torso. Just a human marionette.

      Sierra’s invisible talons prying into my mind overtook my thoughts.

      “I’m Thomas Lane,” my father spoke tiredly, and I jumped out of the thought.

      “You are not Thomas Lane,” the marionette said. She kept saying it over and over.

      “I’m Thomas Lane,” Dad said again and then dark smoke sprung from the girl. It turned into claws and pierced into my father. He screamed.

      His pain became mine, and I was lying in a circle, surrounded by six hooded figures.

      Liz’s laughter filled the night as even the moon looked sinisterly down at me.

      My legs burned, and my chest ached. It felt as if I was going to be ripped in two. There was no mercy.

      I sat straight up in my bed. My lungs burned as the cold air inflated them. My heart thumped like a bird trapped in a cage.

      These dreams were really messed up and were playing tricks on me. How was I ever going to get over what had happened to me if I kept reliving it?

      I brushed my hand through my hair and looked at the clock against the wall. Three-thirty. Heaps of bodies covered in blankets occupied the beds. Sleep wouldn’t come again tonight.

      I swung my legs off the bed, pushed myself onto the balls of my feet, and tip-toed past the others to the closet.

      I got dressed and went back to the training hall to spar against the dummy.

      When was I going to become better at this? I couldn’t fail the Run. Energy pulsed through me, and I punched harder. I had to become stronger, and it needed to happen fast.

      

      
        
        GABRIEL

      

      

      Bonds and Curses, among other books about the primal bond, laid open on my desk. Liz had asked me why I was reading up on the primal bond.

      I’d closed the book and told her I was trying to find something that could help my aunt. Hopefully, Liz had bought it.

      The shit I spun lately was surely digging my hole in hell.

      Liz could never know that Max was so tightly bound to me. There had to be a way to break it.

      I pressed my eyes, hoping it would elevate the burning sensation. Liz’s citrus and flowery scent still clung to my pillow, and it clouded my mind.

      What was it with me and this witch? Why couldn’t I get her out of my system?

      I should’ve never gone to that party. Why did I go? I closed my eyes and wiped my face hard.

      Max haunted my thoughts, and I didn’t know if it was because she was my primal bond and I was trying to refuse it or whether I really felt like I was failing her time and time again. Sleeping with the girl who had tortured her was definitely not rooting in her corner either.

      It was why I wasn’t primal bond material. Max was better off without me. I would just keep on failing her.

      A part of me wanted to believe Liz. How she hadn’t wanted to do those things to Max, that her mother had said that if she wouldn’t, she was going to hurt Raven. It sounded like Liz didn’t have a choice.

      There was also this urge inside of her, an urge she could never explain. She knew now it was her mother’s hatred that she had put into Liz and Raven. Sierra’s hatred she’d felt for Max. Max would never forgive Liz.

      She’d sobbed for a while, and I could see that she struggled deeply now that the magic was gone. That the hatred she’d felt toward Max wasn’t her hatred, but her mother’s. Liz was embarrassed, felt ashamed.

      I felt sorry for her and even asked if she wanted me to speak to Max about this. But she shook her head. Said that Max was a lost cause. She would never believe that her stepsisters weren’t behind everything.

      Liz had slipped out of my room about an hour ago. I really didn’t know what to do. Why was love so complicated?

      A part of me wanted to scream from the rooftops how I felt about this woman, but another part wanted me to hide her, let nobody discover that we were together. I couldn’t explain this feeling, and it wouldn’t surprise me if this was related to the primal bond, too.

      I got up and decided on a shower. The cold water would clear my head.

      As the warm water soaked my hair and ran down my back, I felt shitty. I was fighting against something that I should never fight against. It wouldn’t surprise me if this was the reason that I felt as if I were torn in two. The reason I felt so off balance, like I was bewitched.

      I loved someone who wasn’t my primal bond, and the girl that was, I couldn’t see myself with.

      A weight lifted off my shoulders as I finally admitted what scared me shitless. I didn’t find Max attractive. I found her interesting, but not the way I felt about Liz. She was everything I’d ever dreamed of. She just had a mother who was a narcissist.

      No matter how much I tried to justify Liz’s actions and why I liked her so much, I still felt shitty. Shitty because I was attracted to someone who had been bewitched to torture my primal bond.
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        MAX

      

      

      Commander Hendrix didn’t come for training this morning and at five-thirty, Commander Charles and the guys skidded down the stairs. I took a water break as Scarlet reached me.

      “Since when are you up?” Scar asked.

      “I couldn’t sleep. I needed to clear my mind.”

      “Always the early riser,” Cade said as he plopped on the stone seat with Simon and Will in tow.

      I took the spot next to Amy, and Scar sat next to me.

      Cade whispered something to Amy that I didn’t catch, but it made her giggle. Commander Charles gave them both a look, and it was comical how they had to suck in their laughter.

      The corner of Scar’s lips twitched.

      In five minutes, everyone was here.

      “Laps, go,” Commander Charles ordered, and we all jumped from the stone seats and ran the track around the training center.

      There weren’t any signs of dummies or ropes to climb. It must be katas today. I hoped as it only demanded our focus and did not drain our energy levels.

      “Stop,” Commander Charles yelled as a pain jabbed the area below my ribcage. Still, I lasted longer every day.

      He motioned with his hand for us to meet in the middle.

      We stood there waiting for him to begin.

      “Maxima, Principal Williams wants to see you in his office.”

      “Right now?”

      “Yes,” he smiled, “right now.”

      I hated I was going to skip another training session, but knew when the commanding officers ordered you to do something, it was unavoidable to resist.

      I rushed to the administration building as the door that led to Principal Williams’ office was right next to it.

      It was wide open this morning, and I took the steps up to his office. My heart pounded as I reached the top, and I had to catch my breath first before I knocked on his door.

      “Enter,” Principal Williams’ voice came from inside. I opened the door and stepped into his office.

      It was a really cozy office, too. Bookshelves lined the wall with a modern day painting of Beaumond Academy that was bewitched. The birds in the painting moved and so did the water in the fountain.

      My gaze landed on his, which was extra blue this morning.

      He smiled, sitting behind his big wooden desk. He pointed to the seat in front of his desk, and I plopped down on it.

      A couple of seconds passed as I settled into the chair. I finally looked up and found Principal Williams staring at me. “How are you feeling?”

      “Okay, I guess.”

      “It’s a free zone to say whatever is on your mind, Maxima.”

      The tears immediately burned as my throat choked up. “I don’t know how to feel.”

      “I can only imagine how you must feel. I’m sorry, and I wish I could have expelled them for what they did to you.”

      “It’s because she is a pure blood and I’m hybrid, isn’t it?”

      “No, here at Beaumond, everyone is equal.”

      “It doesn’t feel like that.” I wiped a tear away that threatened to run down my cheek.

      “Know that I am keeping an eye on all of them. The commanders and staff too. The witches know to watch as well.”

      Commander Hendrix would just take things easy on her again. I nodded.

      “I want you to know that you can come and talk to me about the things that are bothering you. My door is always open.”

      Suppressing the laughter that threatened to push through my lips was harder than I expected. I couldn’t even trust them to follow their own rules. Why would I trust them with things that were bothering me?

      Still, I nodded.

      Principal Williams smiled.

      “Can I go now?”

      “Before you go, there is a vault in your father’s name, and we saw what was inside the vault—your inheritance. Since you do not have a guardian, I’m going to see if we can’t get some of it available for you. I also contacted a lawyer. You are of age if you want to sign an emancipation.”

      “What?”

      “The academy helps where we can. You need money to buy books, uniforms, and so forth.”

      “Thank you. I really appreciate it.”

      His lips fanned into a bright smile. “It’s the least I can do. I’ll let you know when you have to come and sign.”

      I nodded and got up, ready to go back to training. A vault? I didn’t even know that my father had kept something for me. Did Liz and Raven get something too?

      The fact that they were my half-sisters was still something my mind struggled to process. Blood, even half blood, wouldn’t do that to one another, would they?

      I paused at the entrance to the stairs that led to Principal Williams’ tower as Liz and Commander Hendrix’s figures jumped into my view.

      They stood way on the opposite side, speaking to each other.

      He smiled as she batted her eyelashes at him, stroking his arm. The strings around my heart pulled as my stomach tightened. It didn’t make sense. He was in that courtroom. He heard every word, and yet, he still couldn’t stay away from her.

      There wasn’t a cure for stupidity.

      I dabbed away another tear and decided no more. I would not break a sweat over Commander Hendrix and Liz ever again.

      If what she’d done to me didn’t open his eyes, or the court case, nothing would. He was blind, and sorry to say it, but stupid.

      I rushed down the hallway and onto the passage that led to the training hall. The Run was now my only concern, starting today, and nothing else would come before it.
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        * * *

      

      At breakfast, Storm gave me a hug, and Ben mouthed if I was okay. I showed so-so with a hand gesture.

      I hadn’t seen them that much since the incident, but Scar and Amy had told me they asked a lot about how I was doing and about my case.

      Ben was in Liz’s grade and apparently, she bitched and moaned every day about the bracelets.

      After breakfast, classes started, and that evening after training, Scarlet and I stayed behind.

      She tried to help me with my magic. It prickled and zinged my fingers. It usually pulled a grunt or a yelp from my lips. I shook out my hand at the burn.

      “C’mon, Max, you need to give me something.”

      “I told you, I suck at being a witch as much as I do at being a vampire.”

      “You don’t suck at all as a vampire.”

      We burst out laughing as I got her meaning. I didn’t suck one bit. That was the problem.

      Scar came over and rubbed my arms. “You are so tense. You need to get laid.”

      “You talking bout sex?”

      Scar laughed. “Yeah, it helps to untangle tight muscles and does wonders for your mood.”

      Heat flushed to my cheeks as I didn’t know what to say, and Scar obviously thought it was hilarious as her laughter filled the air.

      “It’s not funny.”

      “No, being a virgin isn’t. Believe me, once you’ve lost it, you just want it back. But it’s sweet how your cheeks turn red every time I mention the word sex.”

      On cue, heat rushed to my cheeks, and Scar laughed again.

      I took a huge breath as I shook my head. Silence lingered, and the ambience changed to a thick vibe that made me struggle to breathe.

      “She won’t dare to try anything here again. Not with us around. Even Storm said that she would help if the hag tries anything remotely insane like that again.”

      She spoke a lot about Storm lately. “Storm?”

      “Yeah, we became great friends that three days when we looked for you when you went missing.”

      “Mmm.” I still wondered why I’d wanted Commander Hendrix to find me. It was stupid now that I thought about it.

      Scar looked at her watch. “Let’s go. We can try to hocus pocus you better at a different time.”

      “Yeah, there isn’t much time left.”

      “I don’t know why you worry so much about it, anyway. You can become a bird and fly away if things get too scary.”

      “What sort of Shield member will I be if I leave you guys and only care about myself?”

      “True. But I would’ve done that.”

      I bumped into Scar with my shoulder as we climbed the steps to the exit. “No, you wouldn’t.”

      “Okay, probably not.” She hooked her hand around my arm as we opened the door into the frigid evening air that quickly seeped through my lips and filled my lungs. Scar’s breathing was a bit more audible. A content smile lingered on her lips and if I didn’t know any better, I would’ve thought that Scar was in love. But she would’ve said something by now.

      We took the path to our room, and she jumped into the Augmeneum Focegra spell. It was one of the hard ones, but a really great one to master. If done right, it would put your attacker in a trancelike sleep and give you time to get away.

      I repeated the correct pronunciation. The only thing that happened was a tingling that caused goosebumps to crawl over my skin.

      A rounded, cobalt wave of particles hovered around Scar, and my eyes became so heavy, I struggled to keep them open. She spoke the counter-spell fast, and my energy came back at once.

      “You are a gifted spell caster, Scar.”

      “My mom says that too.”

      “I really—”

      Scar put her palm over my lips. “Stop saying that. You’ll get it, eventually.”

      We reached the door that led to our dorms, and Scar pushed it open with her hip.

      The Selectives’ voices barreled out into the hallway as we neared our room.

      Everyone was speaking at once, something about the Moore.

      Scar and I just grabbed our pajamas and headed to the showers. A debate with pure bloods never leaned in any hybrid’s favor.

      The next morning, Will woke up with me. He came—with a pair of blankets—with me to the training hall.

      His yawns were addictive, and I kept on mimicking his gesture. We burst out laughing. The laughter was a good wake-up call.

      It was weird at first. I could feel Will waiting in anticipation for me to change. It was sort of distracting, and every time I opened one of my eyes, he would burst out laughing and I would follow.

      Will was handsome, and if he didn’t have a crush on some third year, I could see myself with him.

      Our laughter subsided.

      “Okay, Max, for real now. Concentrate on becoming a canary.”

      I closed my eyes again and tried to clear my mind of everything that bothered me lately.

      I concentrated on my canary. The tiny yellow feathers, the wings, the little beak.

      The door opened, breaking my concentration, and a grunt escaped my lips as my eyes flicked to the space. Commander Hendrix ran down the steps toward us.

      “We should go,” I whispered.

      Will looked at his watch. “We can try outside?”

      I nodded and walked with him to the blankets he’d brought.

      “Commander Hendrix,” Will said.

      “You trying to copy her ability?”

      “Like you asked,” Will replied.

      “Any luck?”

      “Not yet.”

      I could feel the commander’s eyes on me, but I didn’t dare to look in his direction.

      “Let’s go,” Commander Hendrix said.

      A sigh seeped through my lips. I didn’t want to do this, not with him, but he was the commanding officer, and I had no choice.

      

      
        
        GABRIEL

      

      

      

      A part of me should expect Maxima being so uptight in my presence, but another part of me hated every second of it.

      She closed her eyes.

      “Imagine the canary, how soft your feathers are, bright yellow.”

      Will stared at me, and I felt like an idiot but kept going over the visual of her canary. I remembered thinking how cute she was. So soft.

      She wasn’t as annoyed as the first time, but then again, now she knew she had the X-Gene.

      Her facial features pulled down as drops of sweat appeared on her forehead. Will waited in patience. I wondered what he felt before mimicking someone’s ability. How did his ability work? I remembered clearly him saying it was a visual gift, but the way he waited patiently with closed eyes told me otherwise.

      Max let go with a grunt and fell on her knees. Rapid breaths seeped from her lips as she shook her head.

      “What went wrong?” I asked, sounding slightly annoyed.

      She continued to shake her head. “I don’t know. Something stirred inside, but it was as if it slipped from my grasp.”

      “Your grasp?”

      She raised her chin and looked up at me. “I don’t know how else to explain it.”

      My eyes flicked to William. He shrugged.

      “I thought you said it’s a visual process.”

      “Oh, it is, but I felt something crawling up my back when I concentrated. Thought I might try it and see what Max’s X-Gene feels like.”

      I nodded and reached out to Max, helping her up on her feet. “Again.”

      We tried four times. Same input, same result.

      The door opened, and the rest of the first years strolled in. I glanced at my watch and was surprised it was five.

      They all skidded down the stairs to Will and Maxima.

      I motioned with my head for the two of them to sit, and Max’s soft thanks caressed my ear.

      I almost said she was welcome when Will replied his welcome. It wasn’t as if he’d really helped her or anything.

      I gave them two more minutes to regain their breath and then boot camp from hell started.

      We flew through the drills since their bodies have grown stronger over the past two and a half months. Even Max’s scrawny legs had a slight bulge as she’d built some muscle. She wasn’t as clumsy and slow as a few months ago, but she was still lacking the one thing that might help her during the Run.

      Quarter to seven, Ed entered and walked to the side. He tipped his chin up at me.

      I trudged backward toward him, keeping my eyes on them.

      Ed leaned closer. “It’s at the Moore.”

      “They are open to negotiations?”

      He nodded.

      “I don’t know. I’ve got a funny feeling that Jonathan and Barock are up to something. What happened last time…the fae are not that forgiving.”

      “It was part of the Run, Gabe. They might have been upset at first, but once investigations were done, they realized their mistake.”

      I still didn’t know how I felt about the Moore—sending them in there after how things ended last year—especially sending Max in there.

      “You said you wanted the best of the best. The Moore is the only place to find the best.”

      I nodded. “Halt,” I yelled, and all of them came to a stop and formed a long line. “We got confirmation that the Run is going to take place inside the Moore.”

      Their faces said it all. Staring at each other, gaping, not really taking it in. Confusion slipped over Maxima’s face. She must have heard about the Moore before.

      Brick lifted his hand. For a wolf, he lacked some balls.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “The Moore, as in Seelie Illusion forest?”

      “You know any other Moore?”

      Max froze. Okay, she had heard about the Moore. Her father must have called it the Seelie Illusion forest.

      “What if we get lost?” he asked.

      “Then you do not belong on the Shield,” Ed replied.

      “You would play with our lives inside the Moore?” Brick asked again.

      “I told you, only the best of the best. You were free to leave many times. Being a member of the Shield will let you journey through places twenty times worse than the Moore, a million times, if not more. Fearing the place does not belong inside a member of the Shield,” I said.

      They said nothing, and Brick even looked down, assuming that shame was running up the place where his spine should be.

      “You won’t be defenseless in the Moore. You may use your magic, for those that can do magic, and your ability. Every single one of you here has one,” Ed said.

      They all nodded except Maxima.

      “Questions?” Ed asked.

      Everyone shook their head.

      “Good, you are free to leave.” I gestured toward the door.

      As one, they broke away. None of them spoke a sentence. They left quietly.

      “Didn’t think the Moore would be something to shut them up.”

      “They don’t make them like they used to anymore, Ed. I remember when I was young, the Moore was like our playground.”

      “Now you know why I preferred to grow up in the Vampire Court and not the Witches’ Court.”

      Laughter pushed from my lips, and Ed chuckled.

      “You ready for tonight’s full moon?”

      “It’s just like every other full moon. I’ll be fine.”
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      A knock sounded at my door, and I glanced at my watch, not knowing who that could be. I didn’t have a late afternoon training with Ed.

      I opened the door and my eyebrows raised as I pulled Liz into my room, peeking out into the hallway to see if anyone had seen her. I looked back at her. She looked so beautiful with her hair high up in a ponytail, falling in curls over her shoulders, wearing some sort of a pink fluffy track-suit. “What are you doing here?”

      “I had to see you. Tonight is the full moon, and you won’t meet me at the lake.”

      “So you decide to come to my room? What if Jack finds out?”

      “Relax, I’m stealthy. I know how to hide and be careful.”

      I sighed but couldn’t stop staring at her Cupid’s bow. Today of all days.

      “Is it true what they say, that you are edgy on full moons?”

      “Yeah, very.” My lips parted as I breathed softly over her cheek. “And my senses are fully heightened, so if I were you, I would be terrified of what I’m about to do or say.”

      “Ooh, that is such a turn on.” She wrapped her arms around my neck and planted her lips hungrily on mine. My tongue pried her lips open, and she sucked it into her mouth. My tongue glides over her teeth and up against her palate. The kiss deepened as Liz’s tongue met mine and the sucking started.

      My hand rubbed her ass cheek hard, and if I didn’t have to be at the lockup area, I would’ve ripped her clothes from her body and done her right here on my floor.

      I was in the mood for rough sex.

      A growl slipped past my lips and the kiss broke. “We can’t. I have five minutes to get to the lockup area.”

      She pouted. “Slag.”

      I stared at her lips. They were so kissable and juicy. “Tell you what, meet me tomorrow around three. I’ll show you what a slag is.”

      “Three?” Her lips fanned into a smile.

      “Yup.”

      “You got it, Beasty.”

      “Don’t,” I warned her, and she giggled as she planted her lips on mine again before pulling away and waltzing out my door.

      Her scent clouded my mind, and I hated letting her go, but I needed to get to lockup before darkness descended.
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        * * *

      

      “Almost late.” Rupert Conway was at the door. He handed me my tonic. The tonic that would keep my temper at bay and keep me calm. It was mandatory for all the wolves to drink one, especially if it was a night spent with Hansel and Gretel, aka the royal pains in the asses of the Lycan Court.

      The tonic’s sour and bitter taste dried my throat as it scratched down into my stomach.

      I shivered, handing the empty vial back. Rupert squinted.

      I looked behind me, but there was nobody or anything out of place. My gaze flickered to his. “What is it?”

      “I don’t know. When you wake up, go to the de-speller, Gabe.”

      My eyebrows pulled together. “De-speller?”

      “There is something lingering on you. It’s faint, but not faint enough. All the things that happened the past week, I’m not taking any more chances. I’ll let Dr. Nolan know to expect you, say around two?”

      “I’ll go to him when I wake up.” I wasn’t going to change my plans with Liz again. Especially the day after the full moon. I entered the lockup area, and the door behind me clicked shut.

      A feast waited on a table in the middle of the room where hybrids and full-breed Lycans sat down. The others were in cells B and C.

      This room had no windows, only shackles against the wall and a sky roof.

      I sat down next to Anya and Dex, who were already in a low down with Rachel and Heath.

      “Gabe can vouch,” Dex said.

      “Gabe is just as useless as the two of you,” Heath hissed.

      My blade came out and stopped inches from Heath’s throat. “I dare you to say that again.”

      The prince froze as his gaze flicked to mine. “Whenever the situation gets too tough, your little weapons come out to play?”

      Rachel, his sister, sniggered. There was a time I’d had a huge crush on her, but I’d realized fast that she only had one love and that was her twin.

      “I don’t bark, pup. I was sure by now you would’ve known that. Guess my half witch gave me a bit more brain cells.”

      “Burn,” Connor yelled, and his brother along with all the other hybrids laughed.

      Heath growled and got up from his place. Heath and I were the same age, but you would never have guessed that. Ed always joked that he doubted I’d ever had a childhood.

      “Heath! Gabe’s just joking,” Rachel yelled.

      “I’m not hungry,” Heath snarled.

      Rachel flung her head toward me. “Was that really necessary?”

      I shrugged. “More for us.”

      I reached over the table to snatch a couple of rolls to go with my meat. I craved raw flesh and blood, but I guessed the half cooked meat would do it for tonight.

      After dinner, we all changed into our robes and grabbed a spot against the wall. Dex, Anya, and I made sure that their cuffs were tight and secure. Simon and Amy were here with us tonight, along with Brick and his pack.

      The crown prince and his sister had their own little tier above the rest of us. Dex made sure tonight that Heath’s cuffs were tight. I might just have to rip his head off.

      Low grunts and growls came from Heath already. He’d better hold it in.

      I kept my eye on him as Dex made sure his wrists were tightly bound. He gave me a nod as he climbed down their tier.

      I shut Anya’s first. She blew out a gush of air.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah, just struggling tonight.”

      I made sure that her cuffs were locked.

      Dex was next to her. I helped him and then when everyone was chained up, I took my spot in the corner. It was the one furthest away from everyone, due to the size of my wolf.

      I took off my robe, set it next to me, and faced the wall. I slapped the cuffs around my wrists and ankles. Last, I pulled hard on the chains. The sound echoed against the walls. Not a brick fell out of place, nor a crack appeared in the walls, just like all the other nights.

      A low growl rumbled in my belly. It was time. I could feel the shift pushing against my skin. The beast wanted to come out.

      The familiar drone of the sky roof opening, letting the moon shine through, reached my ears.

      A couple of the females started to get bitchy and snappy, all signs that the change was coming.

      My throat dried; it tickled as my energy grew. More growls and grunts vibrated off the walls as we all experienced the same thing—the shift.

      The prickling attached to the shift warped through my body. I hated this feeling because it announced the pain that was about to come.

      Lightning jolted through my legs first, and I tried to dampen my screams.

      Rachel’s screams assaulted my ears, followed my Anya. One by one all the females screamed. It played on my nerves. My grunt turned into muffled cry and then a deep rustic growl.

      Bone breaking and skin tearing followed. I threw my head back and howled at the moon, pushing the beast inside of me free. His long limbs and torso, with a gigantic snout, shot from my skin, replacing my human features.

      I slumped down on the ground, exhausted from the shift, and the tonic kicked in fast. One would think that after almost twenty-one years, I would be used to it, but I wasn’t.

      The last thing that left my mind before my eyes closed was the de-speller. What if Master Conway was sensing the Ahmdahney? He would tell Jack and then all hell would break loose. I wasn’t ready to take up that type of responsibility. Especially for someone I didn’t feel something for.

      

      
        
        MAX

      

      

      It was still as weird as the first two times waking up without the wolves in the room, especially without Amy’s chipper morning personality. The room was too quiet.

      We reached the arena a few minutes before five. Commander Charles was the only one waiting.

      “Come sit,” Commander Charles ordered, and we sat on the stone benches in the first row.

      He spoke about the Moore. I didn’t like that they would let us in that forest. Nothing good ever happened there.

      “I know that it’s scary, thinking that you will have to spend a few hours in an illusion, only relying on your magic and each other. It will show us and yourself if the Shield is for you. You will have a safety net, too. Master Conway is creating a spell that will teleport you out of the illusion, but know if you use it, it automatically disqualifies you from the Selective program. We still need to do negotiations with the Moore for this year’s Run, so it all depends on what will be decided.”

      Victor lifted his hand.

      “Victor,” Commander Charles acknowledged.

      “Is it true that some students have lost their minds in the Moore?”

      “Only for a short while. We got them out safely and got them the help they needed, too.”

      Help they needed? I stared at Scar. Her eyes grew as she stared at Commander Charles.

      “So you get everyone out, even if we do not make it out ourselves,” Olivia said.

      “More or less, yes. But it’s not what the Run is about. The Run is to show us and yourself if the Shield is for you.”

      “What happens if we don’t make it out?”

      “Then you are not worthy of the Shield, Scarlet, and you will have to spend a short time with the Seelie.”

      Gasps filled the air.

      Everyone who wasn’t fae and ended up in the Seelie world sort of lost their minds in some way. Most of them didn’t want to speak about it at all, or that was what Father once told me.

      “The best is to stay together, help each other, make it together,” Commander Charles explained.

      We all nodded, but it didn’t still the vortex that twirled in my gut.

      “Let’s warm up, and then we will work on some fighting techniques.”

      We stretched before we ran the track around the arena. I stayed close to Will, Scar, and Cade. None of us spoke a word, and I assumed their minds were as full of the Moore as mine.

      I’d heard stories about that forest, or as Dad called it, the Seelie Illusion forest. It was a magical forest, and once you entered, the Seelie could do with you whatever they wanted. Your mind became theirs. Something about the fae magic native to that forest. Dad had told me once that it was like entering your worst fear.

      The fae loved mind games, and there were rumors that travelers traveling through never made it on the other side. Some say that they were still traveling.

      Why was the Run happening? I mean, I get why. I just don’t understand the reason to put so much stress on us to be part of the Shield. Why not graduate with the Run?

      Commander Charles stopped us, and we immediately went into our kata routine, cleared our minds of all anger and emotions, and got it prepared for battle. One never attacked on a crowded mind or in anger.

      I never saw how the dummies appeared from the ground, but when we turned around, the perfect amount of training dummies waited for us.

      I took the one closest to me and starting punching and knee-kicking the leathery surface.

      Each kick sent a shockwave of pain through my joints and each jab a stabbing ache to my elbow.

      It carried on like that until sweat dripped from my hairline, into my shirt, and back down my spine.

      Everything was wet when Commander Charles finally gave the order to stop.

      I couldn’t feel my hand or the top part of my thighs anymore. It was all completely numb.

      Commander Charles ended the training session off in a cool down cycle and then he dismissed us.

      Breakfast was still weird without the wolves. A quarter of the students on the hybrid table were missing along with an entire table that belonged to the Lycan race.

      At lunch, they were still not here. It was normal, but it still raised a lot of questions as Dad had never really taught me anything about the Lycan race. Witches weren’t very fond of them, and I was in an all-warlock school up until now.

      The first time, Ben had told me they were all out of it and would only be fully awakened late afternoon. Connor and Matias were part werewolves too and not here.

      Gabriel flashed through my mind. Knowing what he was. To think that at some stage, a witch fell madly in love with a Lycan. Whether they sat around the same fire or not.

      I kept staring at the empty Lycan table. There wasn’t even a loaf of bread in sight.

      A boy stopped by our table.

      “Oh, hey, Finn,” Ben said.

      “Who is Max?”

      I lifted my hand, and his gaze flickered to mine.

      “Principal Williams is looking for you.”

      “Thank you,” I said and got up.

      “You want me to come with you?” Scar asked.

      “It’s fine. Thanks.” I rushed out of the dining hall and up the tower that led to Principal Williams’ office. I knocked and waited.

      “Enter.”

      I opened the door, and his gaze lifted up from the paperwork on his desk to me. His smile fanned across his lips and crow’s feet appeared in the corner of his eyes. “Max, come sit.”

      I closed the door behind me and walked up to his desk, took the first chair, and plopped into it.

      “You just need to sign a few papers. The judge will set a court date for your emancipation. And hopefully in less than a week, you will have some funds to help you get through this year.” He pushed the papers that laid in front of him toward me and handed me a pen. “By the crosses, unless you want to read through it first.”

      My gaze scanned through the sentences, and my throat became instantly dry when they landed on the amount of zeros right next to the number 5.

      “Everything okay?”

      I cleared my throat. “So much money?”

      “Well, it’s your inheritance.”

      “What about my stepsisters?” I couldn’t say half yet.

      “They have their inheritance. They still have a guardian, so they will get it when they reach their twenty-first birthday.”

      “I see.” It was sad to know that I didn’t have anyone anymore.

      Signing the paper that would set the date to clarify me as an adult in action was even harder than I thought it would be.

      There was no one anymore that would vouch for me. An utter loneliness hooked its talons inside my chest.

      I tried to fill my lungs with cold air, but there wasn’t a breeze at the moment.

      I signed the papers and pushed them back to Principal Williams. “Is that all?”

      “Yes, you may go. I’ll let you know about the date.”

      I smiled, got up, and walked out of his office, dazed at the five million my father had left me.

      Five million! That number was big to wrap my head around.

      I walked into someone, not paying attention at all. “I’m so sorr—” I stopped as I stared up at Liz. My throat became dry as my ears took flame.

      “Max, look where you’re walking next time.” She had that singe to her tone. The one that pushed my buttons.

      Why they let her and her friends back through those gates was beyond me.

      “Oh, and while I have you here, we need to talk.”

      I folded my arms around my chest, trying to calm my erratic, beating heart. “‘Bout what?”

      “About the fact that you have this stupid fixation on my boyfriend.”

      “Get over yourself, Liz. I don’t have any fixation on anyone, especially your boyfriend.”

      “Well, that’s not what Gabe is saying.”

      Shit. “What is he saying?”

      “How you can’t stop trying to put shit about me in his head.”

      “What?” Now I knew she was making it up, as I’d never told him directly that I knew about him and Liz.

      “If you know what is good for you, you will stop. He will never see a little gray mouse like yourself when he has someone like me.”

      “I’m not listening to this.” I tried to walk past her, but she put her arm in front of me.

      “We both know that you’ve secretly crushed on him just like all your little pathetic hybrid friends. He will never, ever find you remotely interesting. So I suggest you stop filling his head with how we tortured you and made your life a living hell. We gave you a roof over your head. My mother looked after you when she didn’t even have to and for that, she is in BlackWater Prison.”

      “She is in BlackWater Prison because she tried to kill me.” My nostrils flared.

      “Boohoo. You always had it so easy.”

      “Easy. Easy living with the two of you?” Tears welled up in my eyes.

      “Aw. You going to cry, Maxi-pad? Stop trying to put a wedge between me and Gabriel or I swear to you, next time when I get my hands on you, you will wake up not being able to utter a single word. Do I make myself clear?”

      I stared at her as she glared at me.

      Someone cleared their throat, and we both looked. It felt as if my heart dropped to my stomach as I laid eyes on Commander Hendrix.
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      Liz's face grew pallid as she stared at me and then her lips fanned into a smile. “You’re back? I was just speaking to Max—”

      “Yeah, I heard everything. I’ll see you at training tonight, Max.”

      She looked at the ground and walked on. I was just on my way to the de-speller. Right now, I did not know what to make of what I’d just witnessed and of all days, it had to be today.

      “Gabe, it was not what it sounded like.”

      “What it sounded like? It sounded like you threatened your stepsister’s life again, Liz. The fucking bangles are not enough!”

      I felt this nauseating spot in my stomach.

      “Please, you’ve got to understand. Max can climb under your skin and push—”

      “Oh, stop. Just stop. I heard everything. She was minding her own business. Please don’t tell me that Max was right about you.”

      She laughed. “You see why I had to speak to her? She is telling you all sorts of stories, little lies. She has to stop before it’s going to put a wedge between us.”

      “She wasn’t speaking about you directly. She mentioned you without using your name, once. Nothing more after. Is she right about you, Liz?”

      “No.”

      “Then why the hell did you feel the need to corner her today?” I spoke through clenched teeth.

      “Because you said her name in your sleep,” she hissed back. Tears welled up in her eyes.

      Shit. I remembered that dream from the other night. It wasn’t a dream like that. It was quite confusing, to be honest.

      I squinted at Liz. “Maybe we should take a break.”

      “Gabe, don’t do this, please. I’m sorry.”

      “I’m not the one who needs your apology. But I need to figure out a few things first before going further with whatever this is.”

      “Whatever this is?” She cupped my cheek. “I love you; you love me.”

      I took her hand away from my cheek. Did I love her? I’d questioned it so many times, but you shouldn’t question it, right?

      “I need the break, and I think you do, too.” I turned around to walk away. Her fingers curled around my arm.

      “Gabe, please. Don’t do this.”

      My jaw locked and the masseter muscles there pumped as Helga jumped into my mind. My eyes flitted from her grasp to her eyes. “Liz, I’m telling you, I need a break to figure things out. I expect you to respect my wishes. Can you do that for me?”

      She let go of my arm. “Of course. Take all the time that you need.”

      I nodded and walked on further, pulling my hand through my hair as I made my way to the de-speller. I couldn’t get Liz’s words out of my head. What the hell must Max be thinking about all of this? This was a global fuck up if you asked me.

      My thoughts were all over the place as I entered the administration building, and thank heavens, Ms. Kendra was on the phone. If I could scream, I would, but I didn’t have the energy for more females after witnessing that.

      I entered the infirmary, and Vincent looked up, sitting behind the desk. His lips twitched at the corner as he pushed the wheelie chair he sat on away from the table to get up.

      “Rupert said that you are going to make a turn. Let’s go.”

      I followed him to the de-speller. Been strapped in one so many times that it was time to shut an eye and not fear for whatever the thing was going to pick up. But it wasn’t like that today. Would a de-speller be able to pick up the primal bond?

      My heart pounded behind my ribcage as I hopped onto the chair, took off my shoes and socks, and laid back. Vincent worked fast, strapping me in and putting the gel orbs against my temple, chest, and below my feet.

      He left, pulled back the curtains as the machine wired up. The familiar drone should soothe me, but not today. Right now, I was on the edge, and there was an awful gnawing at my chest. Making it hard to breathe. Nobody else could know about the bond between Max and me.

      

      
        
        MAX

      

      

      “Max.” Scar snapped her fingers in front of my face.

      Most of the wolves were back, and everyone was in their training outfits for three o’clock, busy flirting the crap out of the opposite sex. It was apparently a wolf trait and an after the full moon thing.

      I glanced at the time before rushing over to my closet and grabbing my outfit. Headed out to the bathroom to get dressed.

      A breath of air pushed from me. Still dazed by what had happened. Did Commander Hendrix really hear all the things that had left Liz’s lips?

      I shook my head. He would just forget about this in the next few days and pull her around corners again for some alone time. He always did. This time would not be any different.

      I pulled on my training uniform and walked with Amy and Scarlet toward the arena. We found Liz, bawling her eyes out, stuttering to her one friend about how everything was ruined.

      A part of me felt guilty. Guilty for what? I didn’t ask her to threaten me again.

      “What happened with the hag?” Amy asked.

      “Later,” I whispered and walked faster before Liz aimed her anger at me. She’d already gotten away with it once, she would get away with it a thousand times.

      What did the commander do? Break up with her?

      Scar and Amy’s footsteps rushed behind me, still wanting to know desperately why Liz was crying.

      Anya and Dex waited for us in the training hall. I hated the fact that they’d just woken up and were already here training us. They were twenty-thousand times meaner than normal.

      The clenching in my stomach grew tighter.

      “Faster,” Anya yelled, and I rushed down the steps behind Simon and Cade toward the front row.

      I pushed this afternoon’s event to the back of my mind, but I knew it wouldn’t stay there. Scar and Amy would not let this one slide.

      We stopped in a row facing the twins. Anya’s gaze swooped over us as her brother ran up the steps to lock the door.

      I didn’t like the feeling that was brewing in my gut, together with the coiling. They were going to push us again like they had that time when it was only us hybrids training.

      Elena and Olivia both stared at each other as they waited for Anya to start.

      “Hybrids stairs, pure bloods track.”

      We split up from each other, and I took the aisle on the right-hand side that was big enough for only one person, while Scarlet and Amy took the aisle in the middle with Simon. Cade and Will took the aisle on the left.

      My legs pumped as I ran up the steps faster each time. The sweat rolled down my temples and the back of my hairline, down my spine, as I kept pushing myself.

      I didn’t focus on anything, just let go of all my insecurities and thoughts that had troubled my mind, including Commander Hendrix and Liz.

      Even the Run. I pushed it all the way to the back of my mind.

      “Assemble to the middle,” Anya yelled.

      I stopped in line next to Cade and frowned as Anya pushed a dagger into my hand. My gaze flickered to Cade and back to the dagger. Mine was plain, a single blade with a leather handle.

      My gaze found Scar’s, who looked just as confused as me with the dagger in her hand.

      “What do you want us to do with the daggers, Captain Rodrigues?” Elanka asked.

      “I want you to fight.”

      We all looked around. There were no dummies.

      “Who?” Elanka questioned.

      Anya looked at her brother, and his side dimple showed as he glanced to the ground. She looked back at us. A twitch in the corner of her lips made me look at Scar again, who squinted.

      “Let’s make this interesting,” Anya added. “The pure bloods against the hybrids.”

      “What?” Olivia gasped.

      “You need to learn to fight other than dummies. Today you are going to fight each other with daggers. Do we have a problem, Djinn?”

      Olivia gaped and stared at Elanka.

      “Victor?” Anya said.

      “No problem. Can we kill them?”

      “Try not to.”

      “Oh, shit,” Scar said as she came toward me. Will and Cade immediately multiplied and formed a guarding line in front of us.

      “What are you waiting for?” one Cade asked. “Come get us.”

      “Daggers only, Cade.”

      “I have a dagger,” Cade said.

      “Me too,” another one lifted his.

      “Same here,” a second Will said.

      Anya looked at her brother, whose shoulders bobbed.

      “No abilities!”

      Cade and Will looked at each other, and the other Wills and Cades merged with their originals. I repositioned my dagger in my hand. The two captains were crazy. Not that it was news to us. We knew that a long time ago.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I still tried to protect myself from Elanka as Olivia came in and gashed her knife across my arm. The cut burned and blood dripped down my arm, soaking the sleeve of my training shirt.

      I planted my foot into Olivia’s stomach, and she stumbled backward as Elanka came swinging arms, carrying a similar knife. I barely missed the blade as it sliced through my sleeve, grazing my skin.

      Amy’s cries murdered my ears as water exploded from a bottle on the stone seat and rushed to her aid. The water slapped Victor a few times at her command. All of us stopped to stare.

      “Amy Valentine, what did I say about abilities?” Anya yelled.

      The water splashed on the floor.

      Amy rested with her hands on her knees, breathing hard. “I don’t understand this exercise, as the Shield members rely on their gifts.”

      “Oh, and if you come up against a witch who binds your ability, then what?”

      She said nothing, as all of us discovered that magic could do that. I was the living proof not so long ago.

      “You think you are so good? Come here. The rest of you go sit.”

      Every one of us had bruises with blood seeping out. Will looked the worst.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “I’ll live if I don’t bleed to death.”

      “I doubt Anya would let you die on her shift,” Scar whispered.

      “They are insane,” Simon hissed, not taking his eyes off his sister.

      Dex’s gaze shot to us. His jaw set, but he said nothing. Just stood against the wall with his arms folded.

      “Ability against ability?” Anya suggested.

      “Really,” Amy spoke with a slight smirk on her lips, but I didn’t think she meant it as being positive about the outcome. Anya’s spear was relentless.

      “You started it. Decided not to take orders from your peers. So yeah, you bet it’s go time, missy.”

      “You can do it, Amy,” Simon egged his sister on.

      “This isn’t a cheer party; keep your mouth shut,” Anya snarled without taking her gaze from Amy.

      I didn’t like the way she looked at Amy or her tone when she said those words.

      Amy stretched out her arm toward all who had bottles of water in our hands. The water in my bottle was jumping restlessly. I unscrewed the cap, and Scar did the same with hers.

      “Go,” Anya yelled.

      The water jumped out of my bottle and splashed on the floor. Anya was already on top of Amy, the tip of the spear disappearing against Amy’s temple. My heart pounded faster as I looked at Amy’s arched back.

      Anya was serious?

      Simon was already up. Dex subdued him quickly and put him on the ground.

      Amy tried to not show Anya how much it hurt. The malice on Anya’s face made my breathing rapid. Together with Simon’s grunts and fighting Dex.

      “Stop this!” Scar yelled.

      Something in me snapped. It was like a shower of sparkles sprayed over me, then a hard shove from behind, and I was in the air. I looked down at my spot next to Scar. It was empty, except for the clothes that laid in a pile.

      Everyone gasped as big brown wings flapped next to me.

      The area wasn’t as vast as the last time when I was a canary, and I looked back at Will, staring at my figure. What the hell was I?

      Anya was still busy with Amy, and Si was on his stomach now, with Dex twisting his arm at an unnatural angle behind his back.

      Will shifted, and an eagle sprang forth, taking the place of his figure. He dove toward Dex, talons stretched out, and nicked his arm.

      The idiot let go of Simon, covering his face with his hands, and screeched at Will’s grasping talons. Scar jumped from her seat and onto Anya’s back, trying to get her to stop attacking Amy.

      Cade multiplied as I darted for Anya. My talons scratched at her skull, pulling her hair as Scar clung like a monkey on her back. Anya screeched louder than her brother.

      “Enough!” Commander Charles yelled, and everyone froze.

      Amy was in Simon’s arms, moaning. Scar was on the floor, and Anya was still cussing, covering the long red line that scrawled across her cheek. Will and I flew to the flagpole.

      “Take her to Dr. Nolan,” Commander Charles said.

      Simon picked up his sister and rushed up the stairs.

      “Your captains are a few beers short of a six-pack,” Scarlet yelled, now back on her feet.

      Anya screamed and grunted as she touched the top of her head. That one was a bit bad as blood rivets ran down her temple.

      Commander Charles looked at Will and me in our eagle forms as we rested on top of the flagpole.

      He laughed and applauded. “Well done, Max; and Will, for mimicking her.”

      “That’s the last time I’m trying to get that girl to shift. It’s madness,” Anya yelled at Commander Charles as she stomped up the stairs. “And a thank you won’t kill you.”

      “Thank you, Captain Rodrigues,” Commander Charles said.

      “Wait, you told her to let us fight with knives just so that Max could shift?” Scar sounded highly pissed off. I didn’t blame her.

      “No, I told her she could do whatever she wanted as long as Max shifted at the end of this training lesson. I didn’t think hurting her friends would do it.” Commander Charles smiled as his gaze flickered to the two of us.

      Scar said nothing.

      “Now which one is Max?”

      I let out a whistle.

      “Can you change back?”

      “Lane,” I heard Will’s voice next to me.

      “You understand me?” I asked, as an eagle whistle followed my words.

      “This is so awesome,” Will said.

      “What the fuck—”

      “Shhh,” Commander Charles silenced Dex, pointing his hand in his direction. “You understand each other?”

      “This is so cool,” Will carried on.

      “I don’t speak eagle, Will. Can you change back?”

      “I’ll try.”

      “You’ll be naked,” I warned.

      “Maybe not, then.”

      Everyone just stared at us. Laughter squabbled in my head, and I lifted off the pole toward the door. “Let’s go.”

      We slipped past Commander Hendrix as he entered. His eyes were on us. I could feel it, but I didn’t dare to look back at him. I wasn’t that tiny canary anymore. I felt great.

      “This is the best feeling in the world, Lane,” Will said.

      “I know, right? I’m too scared to change back. Afraid that I might not change again.” The wind seeped through my feathers and aided my wings to stay afloat.

      “So any bird?” Will asked, flapping behind me.

      “What?”

      “Anything with wings. Bat, then canary, and now an eagle.”

      “I guess,” I said, and he laughed.

      “Maybe you should try for a dragon next.”

      We both laughed just imagining Anya’s face, pulling off a dragon.
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      “Change back, or go to the infirmary,” Commander Charles yelled from below, cutting our flying fun short.

      Will grunted, and I knew he wanted more time in this form, the same as me.

      “You think you can help me tomorrow?”

      “You kidding me? It’s the best feeling ever. You bet your ass we are going to try this tomorrow morning.”

      I loved the way Will’s enthusiasm mimicked my own. My heart swelled and felt as if it was going to burst any second.

      We flew into the administration building and past Ms. Kendra’s desk.

      “What in the Eye?” Ms. Kendra hollered.

      I flew into the infirmary first, and a woman wearing a white lab coat jumped out of my way as I dove for the first open cubicle.

      “See you on two legs, Lane.” Will flew to the cubicle right across from me.

      “Boring,” I called and landed on the bed.

      Moans and groans streamed into the infirmary as Simon’s soft tone answered all of Doctor Nolan’s questions. Amy was still babbling incoherently, but I knew she would speak soon like a normal person.

      Anya was insane.

      The woman wearing a white doctor’s coat entered my room. A ponytail sat high on her head. She almost looked like one of the students with her innocent oval face. Deep brown eyes stared at me.

      “Okay, then.” She closed the curtain and walked away. One of the other curtains opened. “Vincent?”

      “Yes?”

      “Why are there eagles in the infirmary?”

      Laughter seeped from him. “Call Jack. They are not eagles. They’re students that haven’t got the shift figured out yet.”

      “Students?”

      “Yes, it’s quite remarkable. One can shift into a bird and the other one mimics her.”

      “Twins?”

      “Nope. Just get Jack.”

      “Okay.” Her footsteps sounded.

      “Lane?” Will asked.

      “I’m here.”

      I heard his laughter, and in the background was the faint cry of an eagle’s whistle. It was so weird, but so amazing at the same time.

      I couldn’t help the giggle/eagle cry piercing from my beak.

      My curtain drew open again, and Commander Hendrix walked in.

      His gaze bored into mine. His eyebrows knitted as he stared at me. Then he left, and Will’s curtain opened.

      Commander Charles followed him to Will’s room.

      “They look the same,” Commander Hendrix stated.

      “One of them is Max and the other one is Will.” Commander Charles’ tone still carried excitement.

      “And you said that they understand each other?”

      “It sounded like it. I guess we have to wait to ask them.”

      Principal Williams appeared, and he looked into my cubicle. “An eagle?”

      Commander Charles nodded and looked at me with a big grin on his lips.

      “About time,” Commander Hendrix said.

      If I could, I would sneer at him. I would never meet his expectations. I was so over it.

      “It’s remarkable, Gabe,” Principal Williams said.

      “If only she could do it at will. That would be remarkable.”

      I couldn’t help the whistle that came from my lips, and Principal Williams laughed as Commander Hendrix looked at me.

      “He’s just kidding, Max. You did great,” Commander Charles said.

      “How do you even know that is Max?” Commander Hendrix asked as Principal Williams stared at me.

      “I doubt Will would cry after that snide comment of yours.”

      Commander Hendrix didn’t say another thing.

      “Relax, you have two birds now, Gabe. It’s only a matter of time and the falcon will be ours,” Commander Charles pointed out.

      “Two birds?” Principal Williams asked.

      “William Peterson mimicked her,” Commander Charles explained, and they stepped over to the other cubicle.

      “And what happened to the rest of the students bleeding all over the infirmary?” Principal Williams questioned.

      “We had to think of something to make her shift,” Commander Charles answered.

      Principal Williams came back, shaking his head, ready to draw back the curtains. “Okay, I’ll take this one first, shoo.”

      Commander Hendrix stood in his way. “You don’t need help?”

      “Two half warlocks don’t make a whole. Get me Simone.” He drew the curtain back in their faces and stared at me again. “Much fiercer than a canary, if you are Max.”

      I whistled, and he chuckled through closed lips. He bent down in front of the dresser that was in this room and took out a bedsheet. The curtain opened, and I assumed the lady with the blonde hair was Simone.

      “Bed sheet?”

      “Max is usually naked when she shifts back.”

      “This is really a student?” Simone asked. She must be Dr. Petunia’s replacement.

      “Who needs our help as she still struggles to change back.”

      She nodded and took the bedsheet from Principal Williams’ hands and opened it.

      “What now?”

      Principal Williams smiled at her before he looked at me. “Okay, Max. On your back.”

      It was harder in an eagle form, but I rolled onto my back. Simone gasped.

      Principal Williams chuckled. “She is remarkable, isn’t she?”

      “An eagle?”

      He took the other side of the bedsheet. “Actually, it’s her third form. She was a bat, then a canary, and now an eagle. Something tells me she can be any type of bird she puts her mind to.”

      The bedsheet drowned my eagle form, before they placed their hands over my body. Their lips moved, but no sound came. Both of them closed their eyes. The tingles rippled through my body and the pain that came with it followed. It spread like a hot iron being dragged over my flesh. I didn’t dare to make a sound as I ground my teeth.

      Still, the sound came. A piercing whistle turned into a manly scream. Footsteps rushed to Will’s room.

      “Concentrate, Max,” Principal Williams urged, and I had to push Will’s pain to the back of my mind, concentrating on my own transformation.

      The image of my body forced itself back into my mind. Principal Williams’ magic was powerful.

      My limbs grew longer, arms sprouted out of my wings, and all the feathers disappeared, getting replaced by human skin and organs.

      “Amazing,” Simone whispered, as I couldn’t keep my eyes open. Darkness seeped through, and all the sound disappeared.
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      I still felt a bit groggy after dinner. Will was hyped up about the entire thing and couldn’t stop telling everyone that we really could speak to each other through telepathy while we were eagles.

      Everyone gawked at him. He was a great storyteller, and we all hung on his lips the way he described how the wind blew through our feathers and what it was like just to have wings.

      Ben did most of the questioning. Something told me he knew a thing or two about flying, but I didn’t ask.

      After dinner, I went to the showers with Scar and Amy.

      Fiona Mason was already telling everyone about her night locked up in the dungeon. She was a pure blood wolf, and her brother Armand seriously gave me the creeps.

      Words like cock and lust left her lips, and I wanted to turn around as her sexual stories made me uncomfortable.

      Amy laughed as Scar pulled me into the bathroom with them.

      The lust was a wolf thing, and they were filled with this crazy want a day after the full moon.

      “Ask Amy, she was there with us.”

      “Oh-oh, ask me what?” Amy questioned.

      “About Hendrix. I can only imagine what a great fuck he is.”

      I almost swallowed my tongue as my cheeks flamed red. I took the first nozzle and opened the taps, hoping the water would drown out their sexual fantasies about the commander. I tried not to listen about how they spoke about the size of his shaft—using other terms—and was grateful when it switched to the size of his wolf. Amy had mentioned that before.

      “You think he is bigger than King Conri?” Scar asked.

      “Doubt it,” Fiona said, as she stood underneath one of the other shower knobs. “If he was, he could’ve easily challenged him for the throne.”

      “I doubt he could,” Elanka replied. “He’s a hybrid.”

      “Who is of royal blood,” Scar added.

      I kept on forgetting that. He was King Levine’s nephew.

      “Hybrid or not,” Fiona started again. “That guy can be glad our posts are fucking-distances away. I would break him.”

      Amy roared her laughter. “Fiona, in your dreams. His wolf would break your back.”

      “Oh, I’m not talking about our wolf forms, sweetheart.”

      “Okay, big mouth. Go, march up to him now and throw yourself at him.”

      “My brother would kill me; Hendrix is a hybrid.”

      “Just as I thought,” Amy said.

      I was going to poke my ears out after this and tried to bury myself in the cracks of tiles to get away from this conversation.

      Olivia and Elanka screamed their laughter when they saw my face.

      “Max?” Scar said.

      “Cock, cock, cock,” Amy said three times in a row and if my ears and cheeks could explode, they would have.

      Everyone laughed.

      “I don’t know wolves. So sue me. Didn’t think you were these horny creatures to begin with.” I looked at Amy and Fiona, turning off the taps.

      “You will learn all our other tricks soon, my friend, real soon,” Amy said as I rushed to my towel.

      The girls carried on talking about the prince of the lycans and his sister as I started to pull on my clothes. I’d seen them once, on my first day at Beaumond. They were quite good looking.

      Amy was telling them about how Gabe had put Heath in his place and how it was so hot. Fiona must have left as her big mouth was all of a sudden extremely quiet.

      I really didn’t know that wolves were so sexual. Simon was so proper. Amy was the complete opposite of her brother. She was so open—very, very open—without a concern in this world.

      I just hoped that I wasn’t going to dream about Commander Hendrix and his huge…wolf figure.

      
        
        GABRIEL

      

      

      Days had passed since my session with the de-speller. I still felt numb, a bit off balance, but more like myself than I had been in a long time. It was weird.

      The plus side of it was that Vincent picked up something, but he couldn’t tell me what it was. Meaning that the de-speller couldn’t pick up the Ahmdahney.

      My phone beeped again for the umpteenth time. I looked at the text. Another one from Liz. I ignored it and slid my phone back into my pocket.

      This break was just what I needed. It was putting a lot of things back into perspective for me. Liz was slowly disappearing from my thoughts too, or she was less the center of them.

      A part of me worried more about Max. She was sharing a bond with Will now. A bond that I doubted I would ever share with her, even if she was my primal bond.

      A part of me envied the little fucker’s gift, especially after they woke up and explained to us that they could hear each other speak.

      Will changed back with no help and told Max he would help her get the hang of that too.

      This morning I woke up with a cramp in my lower abdomen. I felt yucky, like I was coming down with the flu or something worse. Every part of my body ached.

      I laid with my head on the breakfast table as we waited for everyone to come to eat.

      “You on your period?” Ed asked.

      I lifted my head and looked at him. “What?”

      “Your face is pulled in the same way as Anya does when she is on her period. She lies with her head on the table like that too when it’s that time of the month.”

      “I must have eaten something last night that didn’t collide with me so well. I’ll be fine.”

      “Or not. You’ll need to see Vincent before you make everyone sick.”

      I gave him the eye. “It’s nothing. I’m fine.”

      “If they get sick, Gabe, the Run is going to be a mess. We can’t postpone.”

      “Then they are not suited for the Shield.”

      Ed glared at me. Why was I being so mean?

      “Commander Charles, Commander Hendrix,” a girl with dark brown hair spoke. She was really beautiful and gave me a longing look.

      Ed greeted her, even made some small talk as I just laid with my head on the table. It must be fever. I felt so hot.

      “He okay?”

      “He’ll live. A bit of flu or something.”

      “He should go see the doctor.”

      “What I told him too.”

      “Okay, bye.”

      Thank heavens, she left.

      “Okay, now I know something is really wrong with you, if you completely ignored Liz like that.”

      I looked up. “What?”

      “Ignoring Liz like that.”

      My eyebrows furrowed, and I looked at the girl who had just left our table. There was a resemblance to Liz, but she didn’t entirely look like Liz. “That was Liz?”

      Ed squinted before he laid his hand on my forehead. “Now you are scaring me. Yes, that was Liz.”

      The spell? It hadn’t anything to do with the Ahmdahney. It was Liz.

      I pushed up from the chair.

      “Gabe?” Ed asked.

      “I’ll see you later,” I said, holding my lower abdomen, trying to walk faster to the infirmary. I needed to ask Vincent if it was some sort of affection spell. Those didn’t even exist. How powerful was Sierra?

      Why didn’t she look like the Liz I knew? She appeared different. Vincent looked worried as I entered.

      “Where is the blood?”

      “What blood?” I asked.

      “The way you’re hunched over makes me think you are trying to hold a wound closed, Gabe.”

      “No, I’ll be fine, just lower abdomen pain. I need to speak to you.”

      “You need more than just speaking, c’mon.” He led me to the nearest cubicle and helped me on top of the bed. “Lay down.”

      “It hurts when I lay down.”

      He pushed my shoulder down on the bed, and my knees bent, sticking in the air as the soles of my shoes rested on the bed. He touched my abdomen, and I grunted as I jumped back up.

      “It’s painful?”

      “That’s not obvious?” I growled at him.

      “Might need to do a scan or something. What is it you wanted to ask me?”

      He touched my chest, and I winced as he came closer to the nipple area. It was sensitive. “The de-speller. You think it could have been an attraction spell?”

      He stopped touching my chest and stared at the wall. “Hmph.”

      “What?”

      His gaze flickered back to mine as he carried on with touching me. “Now that you mention it…I think it was exactly something like that. Someone trying to make you fall in love with her, Gabe?”

      My eyebrows knitted. “I think so. I thought you couldn’t bottle affection.”

      “You can’t. But you can bottle a potion that would take your affection for someone else and point it in another direction, if you get what I mean.”

      “No, I don’t get what you mean.”

      “Gabe, the potion wouldn’t have worked if you didn’t feel something for someone. It needs a foundation for it to work.”

      “Like some sort of bond?”

      “Could be, but preferably a bond of attraction. Maybe you need to be more honest with yourself about your feelings for people.” He massaged my abdomen. It felt better.

      “What are you doing?”

      “You are not squirming, so I’m assuming it works.”

      “Yeah, it does. What is it?”

      “Cramp probably. Try a warm water bottle.”

      My face muscles slacked as I stared at Vincent.

      His gaze jumped to mine. “What?”

      “You spoke to Ed?”

      “Come again?”

      “I’m not on my period, if that is what you are insinuating.”

      “I’m not saying that. I mean, it would be scientifically impossible, but you sure are acting like someone that is going through their period.”

      “What?”

      “I’ve seen a lot of girls when it’s that time of the month. They come in here begging for something to take away the cramps. You just remind me of them. Warm water and lying down usually alleviates it, together with a tonic.”

      The Ahmdahney. I closed my eyes. Max must be on her period, and I was experiencing it, too. It was a stage of the Ahmdahney. I read that it could happen, something about sharing. I opened my eyes and jumped off the bed. I would push through this fucking pain. “Thanks, Vincent.”

      “You’re welcome. You want something for the pain?”

      I ground my teeth as I almost neared the exit. “No, I’ll be fine. If that time of the month feels like this, then they need it more than I do.”

      A chuckle slipped through his lips. “They usually handle it much better than you are, Gabe.”

      I had an urge to flip him the bird, but figured that my emotions might not have been my own either, so instead, I kept my mouth shut and walked out of the infirmary.

      I couldn’t believe that I was experiencing Max’s period cramps. The fucking Ahmdahney. Now to block this.
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      The days were speeding by faster now. The Run was drawing nearer.

      We exited a training session out of hell and were surprised with banners decorating every wall. Banners that weren’t there two hours ago when we’d entered the arena.

      We stopped to read the first poster. A design of giant leaves and vines with beautiful golden cursive letters announced the Jewel Ball, in honor of the Run. In the right corner was the price of how much a ticket cost.

      The boys scoffed and walked on toward our room.

      “They really make a tremendous fuss about this Run, don’t they?” I pointed my thumb at the banner.

      “Oh, Storm said that it’s like one of the highlights.” Scar’s entire face lit up. “The first years that are part of the Selective program must go. I can’t wait for this ball she keeps mentioning. It’s going to be an amazing night out, Max.”

      “I need a night out,” Amy said. “The guys might not admit it, but they do too.”

      I looked at Scar. “What is it with you and Storm, anyway?”

      “What? We’re just friends. She is a bad-ass chick and her ability is super amazing.”

      It only just hit me that I had no idea what Storm’s ability was. “Which is?”

      “Nature.”

      “Nature?” I replied.

      “Yeah, she can manipulate nature. You must see her with roots and vines.”

      Amy and I laughed the way Scar’s emotions of awe came to life, raising her eyebrows and widened those big black orbs she called eyes. I couldn’t help the feeling that Scarlet had a crush on Storm.

      “Don’t laugh. You guys will spin another story when she shows you. Her eyes become piercing white too, and she can be real scary if she wants to be.”

      We entered the room. Every girl twittered about the Jewel Ball and conversations of shopping sprees fluttered in the air. I’d never been to one.

      I took out my school uniform and rushed to the bathroom while everyone was still dazed with the activity around the ball.

      I’d never worn a gown or owned a pair of high heels, and I doubted that my money would be ready for this amazing shopping spree I was sure Amy and Scarlet wanted to go on.

      It brought on a lot of nausea and weight on the shoulder-area that I didn’t want.

      I pulled on my uniform and got ready for breakfast. I was the first one out of the room and the first of the first years to sit down at the breakfast table.

      “Morning, Max,” Storm greeted.

      “Hey,” I said with a smile. Vines and ivy leaves shooting from Storm’s hands entered my thoughts. I couldn’t wait to see her ability in action.

      My gaze kept fluttering to Storm as she spoke to Ben and Connor. She had beautiful dark curly hair and these dark pools of eyes, not to mention she was built to last. Her body screamed Shield material. She was a Selective, meaning that last year this time, Storm was where we all were at the moment.

      The guys plopped down on the seat in front of me, greeting everyone next to us.

      “Hey, Debs,” Will said, smiling at one of the third-year girls. The girl everyone knew he had a huge crush on.

      His dimples dented deep into his cheeks as he sort of winked at her.

      “Will?” the blonde greeted back. I had to admit, she was stunning with thick eyelashes and sapphire blue eyes. She reminded me of fae with her high cheekbones and small bone structure.

      Storm laughed. “You seriously did not listen to the warning, did you?”

      “I’m not scared,” Will said and leaned over the table to grab a roll. “I can manipulate anyone’s ability.”

      “Still, that one is on everyone’s lists. Boys and girls included.”

      “I don’t care. She has to like someone.”

      I couldn’t help the giggle that slipped through my lips that some third year had obviously told him to back off.

      Storm bumped him. “See, even Max thinks you are an idiot.”

      “Lane and I are cool. We have a bond now as I’m the only one that can turn into a bird with her.”

      Storm laughed, shaking her head.

      Scar and Amy finally entered with Elanka and Olivia. It was weird how fast the pure bloods actually warmed up to us.

      They parted ways as Scar plopped onto the seat next me. “Storm?”

      “Hey,” Storm answered, but went back to Will who bombarded her with questions about nature and how he would like to try to mimic her ability.

      Scar’s eyebrows furrowed slightly, but not for long before she spoke to Amy about their plans on buying dresses for this ball.

      The breakfast bell rang, and more students streamed in. I didn’t like the tightness around my chest and stomach at Scar and Amy’s excitement around this ball. How was I going to tell them that I didn’t have a dime on me, well, not yet, or that I’d never owned a gown before?
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        * * *

      

      It was a tough conversation that night when Scar and Amy eventually asked me to come with them. Telling them I didn’t have access to my money yet wasn’t as easy to speak out loud, but it was the truth.

      They both stared at me as if I had two heads.

      Scar was the first to react. She touched my arm and the corner of her lips twitched. “We don’t care whether or not your money is available. We are not going dress shopping without you. I can easily pay for two dresses, and if I’m short—”

      “I’ll cover the rest,” Amy interrupted.

      My throat instantly dried as a slight burn rushed up my nostrils. Tears pricked my eyes. I’d never had friends that would go out of their way like this for me before.

      “Hey, don’t cry. Otherwise, you are going to make me cry.” Scar wrapped her arms around me. “You really thought that we were going to shop for dresses without you?”

      I broke the hug and shrugged.

      “Max?”

      A tear threatened to roll down my cheek, and I wiped it away. “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay. This ball is going to be the bomb. We are going to dance until our feet bleed,” Amy said.

      I tried to picture that, and it sounded torturous.

      Amy and Scar burst out laughing.

      “It’s just a saying, Max,” Scar said. “Relax. Your feet won’t bleed.”

      The guys strolled into the room wearing their pajamas. Lights out were in a couple of minutes.

      I got ready for bed and pulled the covers to my chin. Right then the lights went off and it was pitch dark.

      I wasn’t the only one who didn’t like the darkness as a pull of the curtain brought on the silver gleam of the moon, lighting up parts of the closets and breaking this stark black that clung to the room.

      Some still whispered, but eventually they quietened. Sleep didn’t want to come, as a new warmth lingered in my chest. I couldn’t stop imagining shopping with Scar and Amy, and partying. I knew Amy didn’t mean our feet would actually bleed, but if that was what it took to enjoy the ball, bring on the bleeding feet.

      I eventually drifted off into oblivion, dreaming of dresses and shops and the Jewel Ball.

      The next morning, I got called to Principal Williams’ office. I hoped it was the advance I was praying for. When I entered, there was an envelope on his desk.

      “Morning, Maxima. How is the shifting going?”

      “Still struggling.”

      “You will get the hang of it soon. It’s all about the confidence.” He shifted the envelope on the table toward me and nudged with his head for me to open it.

      I took it, opened it, and found some paperwork and a bracelet, similar to the ones that everyone wore.

      My bank bracelet. I took it out and put it around my wrist. It was black, slim, and shiny, almost like a watch. They were easy to use too, just swiping the face of the bracelet underneath the pay-point and that was it.

      “It’s for the entire year, so use it wisely.”

      My lips fanned into a smile. “Thank you so much for this.”

      “I thought you might appreciate it before the Jewel Ball. It’s only day two, and I’m already tired of the word shopping spree.”

      I giggled through closed lips.

      “They’ve set your court date for a week after the Run.”

      I still felt weird about becoming an adult, or rather forced into becoming an adult.

      “Thank you, Principal Williams.”

      “You are welcome, Maxima.”

      I left his tower and walked toward Amy and Scar as the bell rang. They shrieked as I showed them my bank bracelet. I wondered how much money was loaded on the bracelet.

      Now we just had to wait for this weekend to go shopping.

      

      
        
        GABRIEL

      

      

      “Gabe,” Liz’s voice reached my ears. I kept walking, but her footsteps were right behind me.

      She grabbed my arm and forced me to stop. “You haven’t answered any of my texts.”

      I couldn’t believe how different she looked. “Answer any of your texts? Liz, there is something wrong with you. You need help.” I threatened to move on, and she pulled me back.

      “How many times must I say I’m sorry? Max just pushed the wrong buttons and…I don’t know how to explain it.”

      “You think this is still about Max?” I squinted.

      The muscles in her face slackened as she released my arm. “If it’s not, then why haven’t you returned any of my texts?”

      “Because you bewitched me, Liz.”

      Her eyes grew and her lips parted slightly.

      “What? You didn’t think that I would figure it out?”

      “I didn’t—”

      “Stop, just stop, okay? I do not like you; I don’t think I ever did. So take this as me telling you that whatever we had is long gone, fluttered out the window when the spell washed away.”

      “Gabe,” tears welled up in her eyes, “I didn’t know.”

      “You know what, Liz.” I leaned closer to her. “I actually do not care whether you knew or didn’t know. I can’t trust you as you’ve lied to me so many times. Just stay away from me. I mean it.” I turned around and headed in a new direction. Jack’s office. I needed to tell him what they had done to me so that too wouldn’t bite me in the ass.

      I rushed up the steps that led to his office and knocked on his door.

      “Enter,” his voice came, and I opened the door. “Gabriel?”

      “We need to talk.”

      “Uh-oh. Everything okay?”

      “It is now, but I messed up a bit, thinking that you should know about it.”

      He gestured with his hand at the chair for me to sit down. Silence lingered as I tried to find the right words. The best was just to come out with it.

      “I’ve had a relationship with Liz Lane for the past almost three months.”

      He squinted. “Liz Lane?”

      I nodded.

      “Did you have anything to do with the verdict?”

      “Seriously, that is what you are asking?”

      “Gabriel?”

      “No. I tried to stay away then, and it was hard, okay? On the full moon, Rupert told me to go to the de-speller; it was faint, but he could pick something lingering around me.”

      “De-speller?”

      “She bewitched me. I know what it is you are going to say. Nobody can bewitch you like that, but the spell was potent. It even enhanced her beauty, nothing mattered, especially not the fact that she was a student.”

      “What sort of spell was it?”

      “I’m not sure, but Vincent thinks it was one that used my affection but redirected it to her. She said that she had no idea.”

      “You don’t believe her?”

      “She’s a witch. There are only a handful of pure blood witches that I trust with my life.”

      He nodded. “So what is the mess you are in?”

      “What I just told you.”

      “It’s hardly a mess. You were bewitched, Gabriel, but thank you for telling me.”

      “That’s it?”

      Jack looked up at me. “What do you want me to do? Lock you up for a week in Blackwater Prison? You were bewitched. I happen to know a couple of redirection spells. They are vicious and, sorry to say this, but I think it’s amazing how they used this one to redirect emotions. Dangerous, but still amazing.”

      “I’m glad you see it that way; the experience of it was a bit different.”

      “I’m sorry, Gabriel. Are you ready for the negotiations?”

      I sighed and as I breathed out, it felt as if this weight left my shoulders. “Not really. I feel that they are up to something.”

      “In what way?”

      “I don’t know yet. I’ll figure it out soon.”

      “If you feel that the Moore is not the right place, would you rather cancel, Gabe? We can’t lose any of this year’s X-Genes. Especially now that Maxima has found her shift.”

      “You know we can’t.”

      “We’ll think of something else for this year.”

      I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t want to lose any of the hybrids this year, but the Moore was the right place to test them. So I nodded.

      “Just be careful with Scar. They see any psyche gene as part of the fae.”

      “She is so far from a fae.”

      “Make sure they understand that.”

      I nodded and got up. “Thanks, Jack, for being so lenient toward it.”

      “You were bewitched. It’s not unheard of.”

      “The reason I said no witches.”

      Jack chuckled. I walked out and couldn’t believe that he’d thought that I had something to do with the verdict. I might have been bewitched, but I wasn’t a complete fool.
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        MAX

      

      

      The weekend finally arrived. The night before, Scar and Amy couldn’t stop speaking about the shops at this one mall we were going to visit.

      The excitement was way too much, and I struggled to sleep. When the alarm went off on Saturday morning, my eyes burned as if someone had tossed sand into them.

      It was a drag to get dressed, to get coffee into my system, and to wake up. Even the ride to the city threatened to lull me back to sleep.

      “Max, how can you still be tired?” Scar sang, sounding slightly annoyed.

      “I struggled to fall asleep last night.”

      “She needs an espresso,” Amy said. “The coffee at Beaumond tastes like shit.”

      The guys seconded Amy’s comment as Cade laughed.

      “You guys going dress shopping too?” I asked Will, Cade, and Simon, sitting on the seats behind us.

      “No, but we will meet around one at a coffee shop for lunch,” Simon said.

      “One?” Amy asked her brother.

      “It doesn’t take five hours to find a dress, Amy. Seriously?”

      “Not if you want to find the perfect dress,” Scar replied.

      “Fine, call us then when you are ready to go back.”

      “We can just meet you guys back at the academy. We don’t need babysitters, Si,” Scar said.

      “You going to miss me?” Amy teased her brother.

      “Fine, I’ll see you back at the academy if that is how you want to play it.”

      The guys teased Simon about the way he was still attached to his sister. It was cute. I wished I had a big brother that would take care of me like that. Then maybe this emancipation wouldn’t feel like an enormous boulder I had to climb over.

      The city came up ahead. Sun dribbled down the tall skyscrapers, and the streets already buzzed with honking cars.

      The mall stood gigantically on our right. The sun’s rays reflected off the glass windows and white finishing touches. The elegant design of the mall made me stare like an idiot.

      The driver stopped right in front of the entrance. Will opened the door, and everyone scooted out of their seats, heading for the exit.

      “Guys, don’t we pay the driver?” I asked.

      Scar wiggled her phone. “It’s on account, Max. Let’s go.”

      I scurried out the seat. “Thanks,” I greeted the driver, and he waved his goodbye.

      Our paths with the guys split at the entrance, deciding after all to meet them at the restaurant on our right that had an outside area around one.

      Scar grabbed my hand and pulled me behind her and Amy. They speed-walked through the long hallways.

      We passed so many stores and finally came to the shop that they wanted. A blue ball gown with sparkles was on display. It was really stunning and looked like a dress made for a princess.

      Groups of students pacing through the rows and rows of gowns hanging on the rails were inside the shop. We passed the first few columns with rails and walked toward the back where there were less groups of students.

      Amy took the one row, and Scar left me in a row where another girl was sifting through the dresses at the end.

      Scar took the one on my right.

      I still didn’t know how much money was in my bank account. I really thought that the girls would let me go see the balance first.

      Something I probably would’ve needed help with too as I haven’t had a bank bracelet before now.

      My eyes immediately landed on a blue dress. It was a different type of blue than the one hanging in the window—midnight blue.

      I pulled it out and knew this was it. Simon was right. It didn’t take five hours to buy a dress. Ruffled organza layered the skirt to give it that puffy ball gown effect. A sparkling jewel sash belt mimicked the corset that closed with drawstrings.

      “Max, that is stunning,” Scar said.

      “I know, right? I think I’ve found my dress, guys.”

      Scar’s lips fanned into a smile as she gave me a thumbs up. “Now you just need shoes to go with that.”

      “Where is Amy?”

      “Like a whirlwind. Come help me find mine.”

      For the next hour, we searched the entire store for Scar’s and Amy’s dresses.

      Amy finally found her dress. It was pink and yet so Amy. She didn’t go for a puffy effect at all, as she was petite. No, her pink dress hugged her body tight and barely covered her ass. But she looked stunning.

      Scar went with a black number. It was a half dress, half trousers. And a stunning corset that went with it.

      We paid, and my heart stammered when I swiped my bracelet underneath the pay-point. I wasn’t sure that there would be enough to purchase this dress.

      I had to press my pin into the pay-point. Scar stood next to me, to make sure that I did it correctly. I could finally breathe when the purchase went through and couldn’t believe that I’d bought something for myself for the very first time.

      We exited the store.

      “Can we please go to the bank? I need to see how much is in my account.”

      “You don’t need a bank. Give me your wrist,” Scar said.

      “Wait, you went into that store not knowing what was in your bank account?” Amy questioned.

      “You didn’t give me a chance to find out.”

      “Sorry,” Amy said as Scar pushed buttons on my bracelet.

      She gasped. “Holy fuck, Max.”

      “What?”

      She pushed my wrist so that I could see the amount, and my eyes grew at the 100,000 that was available. “Principal Williams said it was for the entire year.”

      “Still, that’s almost 10 grand a month. Do you have any idea how much money that is?”

      Amy hooked her arm with mine. “Thank heavens she is our bestie.”

      Scar and I broke out in laughter. One hundred thousand. I wanted a phone, not that I needed it, but I’d always wanted to know what the hype was about.

      “Could we please go to the phone shop?”

      “Hell yeah, it’s time, Max,” Amy said as we walked with our packages toward the nearest phone shop.

      We passed Liz’s friends, and I held my head low so that they didn’t see me.

      Scar leaned in and whispered, “You still haven’t told us why Liz cried like that the other day.”

      “She looks like shit,” Amy whispered, staring over her shoulder.

      “Liz is with them?” Why hadn’t I seen her?

      “Yeah,” Scar said. “Amy is right. She looks like crap without her makeup.”

      She wasn’t wearing makeup? Guilt pulled at my heart.

      It wasn’t your fault, Max. You didn’t push her to say those things. She brought it on herself.

      “So?” Amy bumped me.

      “Okay, but what I’m going to tell you, stays between us.”

      “Promise,” Scar said, and Amy drew a cross over her chest and kissed her fingertips. A dragon gesture, I was sure of it.

      “She was seeing, you know, him, and she cornered me the one afternoon, not bargaining on him walking in on us as she threatened me again.”

      Scar and Amy frowned. “Him, who?”

      “You know…”

      “No, we don’t,” Amy responded.

      I grunted. Were they really that clueless?

      “Max, who was she seeing?” Amy’s lips quirked into a smile.

      “You can’t tell anyone.”

      “We just promised we wouldn’t,” Scar whispered.

      I gritted my teeth and leaned closer. “Commander Hendrix.”

      “What?” Scar yelled.

      “Shhh!” I touched her lips and looked around like a madwoman trying to see who’d heard her.

      “Are you serious?” Amy hissed.

      “Amy, you can’t tell anyone. Not even your brother, as I’m sure the commander could get into real deep shit if this came out.”

      “Commander Hendrix and Liz?” Scar asked, with the side of her lip showcasing one of her canines.

      “She is nineteen. I’m sure he is not that much older than her,” I pointed out. “The guy looks like he still belongs in school himself.”

      “Yeah, he graduated Beaumond Academy at a very young age, Max,” Scar explained.

      “Obviously, if he joined the Shield at sixteen,” I said.

      “So they broke up?” Amy asked.

      “I think so. She said some pretty nasty shit to me before he stopped it.”

      “How do you know all this?” Scar questioned.

      “They didn’t keep it that subtle.”

      “No, I’m pretty sure they did. Observing is one of your strong points, girl.” Amy pulled me into the phone shop. I hadn’t thought about it like that.
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        * * *

      

      Today had drained me, and even though my eyelids felt heavy, I stayed awake as Will was still showing me how my new phone worked. He had the same series as mine.

      I slept like a log when we finally went to bed and on Sunday, I wore my high heels. Scarlet’s advice, not part of my excitement.

      They were quite high now that I was actually walking in them, but she said it took about a day or two to break them in. Tomorrow night was the ball and on Wednesday was the Run.

      I tried not to think about it, but it was still there at the back of my mind and inside my stomach, twisting and curling.

      Still, Scar and Amy were pretty amazing by distracting me.

      Monday we slept late. Scar and Amy were doing each other’s hair, and I did not know what to do with mine.

      I kept looking at images in magazines, but they were all so complicated.

      “That one is pretty,” Olivia said, looking over my shoulder.

      I looked back at her. She had a towel on her hair, wearing her white robe.

      “Yeah, I doubt there would be time.”

      “Let me.”

      My gaze flickered to hers. “Excuse me?”

      “I need the training, and it doesn’t look that difficult.”

      Olivia was a wish master. I did not know how her gift worked.

      “Don’t you require something from me?”

      “Not if it’s my wish. You just have to be very specific about what you want, Max.”

      Scar and Amy stopped their conversation, and I could feel their eyes on us.

      “You sure about this?”

      “What do you have to lose?”

      My hair, but I didn’t dare say it out loud. “Okay, I wish for the curls and the twirls, and the little pristine buds in my hair.”

      Olivia laughed. “I get it.” She closed her eyes, and light blue trails ran down her face, disappeared under her robe, and reappeared at the wrist, up her fingers, and exploded from the tips. The tingling rushed over my body and crawled into my hair.

      This felt so good, and I struggled to keep my eyes open. Gasps filled the air, and it finally stopped.

      “Holy crap, Livia,” Amy said as she gaped at me.

      Giggles slipped from Olivia’s lips.

      “Girl, you are going to be one hell of a wish master one day. You look absolutely amazing, Max,” Scar said as I walked to my closet that had a mirror against the door.

      I gasped as curls hung perfectly down my face with the rest up in an elegant bun with the little buds, just like on the page. I turned my head to Olivia. “Thanks, Olivia.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      She carried on with getting ready as I kept looking at myself in the mirror.

      Scar did my makeup after she finished with Amy, and at last, I put on my dress.

      “Max, you look so beautiful,” Amy said; she already wore her white mask.

      “I feel beautiful,” I said, and Scar opened the box that carried my mask. She handed it to me, and I slid it gently onto my face.

      It had a tiny little beak in the nose area, like a canary, not like the masks from that night when Liz and her friends dragged me out of bed.

      My heart beat out of rhythm just thinking about that night, and I pushed it to the back of my mind. Not even Liz was going to spoil this evening for me.

      Scar tied the ribbons behind my head. “There you go.”

      I lifted my dress and walked to the mirror. I wished I could see the full-length version of myself.

      Everything was just perfect, and I felt like Cinderella.

      “We have to go. We do not want to be late for our own party,” Scar said as she put her mask in place. It was attached to her bowler hat that she’d bought. She looked mother-father mean.

      I followed them out of the room and made a promise to myself that tonight was going to be the best night of my life.

      

      
        
        GABRIEL

      

      

      I met Alexis and Ed at the psyche center. Jack and Rupert Conway were there too. My gaze jutted to the Seelie Court member in the room. Jonathan, also known as the grand illusionist of the Seelie, wore the white Seelie tunic, braided with gold trimmings. His long white hair, in contrast with his almost black eyes, put me on edge.

      “Gabriel.” He held out his pale hand, and I shook it.

      “Jonathan.” What made it harder was that Jonathan would have full control over my mind.  My gaze flickered to Alexis. Well almost.

      Every year it was the same. The Moore was a strange place, and the Seelie Court wanted the X-Genes as much as the Shield.

      Before we could enter the Moore, we had to go through negotiations, and we did those negotiations on their turf. Inside an illusion. Still it felt real. It was hard to think that it was all in our heads. What made it worse, whatever happened tonight in the illusion would have an effect on our bodies.

      And that was why I was grateful for Alexis, and the reason she came with us. Her ability was our escape cloak and worked just as strongly in her mind as in real life.

      She would wake up here, taking us with her, without Jonathan’s doing. But it only worked once you were inside. She couldn’t transport us to this meeting with her gift. That would’ve been impressive.

      Three of the twenty beds were up and running.

      I hated going into an illusion. Ed took one of the three beds and took the potion that Rupert handed him.

      I jumped into the one next to Alexis, and Jack handed me a tonic.

      I swallowed the berry flavored elixir that would keep track of our vitals as Rupert injected me with a tracker that would work its way out of my body in twenty-four hours.

      I still didn’t enjoy negotiating this year. I didn’t lie when I’d told Jack that something felt off.

      Alexis’ pod closed. She was a quarter-part Seelie and the only one that loved the Moore. She would never say it to them out loud, her being a quarter-part Seelie. They would claim her as their own, and by force.

      “Ready?” Jack asked, and I nodded. I laid down and closed my eyes as Vincent put the orbs on my temples.

      The droning of the pod closing hummed, and my eyes nipped closed.

      The bright light seeped through. It almost reminded me of the Ahmdahney’s traveling, but not entirely. I didn’t feel so off balance when we stopped.

      The white light came to a standstill, and the Moore’s entrance stood gigantically in front of me.

      I grunted. Ed and Alexis snorted, and I glared at them. Their lips thinned as more snorts pushed from their nostrils.

      “Sorry, Gabe,” Ed said as Alexis tried to get herself in control.

      The faun always did this.

      We walked down the path that led to the gigantic rock statues of the fae warriors as my heart pounded. I kept looking around for any illusion monster. I didn’t like this plane, and it was hard to act all brave.

      Behind the fae warriors, darkness and forests upon forests loomed, filled with Seelie creatures who would try luring you to their side or your death.

      There was no sign of Barock.

      “C’mon, it’s going to be fun,” Alexis said as she rushed to the entrance.

      “Now you can see if your training the past three months actually has you becoming better,” Ed said as he walked backward, facing me. “You know the fae world is the best place to test your skills.”

      He disappeared into the forest.

      “I’m going to kill him, I swear. If I see him, I’m going to push my sword right through his gut.”

      Ed’s chuckles came from up ahead. “That will be the day.”

      I stepped through the threshold, and the two of them became visible. My hand immediately changed into a shield. The other one threatened to change into my crossbow, but if I shot anyone by accident, a full-blown war would happen. The Seelie were very protective of a life. They demanded blood and guts if one of theirs got hurt.

      Something similar happened the end of last year, but after solid evidence that it was to capture Storm, because of her ability, we’d gotten off free, without having to stand trial. I was grateful for that.

      Ed’s fire danced in his palm. He was leading the way until Barock had his fun and showed himself.

      The hair on my arms raised as my wolf begged to be released. Even if there wasn’t a full moon. Anything was possible inside the Moore.

      The wind whispered my name, and I tried to shut it out. “He is near.”

      The trees all looked like boogey-men. Twigs cracked underneath my shoes, and it put me on alert as my stealth was one of my strongest skills. Twigs never broke underneath my boots. This was all Barock’s doing as he knew it annoyed the crap out of me.

      One branch hit Alexis on her butt. She shrieked, and the three of us jumped around.

      I heard the click too late. “Not again.”

      The pull came with such a force that every muscle in my being strung tight. Laughter seeped from Ed and Alexis’ lips as Barock finally walked out of the shadows. My arrows left my bow, which he ducked gracefully.

      The half goat/half man roared with laughter, overpowering Ed’s and Alexis’ laughs. The horns on his head glistened as he’d probably waxed them today.

      “Barock.” Edward shook his hand.

      “Edward Charles, still as bald as ever. I told you centaur shit will fix it in no time.”

      “So you have.”

      “Alexis, always lovely to see you, my love.”

      “Barock.” Alexis gave him her hand, and he kissed her knuckles.

      “Gabriel, you look pale, boy,” he joked as I hung upside down.

      “Nice to see you too. You mind cutting me down.”

      The magical vines disappeared from my ankles, and I twisted my body and landed on my feet.

      “Come here, boy!” Barock pulled me into his chest. He walked next to me, arm around my shoulder. “Tonight, we are going to get fucked up.”

      “Negotiations, first,” I said.

      “Negotiations while drinking,” he seconded and slapped me hard on the back.

      I looked at Edward, who thought it was a huge pleasantry. But Barock was up to something, and I got a funny feeling that it involved my hybrids.

      “You are tenser than usual. What’s going on?”

      “Nothing, I don’t want a repeat of last time.”

      “Oh, I agree as I promised you, we will not be as lenient as last time, Gabe.”

      “As I remember clearly, it wasn’t our fuck-up.”

      His serious side showed must faster than I would have liked it to, but the faun laughed again.

      The shield vanished, and the beautiful city of Valoria opened. Purples, blues, and pinks dusted the evening sky, highlighting skyscrapers made from white marble. We never made it deeper into the city. The tavern that Barock usually negotiated at was just around the corner.

      “Valoria is truly beautiful, like always,” Alexis said.

      “Not as beautiful as you, my love,” Barock flirted.

      Alexis’ laughter flitted in the air. “You do not want me, Barock. I’ll kill you in the first few hours.”

      The faun barked more laughter. “I will not argue with that. Let’s go get merry.”

      Be merry, my thoughts sniped as the tavern stood on the left of the cobblestone path we’d been walking on for the past two minutes. A big wooden owl with real life eyes stood on the perch.

      “Marry,” I greeted as we walked underneath. Ed and Alexis greeted the owl, too. The watcher of the tavern. A spell actually and she was part of the fae creatures.

      She opened the door for us, and we entered.

      A tall wooden bar filled with Seelie fae and creatures enjoying a drink or two. Folk lore music came from the tiny band in the corner. Dwarfs were especially gifted. If they were not a traditional weapon maker, they were exceptionally gifted with a musical instrument.

      Birds sat on the perch, enjoying the sounds that filled the tavern. Tables filled with patrons dotted the floor.

      Barock celebrated with each table he passed. Tonight was going to be a long night.

      “Gabriel,” Tatiana said as I passed.

      She was a deer hybrid. Had a deer’s nose but human face, the ears of a deer too, and there were tiny antlers resting on her head, hiding in her hair.

      “Tatiana.”

      “Good luck. He really has his heart set on a couple of your members this year.”

      “He knows?”

      “He’s Barock, he always knows. Hint: he is leaving the ones he wants for last, so don’t get too drunk.”

      I nodded and swallowed the lump in my throat.

      She took us to our regular table at the back, and we sat down.

      There were already jars of Seelie wine in front of us. Alexis reached out to the first jar and poured her half a cup. It was the only night that we could indulge in Seelie drink and food. Usually the Seelie claimed you if you ate and drank anything that belonged to them. But because tonight was all about negotiations, the terms were overseen under a different law.

      Barock finally sat down as Tatiana handed us each a menu. I’d need an enormous meal in order to make it to the end. I got a funny feeling that Max and Will would be the last two.
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      A flowery archway greeted us as we entered Hall H. Glittering strings of lights glowed against the walls, and I assumed magic handled the lights floating in the air, like little lightning bugs.

      “Your tickets, please?” a voice said on our right, and the three of us handed in our tickets. My feet were already screaming at me for purchasing these high heels. I guessed it was the reason ‘It’s painful to be beautiful’ existed.

      “Eeek,” Amy’s hands moved so fast, mimicking her excitement. “Let’s go take a photo.”

      Scar grabbed my wrist as she pulled me toward the portable photo stand that carried some sort of mystical forest theme. Probably something to fit with the Run.

      Amy, Scar, and I posed—well, Scar and Amy did as I’d never found myself in a situation like this until now. The girls were so flamboyant and didn’t own a shy hair on their heads, whereas I was experiencing a lot of firsts.

      “No, no, no. Redo,” Scar said and pulled me back. “Max, a smile, a funny face, anything other than looking as if you are going to run your legs off, wouldn’t kill you. Again.”

      We posed for a second time, and I made a funny face as the flash blinded me.

      Amy and Scar laughed.

      “Photos will be available in two days with Mistress Visser. And may I say, you ladies look stunning.”

      “Thank you.” Amy curtsied as heat crawled up my body.

      Scar pulled me behind her, down the stairs, getting a better look at the ballroom. Round tables were stationed around the dance floor with a buffet on both sides. Students wearing gowns and tuxedos occupied the chairs at the tables with food in front of them, chatted or stood by the buffet, dishing up.

      My gaze searched, and I hated that Liz was right. I had this weird fixation with the commander and wondered if he was here; I couldn’t see him.

      I had to break whatever I was feeling for him and soon, too. It wasn’t healthy for me, as he would always disappoint me.

      We found Cade, Will, and Simon.

      Will whistled as Cade tapped over his heart. Simon was ever the gentleman and just smiled at his sister as he stared at her pink mini.

      “I’m a girl. It’s time I dress like one too.”

      “In a dress that is barely covering your ass?”

      “It covers my butt. I’m just showing off the legs. Nothing wrong with it.” She tapped Si’s face. “Chill, bro. Enjoy the evening.”

      We sat down as I felt like a flaming tortilla with the way the guys looked at us.

      The three of them already had plates in front of them. “The kebabs are the best,” Will said, and Scar nicked one of his kebabs and slid a square piece of meat off the stick, popping it into her mouth.

      “Hey, that’s mine.”

      “You’re right, they are delicious,” Scar mumbled as her cheek was full of kebab.

      I couldn’t stop staring at everything around me. A DJ booth sat on the stage and, at the moment, soft music came from the speakers. Banners hung from the roof. Half of them announced the Jewel Ball, the other half of them announced the Run.

      Scar grabbed my arm as she passed my chair and pulled me off mine as we headed in the buffet’s direction.

      My feet were protesting at once, complaining that they hadn’t had a proper rest.

      I grabbed a plate and dished up some kebabs as well as a scoop of rice, some salad, and a drumstick.

      Amy loaded her plate with carbs and meat, and Scar went for salad and kebabs.

      We dug into our food and finally, around nine, Principal Williams walked onto the stage, all dressed up in a three-piece suit, wearing a mask covering half of his face. On his head was a similar bowler hat to Scar.

      Principal Williams grabbed the microphone. “Welcome to this year’s Jewel Ball, and to the students who are going to take part in the Run in two days. We know you are all going to succeed and that the Shield is lucky to have each and every one of you as Selectives. Please, enjoy this evening.”

      Everyone in this room applauded as Principal Williams bowed, pulled off his hat, and smoke covered him as he disappeared. The applause turned into cheers as the DJ’s voice boomed from the speakers. “Are you ready to party?”

      Everyone screamed as I covered my ears. Drums and a loud intro filled the room.

      Students jumped from their chairs and rushed to the dance floor. Scar was one of them, but she made sure that our entire table joined her.

      I couldn’t dance for shit, but I tried to mimic Scar’s moves or the ones I was comfortable doing, as she was a dangerous dancer doing those bad-ass dips that only some women could do. Amy followed her, but I couldn’t. My legs would fail me, and I would fall on my face. So I just swayed, turned in circles, and bounced.

      When a slow song came up, I headed back to the table as Will was nowhere to be seen, and Simon grabbed Scar while Cade and Amy danced.

      Fingers grasped around my wrist, and I turned around to look at who it was. It was a guy, tall, who wore a really gothic kind of tuxedo. A black mask covered half of his face and only a pair of succulent lips stuck out from his mask. I chuckled as I knew it was Ben.

      He bowed in front of me, lifting the hat to reveal his dirty blonde hair.

      I curtsied, and a smile fanned on his lips. He took my hand gently in his and pulled me closer to him, moving on the spot.

      I couldn’t help remembering what Scar and Amy had said at the beginning of this year, when we’d met all of them. He liked me. My stomach was doing these funny grumbling noises. I knew I wasn’t hungry.

      I stepped on his toe. “Sorry, I am not a great dancer.”

      “To be honest, I don’t care at the moment. You have any idea how beautiful you look tonight, Max?”

      “That obvious that it’s me?”

      “No, I have a thing for Cupid bow lips.”

      Heat flushed my cheeks as I never thought my lips carried that Cupid bow. Liz had a Cupid bow.

      “Smooth, Ben.”

      He laughed. “The masks helps jack-shit.”

      I couldn’t help the laugh that bubbled out of my lips.

      “Are you nervous about the Run?”

      “A little. I mean, I don’t know what’s inside the Moore. Do you?”

      “It doesn’t matter if I do. You won’t experience the same thing as me. Something tells me you will be okay. Your gift is the coolest of them all.”

      “No. Will’s gift is the coolest.”

      Ben laughed. He has a great laugh; my lips curved into a smile.

      “So, what were you facing when you had to go through the Run?”

      Ben’s touch against my back was warm. “It’s a huge illusion, so just remember that it’s not real, even if it feels real. The second you forget, that is when the Moore sucks you in and getting out is twenty times harder.”

      “Can the illusions hurt you?”

      He nodded. “Your mind makes it real.”

      I got what he was saying. Everything was going to feel real, even if it wasn’t.

      “Just a piece of advice. Don’t split up from the others.”

      “Why are you telling me all this?”

      “Because usually that is the first mistake everyone makes. I really would love to serve on the Shield with you one day.”

      Something weird, like bubbles popping, happened in my stomach. What was he doing to me?

      

      
        
        GABRIEL

      

      

      We enjoyed our meal with plenty of the patrons that dined at the tavern tonight.

      “So, Gabe, who is your most prized X-Gene-ist this year?” Red-beard asked. He was a dwarf and one hell of a drinker. Glad that I didn’t have to do the negotiations with him, but with a faun.

      “That is for me to know and for me to shut my mouth about,” I replied, and the table laughed.

      Ed’s lips curved as he cut into the half a boar that was slapped on his giant plate.

      Alexis loved the fairy wine and kept putting the glass to her lips, taking another sip.

      I leaned closer. “Ease up. I need you sober.”

      She nodded and put the fairy wine down.

      We carried on eating, listening to conversation around the table. How Barock chased a shadowed member from the Moore. The faun knew that the shadowed had something with him. He could sense it, and no matter how hard Barock had tried, he couldn’t penetrate this one’s mind. It was as if something protected it.

      “Fucking witches, I tell you. They are the worst of the lot,” Red-beard added.

      “Be careful, two of us are half witches,” I said.

      “You are still only half, Gabe. You have another part that makes up for the hag inside of you.”

      More laughter broke through, and Ed just shook his head and stared at Red-beard. My second-in-command was exceptionally quiet tonight.

      “Did they take something?” Ed asked.

      “Don’t know,” Barock answered. “The court is still investigating that case. They haven’t concluded yet, but I know the fucker took something. I could feel the Moore’s magic following the shite.”

      I didn’t like the fact that the shadowed had no fear for the Moore. They were getting stronger each year, or that was what it felt like.

      The dinner party was coming to an end. Barock got up from his chair. He lifted his glass. “To this year’s Run.”

      We all lifted our glasses. “To this year’s Run.”

      He sat back down on his chair and looked at the others. “Scoot.”

      Everyone around the table that belonged to the Moore got up and left with grunts and insults, taking spots at different places in the tavern.

      A thick file appeared out of the air and landed in front of Barock.

      I hated the big files. “Tatiana, bring over the fairy wine and let’s get this over with.”

      She brought jugs filled with fairy wine and new goblets and put them in the middle of the table as other servers cleared our plates.

      “Food was delicious, thank you,” Ed told her.

      “You are welcome, Commander.” She handed Barock his glasses, and he put them on before opening the file.

      He went through the pure bloods first, ending with the djinns. He always wanted wish masters to join the Moore. Strengthening the illusion.

      A year for the djinns and between five to seven months for the others. He took it and then we finally reached the hybrids. My head spun with Cade.

      It was a tough one. He really wanted him.

      “Why you want him?” I asked.

      “A guy that can multiply. Who doesn’t want that? Our force will be the strongest it’s ever been. How many of himself can he produce?”

      “Not a lot.” I always discovered how important my X-Gene Selectives were when sitting like this in front of Barock, negotiating their stay in the Moore.

      “Gabe?” Barock spoke.

      “If he doesn’t make it out of the Moore, five years.”

      “Ten,” Barock said.

      Ed looked at me. They never went that high that fast. Storm from last year was ten, and she was the last one in her group.

      “Seven.”

      “Deal.” He lifted his mug filled with Seelie wine. I didn’t enjoy playing with their lives like this, but we had no choice. It was something that had to be honored or otherwise they were going to pluck Selectives from the pure blood crowd.

      I lifted the next glass of fairy wine and brought it to my lips. I hated the sweetness on my lips and the joyous feeling that came with it. A laugh washed from my mouth, and I shook it off and tried to focus.

      Alexis chuckled.

      “Gabe,” Edward sounded serious.

      “I’m fine.” I pulled myself together and waited for Barock to tick off the next one.

      “The snow and water wielder. We know they are twins. They come as a package.”

      I growled. “Fine.”

      Barock smiled. I hated the smug look on his face and wished I could mount his ass on my dorm wall.

      “If they don’t make it, you can have them for a year.”

      “You’re getting boring, Gabe.”

      “What are you going to need them for, anyway?” My tongue suddenly tied.

      “I have my uses for a pair like that.”

      “One year.”

      “Two.”

      “Eleven months.”

      Barock’s lips curved. “Fine, I’ll take the year.”

      I grabbed the glass of fairy wine to seal this deal and chucked it back.

      My head spun a little more. I needed to stay awake, otherwise the Moore would claim them all, even if they gave up.

      “William Peterson.”

      I huffed. Wrong about the fact that I’d thought he would leave him for last. He was going to leave Max and Scarlet for last. “What about him?”

      “The guy can mimic abilities, no?”

      I nodded.

      “I want him to stay forever if he doesn’t make it.”

      My gaze flickered at Barock. He never asked for that.

      “Gabe,” Edward breathed.

      “No,” I replied.

      “C’mon, Gabriel. You’ve never given me one. Give me him.”

      “They are hybrids with the X-Gene. It doesn’t work that way.”

      “Fine, then twenty years.”

      He was making me nervous. I shook my head.

      “Fifteen years.”

      I shook my head again. I needed him.

      “Gabe,” Barock spoke.

      “He can mimic anyone’s ability.”

      “Exactly my point. Ten?”

      “Five years. If he doesn’t make it, he stays five years.” I lifted my mug and drank more fairy wine before he could change that number.

      My head turned like a vortex. Stay awake, Gabe. Two more, it’s all you have to do.

      The air in the tavern was getting stuffier. Barock paged through his file, and a chuckle slipped from his lips as his glasses rested on the bridge of his nose. “Scarlet Flavion.”

      I closed my eyes knowing that he’d kept Max for last. I didn’t like the queasiness around my chest. I opened my eyes and stared at Barock. “What about her?”

      “She can see the future,” he stated.

      “And?”

      “She is technically part of the Seelie, and we want her back.”

      I laughed. “She is half a witch and half vampire. She will make your life a living hell.”

      “We’ll deal with her.”

      “She isn’t Seelie.”

      “Her gift says otherwise. Seeing the future is always something that belonged to the fae.”

      “She is not seeing it great.” A hiccup slipped through my lips.

      “We can help her see more than just a few seconds.”

      How the fuck did they know? “No, she is a hybrid.”

      Barock leaned closer. “Her ability says otherwise.”

      “The fae won’t see it that way, and you know it.”

      “I AM FAE!”

      “No, you are a fae creature.”

      His palm slammed on the table. “Twenty years.”

      “Not a chance!”

      Ed leaned forward in his seat, a tell that whatever was happening had put him on alert. Alexis shuffled like a nervous rat.

      “Fifteen.”

      “Seven months,” I countered.

      Barock’s jaw muscle pumped. “Okay,” he said, and nodded at Tatiana. She placed a mug in front of me.

      My body tingled as my second ability took over. I could sense there was something completely off with these negotiations. He’d said okay for Scarlet way too fast. He didn’t want seven months. The faun wanted them all.

      I bumped the glass over. “Oops.”

      Alexis and Ed jumped from their seats. Fire danced on Edward’s palm, and Alexis was ready to take us back.

      Barock leaned back in his chair and laughed from his belly. “There was nothing but fairy wine in there, Gabe. I was just testing you, I swear.”

      Ed and Alexis sat back down as Barock’s gaze lingered on me. Glad that I didn’t have to drink as foul play with mixing the fairy wine happened.

      Barock came to the end of his file. I knew who it was. He wanted my bird. “Last one, Maxima Lane.”

      “No,” I slurred.

      “Gabe, we both know—”

      “I said no, she is my bird.”

      Alexis’ lips grew tighter as I felt Ed’s eyes on me.

      I pointed my finger in Barock’s face. “I waited for her for a fucking long time.”

      “I will not take no for an answer. I need her.”

      “Stand in fucking line!”

      “Gabe,” Barock tried.

      “I said no!”

      “Fifteen years.”

      I laughed. “No.”

      “Give me something!”

      I tapped my chest. “Me. Three months if she doesn’t make it.”

      All of them gasped as I struggled to stay awake.

      Barock stared at me. “I don’t want you.”

      My lips marched to my cheek. “You know that is a fucking lie.”

      Silence lingered.

      I lifted my fingers, showcasing one. “Going once, going twice.”

      “Fine,” Barock said and lifted his glass. I could hardly pick up the new one that was placed in front of me, seeing three of him. I was so drunk.

      I finally grabbed the handle and brought it to my lips, chucking down the fairy wine. It spilled down my lips and throat, messing up my uniform. I smacked the bottom of the mug hard on the table and a burp belched from my lips.

      “Ed, read him the rules,” I mumbled, and Ed took out his parchment.

      I dipped my head to my chest.

      A hand tapped my cheek.

      “Gabe,” Alexis said. “You need to stay awake.”

      “I’m awake.”

      “Fine, but there is one change. They can either use spells or abilities, not both. And only once,” Barock replied to one of the rules Ed had read him.

      I bared my teeth at Barock. Planning to tell him that the Run was off, but Ed nodded.

      “Then I give them one chance to get out. To sign for help and if they give up, they come back home. No years spent with you.”

      Silence lingered as Barock stared at the table. He hated all of it. A growl slipped past his lips, and I laughed.

      “Gabe,” Alexis hissed.

      “It’s weak,” Barock said. “Proves nothing.”

      “It’s not weak. It proves everything,” Ed said. “They would forfeit their place in the program. Those that refuse to give up, and the Moore claim, those you can have. The rules stay the same. If they decide to stick together, they stay together. The rest will stay as they are. If any of you interfere, it’s off.”

      Barock took his time thinking, just staring at the table. “Deal, and if any of them harm one of us again, I claim them all.”

      Silence lingered.

      “Fine,” Ed said.

      A tremendous sigh left his lips as his gaze flickered to mine. Or I assume they locked with mine as I was seeing three of the faun.

      Barock got up. “Till next year, you bloody half-breed cunt.”

      His hooves galloped on the floor. I laughed at how he hated me changing up the rules from last year and fell off my chair.
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      After the dance with Ben, we sat down at our table and started talking. I never knew how interesting Ben truly was. He was half djinn/half vampire and had a nifty ability. He could fly. I would love to see that.

      Connor and Matias plopped down at the table and greeted me. I knew they were part wolf as they were not at the hybrid table all three times the full moon had hit. What I didn’t know was that their other part was djinn.

      “I’m sorry about what happened to you. I’ve been meaning to tell you that for some time now, but you always seemed so busy, and I also didn’t want to be the idiot to bring it up.”

      I remembered him asking me if I was okay. “You followed the court case?”

      “Didn’t have to. It was clear what the verdict was when they showed up at Beaumond, with bangles and all. It’s wrong, and I’m sorry.”

      “You don’t have to say sorry. It wasn’t you that did that to me or gave them a second chance.”

      “No, but they could be glad that I wasn’t there that night; they would’ve met their worst fear.”

      “They were six full-blown pure blood witches, Ben.”

      “And I’m a Selective and can fly. I mentioned that, right?” His lips fanned, revealing his canines.

      My stomach did that plopping thing again.

      He leaned toward me. “Do you know how many pure bloods the Shield takes care of? Puts in jail? Helga Saffron is one, not to mention the Grimoire.”

      “Okay, next you will throw Elke Jade in the mixture, too.”

      “Well, she was caught by a Shield member, not to mention the beauty queen, Sierra Duff.”

      I huffed. It sounded weird that he put Sierra in that same category.

      “There are rumors she used to turn people into rodents.”

      “Yeah, she used to. I’ve been six times a toad and about four times a mouse.”

      “Wait, what?”

      I laughed at the look on his face. “The toad wasn’t a great experience, especially when a mosquito or a fly flew by.”

      Ben laughed as I made the tongue flicking out gesture with my hands. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to laugh.”

      “It’s okay. It was a cool experience, well, apart from trying to get away from her familiar and other predators; but I could hear animal voices.”

      “That is cool.”

      “And now I’m wondering whether it wasn’t connected to my ability and not Sierra changing me into some rodent or amphibian.”

      I told him about the spider, and he didn’t interrupt me once. He seemed genuinely interested and was a brilliant listener.

      We flew through topics. Before I knew it, we were speaking about a girl who was already on the Shield but still a student at Beaumond.

      “How?” I asked.

      “Because of what she can do. The commander used to be obsessed about my gift until I realized he wanted me to follow a falcon.”

      I lifted my hand. “Same here.”

      “That falcon is fast.”

      “Yeah, I sort of know her.”

      “The falcon?”

      I nodded. I told him about the forest that ran behind the ranch and that she used to come to us when she was hurt or hungry or had to heal.

      I didn’t know she was a human disguised as a bird, and he thought the way I’d met the commanders for the first time was hilarious.

      “You have guts to do that, Max.”

      “In my defense, I didn’t know it was the Weapon Wielder.”

      “I could only imagine the look on Hendrix’s face.”

      “My blood almost ran cold when he pressed the tip of the arrow against my throat, but I hated the cruelty that some people showed toward animals. I thought it was the same thing happening with the falcon.”

      “He must have been pissed.”

      “Pissed was an understatement. Did he tell you, she’d killed his best friend?”

      Ben nodded. “Sad. When I tried to follow her, it was impossible. I couldn’t keep up, and it felt like she’d just vanished. She made me feel not good enough.”

      “I’m sure you will get faster. I can’t actually wait to see you flying.”

      “I can’t wait to see you turn into a bird. Maybe we should fly together.”

      I laughed. “That would be fun.”

      “Of course, it will be. I make everything fun, and it’s about time that I have company in the sky. It can get very lonely.”

      We spoke about how the wind felt. For him through his hair and me, my feathers and wings. Nobody could really relate except me, Ben, and Will.

      Then the Moore came up again. Ben couldn’t stop talking about all the things inside.

      The illusion was for those who weren’t welcome. It was to protect the fae realm from the rest of us.

      He looked at his watch. “I’m sure the man that has your fate in his hands is mad drunk about now.”

      “Drunk?”

      Ben laughed as I stared at him with wide eyes.

      “Someone has to negotiate terms with the faun that is in charge of the Illusion that the Run is going to happen in.”

      “Negotiate terms?”

      “Oh, with my group, if I didn’t make it out, the fae was going to keep me for three years.”

      “What?”

      “They have to give them something for us to use the Moore, besides, we are badass hybrids. Believe me, the fae world wants in on that action, and our fate lies with one person and how well he can handle his drink.”

      I kept staring at Ben, just trying to process that piece of information. Someone was negotiating terms with how long we were going to stay in the Moore?

      “Why choose the Moore then to hold the Run?”

      “There are rumors that we don’t have a choice.”

      “What?”

      Ben launched into his story. “The Seelie Court and the rest of Beaumoore were at war with who should govern Beaumoore. When everything ceased and negotiations were made, it was said that every year a tournament should be held in the Moore. Those that the Moore took became part of the Seelie. The Shield came up with the tournament and that was how the Run became a thing. It used to be at the end of the program, but then the Moore realized the Selectives were too strong and changed it to the first years.”

      “It’s why we are called the Selectives?”

      Ben nodded.

      I hated the clenching that was happening in my gut.

      Ben bumped his shoulder softly to my side. “Relax. There are a lot of other things involved than just that. The commanders might be dicks, but they are not stupid with negotiations.”

      “So, if I don’t make it out, I would have to stay with the fae?”

      “There are other rules, too. They will tell you in the morning what was negotiated.”

      I nodded.

      “Ben?” Connor said. He had rolled up his sleeves and his jacket was in his hand. There was no sign of his mask. “Hey, Max. You look really beautiful tonight.”

      My lips spread into a smile. “Thank you.”

      Ben gaped at him.

      “What?” Connor asked.

      “You are such an asshole. What do you want?”

      Connor looked at his watch. “We have to go. It’s twelve o’clock.”

      Ben grunted.

      “What, your tuxedo is going to turn into a potato sack if you don’t leave?” I teased Ben, not wanting him to go. I’d started loving the feeling inside my stomach that had expanded to my chest.

      “Something like that. I’m sorry, Max. But I have to go.” He took my hand in his warm one and lifted it to his mouth. Warm lips brushed against my knuckles. The bubbles in my stomach felt as if they were exploding.

      “It was finally nice spending some time with you.”

      Connor just stared at him.

      “Dude, can you give me a minute?” Ben asked.

      “Meet you at the door.” Connor walked in the exit’s direction with his tux-jacket over his shoulder.

      Ben squeezed my hand that was still in his. The little popping feeling happened in my gut again. “I’m in charge of something very secretive. It is happening tomorrow, and I have invited no one yet. Would you like to be my guest tomorrow night?”

      “Tomorrow night?”

      “See it as in honor of the first-year’s Selectives. What do you say?”

      “Okay, where do I meet you?”

      “I’ll find you and let you know when it’s time.” He winked, got up, and walked backward. A beautiful smile adorned his face, the rest still covered behind his mask. He waved, turned around, and left.

      It felt as if I was flying. This bubbling inside of me was addictive. I really liked him.

      I got up from my seat, picked up my shoes, and walked barefoot, searching for Scar and Amy.

      I couldn’t find anyone and decided that maybe it was time for Cinderella to return to her dorm. Today had really been the greatest day of my life.

      I stepped outside and into the evening air. The chilly wind caressed my skin, bringing on an array of goosebumps.

      The stars looked so pretty, and I struggled to look away. The colors were twenty times brighter. I didn’t want this night to end and wished that Ben could’ve stayed.

      “And it’s only three months,” a person slurred as I walked the path that led to our dorms. I looked back, and Commander Charles almost carried a very drunk Commander Hendrix to their rooms.

      “Gabe, I’m not letting that go. I need to know why you did that.” Commander Charles sounded annoyed and worried.

      “It’s done. I won’t part with…” His gaze trailed to me, and I was so glad that I was wearing a mask. His lips curved into a smile as he stared at me.

      His entire face changed, forming vertical lines running from his eyes to the corner of his lips. My stomach did a dipping thing. Still?

      “Excuse us, m’lady,” Commander Charles said as he dipped his head, probably not knowing who I was.

      “So beautiful.” Commander Hendrix still stared. “You see why? I mean, look at that.”

      Commander Charles froze as they had just passed me. He looked back around. “Max?”

      I froze. How the hell did he know it was me? I took off my mask. “Hey, had a rough night?”

      Commander Hendrix laughed, and Ben’s words sounded in my head. When he’d said that the commanders were negotiating our terms with a faun. It was Commander Hendrix.

      “You look really beautiful,” Commander Charles said.

      “What the fuck?” Hendrix scolded Commander Charles, whose lips fanned into a smile as he stared at him. “Why you say that?”

      “Sorry, Max. I need to get him into bed.”

      “You do that,” I said.

      “Want to join me, Max?” Commander Hendrix asked.

      Heat flushed to my ears.

      “Gabriel?” Commander Charles hissed.

      “What?” he slurred, still hanging like a rag doll on Commander Charles’ side.

      “You’re drunk. Ignore him, Max.” They walked on the path.

      “It never happened, got it,” I said as I lifted my palm toward them.

      “No, no, no.” Commander Hendrix broke free from Commander Charles and with his first step, he lost his balance and fell backward into the flowerbed. A high pitchy, girly shriek left his lips as Commander Charles chuckled.

      “Fuck,” Commander Hendrix yelled from the bushes as I passed.

      “Good luck.” A giggle slipped past my lips as I walked toward my room.

      “I’m going to need it tonight,” Commander Charles said.

      “No, Max,” Commander Hendrix yelled as I walked faster.

      “Run, Max,” Commander Charles said. “Seriously, Gabriel.”

      “I need to speak to her.”

      “You can speak to her tomorrow.”

      “No, this is important.”

      “Yup, okay, let’s go.”

      I looked back, and this time Commander Charles hoisted a very drunk Commander Hendrix over his shoulder and carried the protesting soldier in the direction I assumed was their rooms.

      What the hell was that?

      Another giggle pushed past my lips as I climbed the steps that led to the door.

      Tonight was definitely the best night of my life.
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        * * *

      

      We slept late the Tuesday morning and woke up around ten. My stomach growled at me as I went with Amy to the dining hall to grab some coffee and pastries that the staff had laid out.

      “So you and Ben, huh?”

      “I don’t know. All I know is that after last night, I like him, a lot.”

      She laughed. “You guys kissed?”

      “No, we got broken up by Connor needing him for something.”

      “Aw. Well, Storm said that he’d worked up a lot of guts to finally speak to you. Something tells me we have not seen the end of Ben Vogue.”

      Oh, I hoped so. I really liked him, too. I didn’t tell her about what I walked in on last night with Commander Charles and Commander Hendrix.

      We got three cups of coffees each and pushed pastries into Amy’s hoodie’s front pockets. It inflated like a balloon.

      Scar was half awake when we’d left, and the guys were still sleeping.

      We entered the room, and Scar jumped from her bed and rushed toward us.

      Cade was awake, lying in his bed, resting his head on his hand perched up on his elbow.

      Scar took a cup from Amy and one from me, the exchange difficult as it was. She woke up Will and Simon and handed them each their cups of coffee. Amy gave one to Cade, and Scar took the extra one from me.

      We all ate the pastries and enjoyed the coffee as the guys teased Will, who had finally got a kiss from the beautiful Debrah.

      “You are like little kids,” Will said.

      Cade still made kissing sounds as Will shook his head, a shade redder. “I’m not the only one. Lane?”

      “I didn’t get lip action. Sorry, you are on your own.”

      “Ben is an idiot,” Will said.

      I laughed with the rest. “Do you guys know that there are negotiations around the Run?”

      “Debrah said something like that last night,” Will replied.

      “What did she say?” Cade wanted to know.

      “The more important you are to the fae, the longer they are going to want you to stay.”

      “What?” Scar asked.

      “Stay?” Amy questioned.

      The two boys just squinted at Will.

      Cade’s eyebrows knitted and he froze with still a quarter of pastry in his hand. “Meaning?”

      “Meaning that if we don’t make it out of the Moore, the fae will claim us for the amount of years that the commanders negotiated,” Will answered.

      “You shitting us?” Scar shuffled to the edge of her bed. “Why didn’t anyone tell us about this?”

      “I guess it’s why it’s called negotiations,” Will responded.

      “That’s not what I mean, Will. How can you be so calm about it? It’s the Moore, and how long do we have to stay?”

      “Relax, Scar. Debrah said there are other things involved too. It’s not that easy to just claim us.” Will put the last piece of his pastry in his mouth.

      It was the same thing that Ben had said.

      “She kept saying that the most important thing was to stick together.”

      “Ben said that too,” I added.

      “Then that is what we’ll do. Stick together, we’ll be fine.” Will made it sound as if it was the easiest thing.

      “Okay, but how long do we have to stay if we do not make it?” Scar’s voice faltered as tears glistened in her eyes.

      Amy rubbed her back.

      “Hey,” Will leaned closer toward them, “no one is going to get left behind. No one.”

      Scar nodded.

      “Ben told me last night how the Run actually came to existence.”

      “Oh, please share,” Cade urged.

      “Said that the Seelie and the rest of Beaumoore were at war.” I told them the entire story, and the way they listened told me that this wasn’t a known fact.

      Halfway through the story, the system in our room went off, as well as the ones outside. “All the first-year Selectives to the training hall. All first-year Selectives to the training hall.”

      Grunts came from the wolves, and the djinns were like robots. The witches didn’t like it any more than the rest of them. The vampires and dragons were quiet.

      For the next five seconds, everyone grabbed either a shirt or a hoodie and stepped into flip-flops. There wasn’t time for training gear. The wolves wore the least of everyone in this room. They were so at ease with their nakedness.

      Most of the guys wore slacks, the girls were a mixture between pajama pants, tights, slacks, and yoga pants.

      We all left for the training hall.

      “What is it about negotiations?” Olivia asked.

      “We’ll tell you later,” Scar mumbled, still upset that they’d conveyed so little to us in the beginning.

      We entered the training hall, and the twins along with Commander Charles stood in the middle of the arena.

      My eyes caught Commander Hendrix lying on one of the stone seats to our left. I wondered if there was truly something that he had to tell me last night.

      We skidded down the stairs past him.

      Scar plopped down in the first row with her arms folded. Her jaw muscles pumped.

      I sat down next to her. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything.”

      “It’s not your fault, Max.”

      When everyone was accounted for, the door shut with the wave of Commander Charles’ hand and locked. “Commander Hendrix?”

      A moan came from him, and a couple of snickers left the lips of the pure bloods.

      “It’s not a laughing matter,” Commander Charles said. “Your fate last night depended on that man and that man alone. You should thank him, not laugh at him.”

      “Oh, for what,” Scar said. “Negotiating for how long we are going to be stuck with the fae?”

      “What?” Elanka asked.

      “Stuck with the fae?” Brick seconded.

      “Calm down,” Commander Charles said. “It’s negotiations, and so far the fae have claimed only a handful in the past ten years.”

      “Maybe don’t use the Moore.” Scar was beyond pissed off.

      “The Moore, Miss Flavion, is the only place that can tell us and you if you have what it takes and whether you are going to waste our time training you.”

      Tears welled up in Scar’s eyes, and I rubbed her arm. He would not confirm Ben’s rumor that it was all part of a very old pact of war.

      “Now there are rules to the Run. If you see you will not make it, you tap out. Don’t be brave. You do not want to live with the fae for even a day.”

      We all nodded.

      “You can use your ability or a spell once. Not both. Witches and djinns remember that.”

      “Only once?” Will asked.

      Commander Charles nodded. “So choose wisely, Will.”

      “What happens if we break it?” Scar asked.

      “Stay with the fae.”

      She sighed.

      “Any interference from them is an automatic disqualification; you would all be free from the sentence. The same if we interfere by helping you. They would claim you forever.”

      I repeated each rule in my head, hoping it would stick.

      “Stick together, work as a team. Don’t use your ability or a spell more than once, and whatever you do, don’t stay if you know you should tap out. Break these rules and you will live with the fae. Here is your years.”

      He opened a piece of parchment.

      The pure bloods got months, the djinns a year.

      “Oh man,” Elanka said.

      “Cade,” Commander Charles said. “Seven years.”

      “What?” Cade shifted in his spot and looked back at Commander Hendrix.

      “You are a hybrid that can multiply,” Commander Charles said. “Believe me, they wanted you.”

      Cade’s gaze flickered to the ground with his arms resting on his legs.

      “Amy and Simon Valentine. One year.”

      “Why do they get one and I get seven?” Cade asked.

      “Calm down, you will make it. William Peterson, five years.”

      Will laughed but didn’t protest.

      “Scarlet Flavion, 7 months.”

      He closed the scroll, and Scarlet looked at me.

      “Now that you know how many years you get to spend—”

      “So what, they didn’t want me?” I asked, jumping up from my seat. “Not that I’m not grateful here, but if my friends have to do time, I need to do time as well.”

      “Maxima Lane, sit down.”

      “No, why don’t I get time to serve if I don’t make it?”

      “Because—”

      “Commander Charles,” Commander Hendrix said.

      Commander Charles fell quiet. I looked back at Commander Hendrix, who laid his head back.

      “No, tell me. Why?” I yelled at Commander Hendrix now.

      “Remember who you are yelling at, Maxima Lane,” Anya said.

      I glared back at her. “This is bullshit. All of this is bullshit.” I walked up the stairs.

      “Max?” Commander Charles called, but I just wanted to get out of there.

      A hand pulled me back. “Max.”

      I stared at Commander Hendrix. His eyes were blood red. Wafts of hard liquor pushed through his lips.

      “I can turn into a bird.”

      “And I turn into a wolf.”

      I got what he was saying. Shifters weren’t high on their list. My gaze flickered up at him. Still hurt, even if it sounded stupid. “I’m with Scarlet. Don’t use us like that just to get your entertainment in the Moore.”

      “It’s not our choice. It’s been done since the nineteen hundreds.”

      “I don’t care. It’s barbaric, and we are living in the twenty-first century.” I pulled my grip out of his hand and barged through the door. It was close to lunchtime, and I scampered to the cafeteria.

      Storm sat in the middle with Ben and the guys. At the end of the table sat a girl with short brown hair, paging through her phone. I plopped down on the bench. They all slid closer as tears glistened in my eyes. I could turn into a freaking bird.

      “Hey,” Ben said, and I looked at him.

      “How many years did you get?” Connor asked.

      I sniffed and shook my head. Embarrassed to tell them none.

      Scar and the rest walked in. The pure bloods stomped off to their sections as everyone else plopped onto the chairs.

      “Max, relax,” Scar said.

      “Fucking awesome on giving a piece of your mind to the commanders, girl.” Amy hit her fist against her chest.

      “What?” Storm asked.

      “I was angry.”

      “How many years did you get?” Ben asked me again. He smelled so nice.

      “Nothing,” Scar said as she looked at me.

      “I wish I could take your seven months, Scarlet. I get why they wanted your gift.”

      “Not enough if they only gave me seven months.”

      “It’s better than none.”

      “Wait,” Ben interrupted us. “You are upset because you got none?”

      “I feel worthless,” I said.

      “Max, fuck them then,” Ben said. “The fae are big idiots.”

      A chuckle broke out of my lips, and Ben pulled me into his chest. I could hear his heartbeat as his sweet, sandalwood scent caressed my nostrils.

      “I’m with Ben,” Storm said. “Your gift is amazing.”

      “How much did you get?” Ben asked the others.

      “I got seven years,” Cade said.

      “Multiplying is a magnificent gift. I got seven years too, two years ago,” Connor replied.

      Will lifted his palm toward them. “Five.”

      “Deb is going to love that,” Storm said.

      “I’m not counting on staying in that Moore or with the fae.”

      “Twins?”

      “A year,” Simon answered.

      Scarlet huffed.

      The girl at the end laughed, shaking her head. “You are all idiots.” She got up and walked toward the exit.

      “Lexi,” Ben called.

      That was Alexis?

      She turned around and stared at him. “You weren’t there.”

      “Then tell them. They don’t know how the negotiations work. They feel worthless.”

      She shook her head and walked toward us. She stared at all of us. “One thing you need to know, the faun wanted you all. This year’s negotiations were brutal. Gabriel almost passed out.”

      “What?” Ben asked, as Connor and Storm just stared at us.

      “Tell them what it means if he passes out, Ben,” Lexi said.

      “It means that you all stay for infinity.”

      “The fairy wine was stronger, too. Barock got one look at this year’s hybrids and the entire game changed. First was the pure bloods. The fae are not that much interested in the pure bloods, as they don’t really want another race among them. But they were interested in the djinns. That was when the fun started. And also where I realized that the fairy wine was stronger. Gabriel already slurred with Cade, who was first on the faun’s list.”

      Her gaze flickered to Cade. “You, he wanted to stay for fifteen to twenty years.”

      “What?” Storm asked.

      “The commander got it down to seven. He had to down another cup to seal the deal. Then it was the twins. The faun wanted your gift. Fuck knows why. Gabriel did too and only gave him one. That was final. The faun took it. Then came Will. Barock wanted him to give you to them. Said he never gave them one and Will should be it. It was a tough negotiation, as Barock refused to budge, but neither did Gabriel. He gave the faun five and that was it. He downed another cup of fairy wine. Then it was Scarlet.”

      Alexis’ gaze flickered to Scar.

      I found Ben staring at me with admiration and looked back at Lexi as I didn’t understand the look he was giving me.

      “There wasn’t even a time frame with you because they demanded you to be given to them. They see your gift as part of the fae race. Gabriel gave him seven months, and that was it. He should take it or leave it.”

      Scarlet’s face features fell.

      “The commander picked up a tell that there was something wrong with the cup they had placed in front of him. He bumped it over, and we knew the faun wanted him to pass out. So they got him a fresh cup and thank heavens, he didn’t have to drink to seal Scarlet’s deal, as it’s against the rules to spike the fairy wine halfway through.” Her gaze flickered to me. “All because of you. The bird. She was last on the list.”

      I didn’t like the way she looked at me.

      “Oh, Barock really wanted you. Just like Scarlet, there wasn’t a time. He just demanded you. The commander told him a straight-out no. The faun refused to budge. They weren’t even putting years on the table, it was just demanding and refusal. Until Barock demanded that the commander give him something, so he put himself on the table.”

      We all gasped.

      “Something he’s never done before. So if you don’t make it out, know that you will cause a war. Because there isn’t a Shield member that wouldn’t die for the commander or let him spend three months with the fae. You all better make it out. He took a lot of drink so he could get your butts the best deal.” She turned on her heel and walked out.

      Ben chuckled with his fist covering his lips. “I told you, your gift was awesome.”

      Scarlet’s lower-lip trembled.

      Storm pulled Scar into her chest. “Hey, there is no way you guys could’ve known this. It’s going to be okay.”

      Why didn’t Commander Hendrix want Commander Charles to tell me that was what he did? Tomorrow night, he would get a piece of my mind before the Run. I didn’t care how high he was up the ranks. This was messed up.
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      Ben took me aside as we exited the cafeteria. “Remember that thing I told you about last night?”

      I nodded.

      “Well, it’s happening tonight. It will be the third year in a row, and only the best of the Selectives will be there.”

      “What is it?”

      “A very exclusive party,” Ben said as his lips curved into a beautiful smile, revealing the sharp edges of his canines.

      “Okay?”

      “I want you to come. Your gift is amazing, Max.”

      “When does this party start, and what is the dress code?”

      Laughter pushed from Ben’s lips as he stared at me with his blue eyes with red dots drowning in the blue. “Casual, very casual.”

      “Got it. What time?”

      “Around six. Meet us in the forest on the east side. Just follow the white flags.”

      “White flags, got it.”

      He took out an invitation and put it in my hand as he stroked the top of my hand with his thumb. My stomach fluttered again at his touch. “The map will show you which side of the forest. Don’t be late, please.”

      “I’ll be there.”

      “And keep it a secret.” He winked as he walked away, rushing to catch up with Storm and Connor.

      I found Amy and Scarlet waiting on the path that led to the dorms.

      “Spill,” Scar said.

      “He invited me to this party.”

      “Storm invited me too,” Scar said.

      “It’s so unfair that you guys got invited, but we didn’t.”

      “I told you, next year you will be my invitee,” Scar said. We will get all of us into this elite club.

      “Definitely,” I seconded.

      Amy smiled. “So, Ben, huh?”

      “My stomach does this weird thing.”

      “Aww,” Amy sang. “You are in love.”

      “I’m what?”

      “That is what it feels like. You like him?” Scar asked.

      “Of course I like him. But we haven’t kissed or anything.”

      “You don’t have to kiss to know you are in love, Max,” Scar pointed out.

      “Oh,” I sounded like an idiot as we walked to our dorms.

      “I’m terrified about tomorrow,” Scar admitted.

      “You would be an idiot if you weren’t scared, Scar,” Amy said. “But we will all be there. Promise.”
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        * * *

      

      Around six, Scar and I followed Ben’s map to where he’d asked me to meet him. Scarlet wore her red leather pants with a rocker’s top and ankle boots. I borrowed a pair of skinny jeans from her that were a bit too long with a pair of black boots that hugged my calves. Amy lent me one of her branded shirts. I took up my hair into a ponytail and grabbed one of Scar’s jackets.

      I made a mental note to spend some money on decent clothes in the next few weeks.

      The white flags had stopped, and there was no longer a sign of them. I glanced at my watch. There were still a few minutes to six. We would’ve walked into them by now.

      “Are we late?” Scar asked.

      “No, we still have a few minutes to spare.”

      Scar sighed. She wasn’t one of the most patient people out there. My gaze caught a ripple a few paces in front of us.

      I squinted, and Scar frowned as she turned her head to see. “What is it?”

      “I could swear—” It happened again. “There?”

      Scar looked.

      “You see it?”

      “Yes, it’s magic all right, definitely djinn magic.”

      Laughter seeped through, and then Storm and Ben’s figures slowly appeared behind the ripples.

      It was as if they were hidden behind a magical wall.

      “What the hell?” Scar said with a grin plastered on her lips.

      “We conjured the place in a place, if that makes sense. Only djinns can find it,” Ben explained.

      “Awesome,” Scar yelled.

      “Snazzy.” Storm motioned the length of Scarlet at her fashion choice.

      “You look beautiful like always, Max,” Ben complimented.

      Heat rushed to my ears and cheeks.

      “Let’s go.” Ben held out his hand for mine.

      I took it and prayed that my sweat glands would not work overtime just because of a guy touching my hand again. The little bombs in my stomach were going crazy, just like last night.

      We walked past so many trees, and then in front of us, was an edge.

      Was the party down there?

      We reached the edge and looked down on a lake.

      “You guys conjured this?” Scar asked.

      “The djinns over the years did. We just add our own flair to it every year,” Storm said. “Cool, huh?”

      “Very.”

      Soft music reached my ears; it sounded as if it came from inside the mountains.

      A squeaky sound of a pulley followed, and I looked back at Storm. She stood on some rocks and was busy pulling something toward her. I glanced toward the cave and hardly saw the line that was connected to some sort of device.

      My brain tried to process what she was doing until the contraption reached her. “Let’s go, Scar.”

      Scarlet laughed. “You’ve got to be shitting me?”

      “It’s the only way down.”

      I looked at the bunch of straps tangled into each other as Storm started climbing through them. She egged Scar toward her with a motion of her hand, and Scarlet rushed to her side.

      Storm helped Scar to climb into the straps. When they were done, she pulled Scar by the arm and she fell into Storm’s lap.

      “It’s the most comfortable position,” Storm said.

      Ben had a sly smile as he stared at them.

      Scar said nothing.

      Storm pushed them off the edge, and Ben’s laughter rumbled from him when Scar screamed.

      My heart already pounded, knowing that it was the way down.

      “You ready?” Ben asked.

      “For what?”

      He scooped me into his arms bridal style and then lifted off the cliff.

      I grabbed around his neck tighter. His sweet, manly scent overpowered my nostrils, and I realized I could sniff him forever. Not creepy at all, Max.

      The wind seeped through my ponytail as Ben whooped and cheered all the way toward the opposite side.

      His gift was amazing. Ben landed gracefully as Scarlet stepped out of the straps and Storm freed herself from the contraption.

      “You okay?” Ben asked Scar.

      “Peaches.”

      “You?” Ben asked me.

      My legs trembled from the adrenaline. “It’s definitely not the flying I’m used to, but I feel great.”

      I walked behind him on a narrow path that curved around the cave toward the opening.

      Scar and Storm were right behind us.

      The music was much louder now. Guys smoked in front of the entrance as a girl or two kept them company.

      “Hey, Ben,” a girl with long blonde hair greeted. I couldn’t recall if I’d seen her around the shifter’s table before.

      “Rinda,” he said fast and grabbed my hand in his, pulling me into the cave, but not before I saw the girl’s gaze shifting from Ben to our hands.

      A DJ had set up a tiny station at the end. Blue lights bounced off the walls and over bodies, bobbing on the rhythm of the music. Some partygoers sat on rocks just enjoying a drink, listening, or making out.

      Ben greeted everyone we passed.

      “Is this seriously only Selectives?”

      “No, there are a couple of pure bloods too. Usually the ones that threaten to rat us out.”

      My eyes widened when I found the prince and princess of the lycans, Heath and Rachel, I think were their names, surrounded by girls and boys. The princess was kissing everyone she could smack her lips on, and the prince was more than just making out with one girl. His hand was under a dark head’s skirt, and by the arousal on her face, he was doing something to her.

      Ben’s laughter made me break contact with them. “Sorry, I didn’t think Heath would do that so in the open.”

      “He is the prince. I’m sure he can do whatever the heck he wants.”

      Heath then grabbed his sister and kissed her the way you shouldn’t be kissing your sister.

      I gaped as the heat rushed up my cheeks.

      “That’s pure blood wolves for you,” Ben said.

      “Are they all like that?” Thinking about Simon, Amy, and Commander Hendrix.

      “A lot of the pure bloods, especially when its brother and sister. There is something sinister about the twin bond. The minute it’s mixed with another race, that lust for each other disappears.” Ben led me past the group.

      I pulled my shirt away from my body, trying to cool myself. It was definitely stuffy down here. He led us toward the DJ. The guy behind the booth bent over and slapped Ben’s hand into a shake. They whispered something, and this close to the speakers, I couldn’t hear a thing.

      The DJ nodded, and Ben bent in front of a barrel filled with ice and drinks. He took out a bottle filled with red liquid with a berry label wrapped around it. He handed it to me. My hand almost cramped at the ice cold drink.

      His hand dove back into the barrel and took out a different type of drink for him.

      He walked past me toward the wall and motioned with a nod to follow him.

      Ben took a seat on a giant boulder that formed part of the wall and tapped the spot next to him.

      I plopped down on the hard surface next to him, and I couldn’t stop looking at all the unfamiliar faces, partying together.

      The cap on the bottle was twisted on really tight, and it scraped against my palm as I tried to open it. Ben took my bottle from me, twisted the cap off on the first try, and handed it back to me.

      My gaze flickered around the people dancing in the middle, trying to find Scarlet, but it seemed the two girls had disappeared.

      We clinked our bottles together before I brought mine to my lips. It was sweet and yet sour, had a passion-fruit-type of zing to it and something else. For my first alcoholic beverage, it was a great choice.

      I leaned closer to Ben. “What is the deal with Scar and Storm?”

      “I thought you might know, as you are friends with Scarlet.”

      “To be honest, I don’t know her that well. Just met three months ago.”

      “I don’t know,” Ben yelled over the loud music. “I’m still figuring out if Storm has a crush on Scar’s sight or her.”

      “Storm likes girls?”

      “She is bi, but she prefers girls.”

      “So Storm is half djinn?” I couldn’t recall if I knew what the other half was.

      “And witch. She is more witch than djinn, if you ask me.”

      Silence lingered.

      My heart stammered as I kept on listening to the music, feeling jittery at the same time, sitting next to Ben. He was larger than life, and I did not know what he favored in me. I was a nobody who could turn into a bird.

      We danced after our drinks were finished.

      It was fun dancing with Ben. He was really gifted as a dancer. Just knew how to lead. I felt his presence inches from my body and couldn’t stop wanting to be close to him. My entire body was in flames because of this guy.

      After a few songs, we would sit down again.

      I couldn’t even see what time it was as there was minimal light and a lot of it was jumping around in this place. Ben left to grab us more drinks. I really needed some cooler air too, as it was so hot.

      When Ben came back, he handed me an ice cold bottle, and I pushed it against my throat and neck, trying to calm down only to find him staring at me.

      “Sorry, I’m so hot.”

      “Glad you know it too.”

      I burst out laughing as Ben came to sit down. He had the most beautiful dimple when he smiled, not Will’s category dimple, but a beautiful one in his left cheek.

      I handed him my beer bottle, and he opened the lid. His hand lit up when he handed it back to me. I couldn’t stop staring at the glow. It spread up his arm and toward his throat. The blue in his eyes glowed as he blew out a breath. It was nice and cold, and it cooled me down immediately. It was the second time now that I’d seen a djinn doing magic.

      “Thank you, that is pretty amazing.”

      “I know. Witches and djinns have this wager going on about who are the strongest.”

      “I’m not part of that wager. I suck as a witch.”

      He laughed as he leaned closer to me, so that we did not have to scream so loud.

      “You have any idea how beautiful you are, Maxima Lane?”

      The heat rushed back to my cheeks again. “Okay, I think you have had enough beers for tonight.”

      His laughter bubbled out of him. “Funny too.”

      He cupped my face and brought it closer to his. He closed the distance fast and pressed his warm lips on mine. His icy tongue slipped into my mouth, wrestling with my tongue. I just mimicked him and didn’t want to stop.

      His scent clouded my mind, and it felt as if I was floating away with him. Our breathing heightened as Ben’s fingers disappeared into my hair, removing my ponytail. My hair fell down on my shoulders as he pulled me closer to him. I couldn’t get enough of him.

      “Ben!” Storm’s voice was right there, and the kiss broke with a grunt rumbling from Ben. “Sorry, we have to go. Now!”

      There was an urgency in her voice.

      “What is it?” Ben asked.

      “Scar saw something. We have to move. There isn’t much time.”

      Ben and I got up from our seat. I grabbed Scar’s jacket as Ben began to follow Storm and Scar toward the exit.

      The music stopped.

      “Not so fast, Ben Vogue and Storm Freed.”
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      “Seriously, Gabriel. Nobody invited you to this party,” Heath snapped in my face. His nostrils flared on Ben with Max next to him. I didn’t even know she could kiss, not to mention kiss like that.

      When the fuck did this happen?

      Heath and Ed were having a few words I didn’t pay attention to as the little weasel backtracked and walked toward me with Max in tow. His hand holding hers tight. I didn’t know how I felt about this as I didn’t see Max like that, but a part of me hated everything my gaze locked on tonight.

      Heath came for me, but Ed got a grip around his neck and pulled him closer toward him. It broke my gaze from Ben and Max.

      “One flick of my ability and it’s goodbye, prince.”

      Heath laughed. “We’ll see how you are going to explain that to my dad.”

      “Oh, there are plenty of ways; besides, the last we heard, you are actually a thorn in your father’s hide. Who knows, maybe he would thank me.”

      “Enough,” I said as I actually saw the pain in Heath’s eyes, desperately trying to hide it.

      I looked back at everyone around us. Anya and Dex were blocking the entrances.

      “Pure bloods leave!” I said and as one, they bolted for the exits as the Selectives stayed. It was only a handful of them.

      “You have the Run tomorrow. What are you doing here?” I looked at Scarlet and Max.

      Max looked at her feet as Scar stared at the person next to her.

      “I invited her,” Ben answered.

      “I didn’t speak to you. I asked them.”

      Ben flinched as I glared back at Max. She looked up.

      “Winding down. Why do you care anyway?”

      “I care because I told them not this year. With the shadowed waiting for anyone to make a wrong move, you all disobeyed me. Fuck Commander Hendrix, what does the prick know? I know I don’t want to save any of you again, maybe this time losing my uncle.” I glared at Max.

      I saw the hurt in Max’s eyes, and I regretted speaking in anger. But I would not take it back.

      “Anya,” I said. “Take Max and Scarlet back to their dorms and make sure they stay there.”

      “Come,” she ordered, and I looked back at Ben.

      “Go. I’ll be fine,” he said, looking at Max.

      Max didn’t even look at me as she stomped away with Scarlet behind her.

      “The rest of you, move!”

      They walked out first and gasped as they saw the tear in their little barrier.

      They all climbed through it. Ben had disappointed me. I knew he had a thing for breaking rules. But never like this. The way he was close to Maxima drove me insane though. Why? Because she was my Ahmdahney?

      Ed made me see reason to explain to Max why she didn’t get months or years with the fae, like her friends. I got Anya to go get her, and she came back, telling us that Scar and Max weren’t in their beds.

      I knew that something was up. The blue magical trail appeared the minute I wanted to find Max, and I still had to explain to Ed how I’d found them so fast.

      I would think of something, but the second the trail disappeared mid-air, I knew the fuckers had carried on with their party. Ed summoned Alexis to open it as she was part djinn, and I told her to disappear. I didn’t want them to know that it was her betraying them.

      I’d never in a million years thought I would walk in on Ben kissing Max like that.

      It did some unsettling things to my stomach. Right now, they were all going to learn not to disobey me again.

      “In-field, let’s go,” I ordered as they aimed for their dorms.

      They didn’t sigh or protest. They walked with huge strides to the in-field and lined up.
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        * * *

      

      I met Jack the next morning at the gate. Hudson, one of the illusion masters of the Seelie Court, waited for us. Jonathan was going to be present at tonight’s Run.

      “I heard about last night,” Jack said.

      “It was only the Selectives. I didn’t touch the pure bloods.”

      “The Selectives are part of this school too, Gabriel.”

      “I deal with them the way I see fit. I’m in charge of this program, Jack.”

      “There has to be some sort of line.”

      “Yeah, one they don’t cross. They crossed it last night.”

      I walked further toward the entrance. This was the end of this discussion. How the hell did he even hear about last night? If one of those weasels ratted on me, it would be their last rat.

      We let Hudson in, and Jack shook his hand first.

      The guy was rough around the edges, but there was no better illusion master or transporter out there. Other than Jonathan.

      “Gabriel, I heard the fairy wine almost got the better of you this time.”

      “Almost,” I said; telling Hudson that Barock almost cheated with that second to last cup, would get the bastard killed for sure.

      “Where are the first years?”

      “Hudson, it’s four in the morning,” Jack said. “They are still sleeping. Is everything set up?”

      “Of course. We are streaming the event live at court, but at the Moore, just sound.”

      Jack nodded. “There are a few more documents you need to pick up. A handful of first years want friends to join them for moral support.”

      Hudson nodded.

      “Friends?” It slipped out thinking about Ben.

      “As always allowed, Gabriel,” Jack said with his eyebrows knitted.

      I needed to be more careful with the things I’d been saying out loud lately. Nobody could discover that Maxima and I had the bond. Nothing had changed there.

      

      
        
        MAX

      

      

      Last night was amazing. Around twelve, a tapping came from my window. When I opened it, Ben hovered in the air.

      He was soaked from sweat and smelled horrible, but the gesture was priceless and of course, melted my heart.

      He had two forms in his hand and asked us both to sign. His name was on the one that required my signature. “What is this for?”

      “To come with you to the Run.”

      A weight expelled from my guts as he said those words.

      I signed and so did Scar, and we both handed our forms back to him.

      He ended it with another sweet kiss.

      I didn’t even know that was allowed.

      Today I was a ball of nerves. I did not know what to expect. The knots subsided a little, knowing that Ben was going to come with me.

      I entered the dining room with the guys and found Ben sitting with Connor and Matias. Storm was sitting across from them.

      Ben’s gaze flickered to mine, and his lips fanned over his sharp canines. As I neared, Connor and Matias made space for me to sit next to Ben.

      He pulled me closer to him and gave me a soft kiss. His lips moved toward my ear, and he whispered, “Hudson, the guy sitting next to Williams, is the fae who is going to control the entire thing. He came around four this morning.”

      “Wait, what?” I asked as I stared at Ben and back at the guy who looked like a semi-polar bear sitting next to Principal Williams.

      “He is called an illusion master. One of the best of the Seelie Court.”

      “That is the guy who is going to do the mind thing?” Scar asked.

      “Help us into the illusion that the fae created, also known as the Run,” Storm explained.

      I looked at Hudson again. The guy had huge shoulders and was at least two heads taller than Principal Williams. His face was pale and his hair was long and pure white, and he had the greenest eyes I’d ever seen.

      I struggled to get food into my system as Ben and Storm spoke about last night and how Gabriel had pushed them to the limit.

      I still felt guilty about what he’d said. I didn’t ask Sierra to kidnap me, and I certainly as hell did nothing wrong or was out of place for that to happen, either. He was out of line, making it feel as if it was my fault that his aunt was no longer with us.

      Ben rubbed my hand, as he could sense something was wrong. He was really kind, and every day I swore I liked him a bit more.

      After breakfast, we were told to go to the psyche center.

      I did not know where it was, as my ability didn’t lie in my mind. But Scar knew. She went there for extra classes at least three times a week.

      The building stood on the one side of the academy, past the feeding station and around the curb.

      It was a lonesome building, no other buildings intersect or attached to it.

      Ben tried to explain the process that would take place. They were going to feed us a potion to make us sleep, one that apparently tasted like ass. It elicited a couple of laughs from the guys.

      The potion came with an injection so that the illusion master could have full control over our minds.

      That thought freaked me out a bit. Just knowing that someone was going to be inside my head.

      Ben opened the door, and we entered the building. Steps led down to a big open space that had at least sixteen reclining chairs and two pods.

      The doctors, Master Conway, and the djinn master, I never gotten his name, along with Principal Williams and the fae guy were all here, waiting for us.

      “Who is in there?” I asked Ben, referring to the two pods.

      “The commanders. They are with us in this illusion the entire time.”

      Debrah and Will took the first two reclining chairs as Master Conway assisted them.

      Will swallowed the tonic, and then they gave them a jab. His eyes became heavy super-fast and then he fell asleep.

      Debrah’s pod was already almost closed as Will’s closed.

      My heart pounded and my palms sweated as I got onto a reclining chair next to Ben.

      “You are going to be okay.” He smiled, and I nodded.

      He laid back, and I followed his lead as Amy, Simon, and Cade jump on the chairs next to mine. Scar and Storm took the ones next to Cade, followed by the pure bloods.

      Simone came toward me and smiled, handing me the tonic.

      I pinched my nose and chucked the contents down, swallowing it all. It had a funny, warm effect, and a warm trail followed it into my stomach.

      Then she jabbed a serum into my arm. She attached a round sphere to my head and that was all I had time to see as my eyes became heavy and pulled closed.

      A loud zing vibrated against my eardrums.

      “Max,” Ben’s voice sounded far off. “Max!”

      It became clearer, and my eyes fluttered open. Pure white walls welcomed me as Scar and Storm hovered over me while Ben tried to get me to wake up.

      The floor I laid on was cold. Ben helped me up on my feet, and I couldn’t help the slight turn in my head.

      My clothes had changed into a black suit. The vest was warm and thick, and the sleeves of the black shirt covered my palms and half of my fingers like a mini glove.

      My pants hugged my body tight, like leggings, but they weren’t leggings either. It had a leathery substance to it. Black flat-sole boots reached my calves.

      My gaze flickered to Ben. He wore more or less the same outfit as the guys.

      “They dressed you in the same clothes?”

      “I won’t be able to go in with you, but know I’m waiting for you, okay?”

      I nodded as he pulled me into his side.

      All the chairs had disappeared. It was so weird. It felt so real.

      The room was extremely bright with a sky roof. There was a table at the front with bags.

      “What are those?”

      “I told you, there are more things around the Run than just years. Those are survival kits.”

      The door opened, and Commander Hendrix and Commander Charles walked in with a guy that had big ram-horns on his head. He didn’t bother to wear a shirt, and his pecks were like ‘hello, look at me.’ His brown hair and beard looked messy. My gaze flickered to his pants, which only made me realize it wasn’t pants but goat’s legs.

      “Ben,” the guy greeted.

      “Barock?” Ben answered with a smile.

      “Storm, nice seeing you back.”

      “Yeah, I’m only here for support.”

      Laughter bubbled out of him as he went over to Scarlet.

      “Enough!” Commander Hendrix stopped the guy, and he walked in our direction. “Don’t push my buttons, Barock.”

      Ben tried to suppress his grin but failed.

      “I only want to introduce myself,” the faun said as he walked back to his spot.

      “Everyone, this is Barock, the faun. Barock, this is everyone. Now you are acquainted.”

      Commander Charles struggled to keep a straight face, too.

      “Remember the rules,” Commander Hendrix said. “The maze will test you like you’ve never been tested before. Remember who you are, and what this is. Don’t. Split. Up.”

      I lifted my gaze and found the faun staring at me with a smile on his lips. A cold thumb rushed up my spine, and I shivered.

      “You have three hours to make it out of the maze. If you feel you can’t, press the white button on your shoulder. The maze will immediately spit you out,” Hendrix said.

      I looked at the white button on my shoulder.

      “You also get a bag with a few survival items, as fifteen minutes could feel like a day in there.”

      Barock stepped forward. “With that said, welcome to the Run. Grab your bag and follow me.”

      Everyone stepped forward and grabbed a bag. Will opened his and transferred things from the bag onto his body.

      I waited till everyone cleared and grabbed the last one, putting it on my shoulders.

      The commanders stayed behind, and I decided that this might be the only time to ask Commander Hendrix why.

      “I’ll only be a second,” I spoke to Ben and rushed toward the two commanders.

      They stopped whispering as I neared.

      “Max?” Commander Charles said.

      “I need a word with Commander Hendrix.”

      Commander Charles nodded and stepped back.

      “Is it true?” I questioned.

      “Is what true?” He folded his arms around his chest, narrowing his eyes at me.

      “That you took my years.”

      He closed his eyes and sighed. “I’ve told you. You are important to my plan.”

      “To follow the falcon, yet Will got five years.”

      “Will is not the one that can shift into a bloody bird, Max. You are. I can’t even lose you for a month in the Moore. So you’d better believe I took your place. Go, you don’t want to be late.”

      I nodded and turned around, not knowing how to feel about any of it.

      I ran out the door and saw Ben walking around the corner. I rushed to get to them. He grabbed my hand, and his touch sent another tingle up my arm.

      We closed the extra distance to catch up to the group.

      “You got your answer?”

      “Sort of. He is very draining.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      We walked behind the group through two enormous iron doors. Outside, crowds cheered around us. It was like a giant arena, but instead of a sports field in the middle, it was the mother of all mazes in the form of a forest. “Are they all here via mind control?”

      “More or less,” Ben answered as we stared at all the different type of hybrid fae. Some had deer ears, others antlers. There were fox ears and humans with tails and whiskers. Dad had told me about them, but I’d never seen one until now.

      “Don’t stare, Max. They get offended quickly.”

      My head snapped back to the front, and I kept on following the group toward the maze.

      There was only one opening, an archway formed by two fae statues holding hands above their heads.

      Everyone’s parents were there as I stood close to Ben and Storm. I was glad that Storm didn’t ask where my parents were.

      Scarlet’s parents were here. Her mother was as beautiful as Scar, and her father was a handsome man. Simon and Amy’s parents stood on the side.

      Olivia’s dad was the only one here, and there were two older people with Elanka. Probably her grandparents.

      Everyone had someone here with them. Ben was the only one that was here with me.

      He put his arm around me and rubbed my shoulder. “So, when is your court date?”

      “I’m not even going to ask how you knew about that.”

      “Oh, I have my people, knowing people.”

      I giggled. “Next week Wednesday.”

      “You want me to come with you?”

      “You won’t mind? I hate the jurisdictional building. Since what happened…” I couldn’t even finish my sentence.

      “Consider it done.”

      The faun stepped forward again. “It’s time,” he said and as one, everyone that wasn’t wearing a uniform disappeared into a billow of smoke. I took a huge breath.

      Ben and Storm stepped forward with us. Scarlet’s face looked ashy as she reached us.

      “You okay?” Storm asked.

      She nodded way too fast and looked like a bobblehead.

      Commander Hendrix and Commander Charles waited near the entrance. Both of them with crossed arms.

      Ben hugged me as my heart pounded behind my ribcage. “Remember where you are. It’s in your mind. Even if it feels real, you hear?”

      “I can’t do this,” Scar hyperventilated. We stared at her as Storm tried to calm her down.

      “Scarlet?” Commander Hendrix hissed.

      “Scar, it’s going to be okay,” Storm comforted.

      “You don’t understand. My gift. It’s hard for me…”

      “Stick together, you will be okay.”

      “Scarlet?” Hendrix hissed louder.

      “I won’t be—”

      Storm grabbed her around the shoulder and planted her lips on Scarlet’s. We stared at the two. When the kiss broke, Scar was calm.

      “Humph,” Ben said. “That seemed to do the trick.”

      I pressed my lips tighter to hide my smile.

      Ben lowered his head as a smile crawled over his face. He pulled me into his chest again, and I hugged him tight. When I opened my eyes, barely staring over his shoulders, Commander Hendrix glared at us. He looked away and turned to face Commander Edwards.

      My stomach dipped. I couldn’t help feeling that he didn’t approve of my relationship with Ben. Not that he had any say in it; he didn’t own me.

      Our hug broke apart.

      “You’ll be okay,” Ben added, and I nodded.

      “Let’s go, Max,” Cade called as Will got a few kisses from Debrah. Amy and Simon were at the front.

      I walked with Scar toward the entrance. She was still a bit dazed by the kiss that Storm had given her. The pure bloods had already walked through the archway as we waited for Will.

      I didn’t dare look back as I kept seeing Commander Hendrix staring at Ben and me.

      It’s all in your head, never forget that.

      “Let the games begin,” Will said. “Remember, don’t split up.”

      We all nodded and entered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        MAX

      

      

      

      It didn’t look like a maze inside the Moore. Gigantic trees were on our left and right, and it reminded me of the woods.

      “So you and Storm?” Cade started as we walked the only pathway.

      “Fuck off,” Scar said.

      Will’s laughter pushed from his closed lips, and Simon chuckled too.

      “I’m sorry,” Amy apologized through sniggers.

      “Didn’t think you were into girls, Scar,” Will pointed out.

      “Neither did I, but I would be lying if I said that the kiss didn’t do something to me.”

      The corner of my lips tweaked.

      “Where do you think the others are?” Scar asked.

      I tried to look for them, and it was weird how their voices or anything didn’t reach us. “I’ll look.”

      “No, Lane,” Will said. “Remember, don’t split up. Stick together. This is not your typical forest.”

      I didn’t like the tone in Will’s voice. My heart hadn’t stopped pounding as the humidity in this place opened my pores and triggered my sweat glands.

      A tree root wrapped around Simon and yanked him back. It was so fast that we couldn’t even do anything.

      Smoke swallowed Amy. She just vanished.

      “Amy?” Scar yelled.

      The earth opened and swallowed Cade.

      “Cade,” Will and I yelled at the same time.

      I got yanked back by an invisible claw.

      “Max,” Scar’s yell murdered my ears, and then there was nothing.

      I opened my eyes in a billowing of thick fog. The straps that had dug into my shoulders were gone, and I reached back, searching for my bag. It was gone. I crawled into the fog, tapping my palms on the ground, trying to find it, but it wasn’t there.

      My heart pounded so hard that it felt as if it was lodged in my ear. A creak close by made my head jerk in that direction. It was fog on fog, but there were the treetops that I could make out.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Trying to calm my heart.

      It’s not real.

      I concentrated on my heart’s tempo and took another deep breath. I kept on doing that until my heart beat at a normal rate.

      My eyelids flung open, and the fog disappeared. There wasn’t even a trail of fog hanging around. My gaze fell to the floor. My bag was gone like the fog.

      “You can do this. You have to do this.” I pushed myself off the ground and followed the path that was on my right.

      I walked past a tree that looked oddly familiar. I inspected its trunk and to my surprise, the heart where Dad had drawn his initials and Mom’s initials was right there.

      So were the daisies that grew around the trunk.

      I was in the woods right behind the ranch. The woods that were home to Maria’s cabin.

      I tried to find her cabin, but it simply wasn’t here. I walked back to the ranch and behold, the big house with the barn stood right behind the edge of the trees.

      It looked so different now that nobody lived here.

      The doors and windows were covered with wooden beams. A golden light flickered from the attic. The light danced as a shadow moved past the window. There was someone in my room.

      An urge to go there warmed my gut. Even if every organ in my body screamed not to go up to the attic. I ran as fast as I could toward the back door and tugged at the wooden beams.

      The wood shavings stung my fingers as I tried to pry it open.

      A few tugs did it, and the beam came loose. A few more pulls and the one side sprung from the wall. The other one was as stubborn as the first one, and I had to pry again to get it loose.

      One of the wood shaving slipped behind the skin of my finger. “Ouch.” It burned as I put it into my mouth.

      Where were Amy, Simon, Cade, Will, and Scar? So much for telling us to stick together when they would split us up from the get-go.

      I didn’t like that we had split up, but then again, it wasn’t our doing.

      The door was locked, but I didn’t give up. The key wasn’t under any of its hiding places, and I turned all the rocks upside down. There was still no key.

      “Fine, you want to play hard, I can play hard,” I spoke to the house and started kicking the door as hard as I could. The jolts rushed up my leg with each kick, but I refused to give up. I kicked harder, pushed through the ache, and finally, around the fourth kick, the door sprang open.

      An eerie vibe hit me in the face. I rubbed my arms as a dark and cold kitchen awaited me. Everything was so quiet, and nostalgia pulled the strings around my heart.

      I yanked the drawers open and found matches. I lit a kerosene lamp that sat in the corner on the counter.

      The kitchen was so empty, and I felt so alone. A trail of golden light rushed through to the oven and the light flickered on. The table appeared out of thin air, and my father’s laughter followed.

      His figure became visible. Very faint at first, but the longer I stayed, the clearer he became.

      The corner of my lips tweaked as the familiar feeling I hadn’t felt in such a long time overpowered my being. I was home.

      A loud bang upstairs made me jump. Everything disappeared. None of it was real. It was all in my head.

      The flickering shadow jumped through my thoughts, and I rushed toward the stairs, ran two steps at a time with the lamp in my hand.

      Stepping into the house brought back so many memories. Memories I’d tried to leave behind. The place looked so huge and open without the furniture.

      I walked up the stairs. The steps creaked with every step I took. The carpet was ripped out, and the floor looked naked.

      Shadows danced in the corner as my heart beat like crazy. Stepping into the hallway gave me the urge to look behind me, but I refused.

      My mission was to get to the attic. Thumping came from the ceiling boards as I neared. What was up there?

      I put the kerosene lamp on the floor and jumped to get the cord that would lower the stairs leading up to the place that was my room for more than seven years.

      I had to jump a few times, and finally my fingers clasped around the cord. I pulled the ladder down; the creak sounded extra loud.

      The thumping stopped as the staircase hit the ground.

      I picked up the kerosene lamp and climbed the stairs.

      An icy draft blew down from the attic, through my hair, past me, and goosebumps rippled all over my skin.

      “Is anyone here?” I asked, but no noise came. There wasn’t even a light coming from the room now. The only light was the one in my hand.

      I climbed up the stairs and as my feet stepped on the surface, the latch thumped close.

      I tried to open it again, but no luck. I even kicked it, but nothing.

      “No, no, no.” It was a trap. I couldn’t be trapped in here. There was no way—

      “Max,” Commander Hendrix’s voice came from behind me. I spun around as the bulb flicked on.

      Commander Hendrix stood in the corner, cleaning the dirt under his one hand’s nails with a sharp blade that shifted from his other hand.

      What was he doing here?

      “I told you if you can’t make it, to do what?”

      I squinted.

      “Answer me!” he yelled, and I jumped.

      “That I should press the button and someone would come and get me. I—”

      “Exactly my point.”

      “Then it means I wouldn’t be on the Shield.”

      “The Shield isn’t for everyone.”

      Something was wrong. That was not his normal response. He took my years, so that I didn’t have to… “Who are you?”

      Laughter seeped from his lips as he pushed himself off the wall. “You know who I am.” He walked toward me, and it forced me to backtrack against the wall. His body was eerily close to mine, and as he moved closer, his warm breath brushed against my ear and then he whispered, “The Eye was wrong to give you that amazing gift.”

      A part of me knew it. The Eye had made a mistake with me. But it was my gift, and it didn’t matter what I felt. It was mine.

      “The shadowed found a way to harness abilities. Did you know that?”

      “No,” I said.

      “I need yours. It’s all I’ve wanted, nothing else.”

      Tears welled up in my eyes, and it was surprising how much his words stung. It was all he wanted.

      The hand that became a blade came closer to my face, and the blade grew longer. Hendrix didn’t take his eyes off me as I stared at the blade.

      I could only use my ability once.

      Don’t, Max, not yet.

      His movements were fast, aimed to stab me in my face, but I ducked and rolled out of his way.

      The floorboards pressed hard into my spine and tailbone, before I landed again on the balls of my feet.

      He was fast, came again for me and swung in my direction.

      The sharp blade nipped my arm as I moved back. My black sleeve was torn, and the burn coming from my skin told me that it was ripped. I jumped over the bed to get distance between us.

      Something trickled down my arm, and I knew it was blood. Still, I pushed the pain to the back of my mind. This was my X-Gene and nobody was going to harness it. Not even him.

      The commander came for me again as I ran in the opposite direction. Laughter seeped from his lips again as he slowed his pace.

      My heart bounced heavily behind my ribcage.

      “You know, I’m eventually going to get you.”

      “There is no way that I will allow you to harness my ability. This is mine. I don’t care what you think about me.”

      His face fell as he stared at me. He walked closer, and I walked back, keeping the space between us.

      He leaped again, and I pulled toward the left. I tripped over a couple of boxes and landed on my butt.

      The commander closed the gap between us, and he was right upon me. His fist pulled back to strike.

      An arm hooked around the commander’s chest and pulled him back. The person threw him over his shoulder, toward the bed.

      The commander missed the bed and fell on the floor with a loud thump.

      A mop of dark hair came to my rescue. “Will?”

      “It’s not Commander Hendrix, Lane. It’s part of the illusion.”

      The illusion? Why did they give me… I closed my eyes, understanding what was going on before opening them again.

      “We can do this together, Lane.”

      I nodded, and we faced the commander, or whoever he was, together.

      Will took out a blade from his boot and threw it in my direction. I was mighty glad now that he’d put most of his bag’s belongings on him.

      Commander Hendrix turned toward me as I switched the blade from one hand to the other. His eyes were solid black now, and a sulfuric odor hung around him.

      I barely jumped out of his blade’s way that swung inches from me.

      Then a grunt left his mouth as a blade pierced through his chest.

      His gaze stared at the blade protruding from the spot where his heart sat. His eyes fluttered at it, and then they flickered to mine. Tears blurred my sight.

      “Max,” his lips formed my name.

      Will’s face popped from behind the commander. It’s not him, Max.

      I turned around and wiped the tears from my eyes.

      He fell right next to my feet. Dark blood seeped from his lips.

      Then the commander disappeared.

      Will chucked the blade covered with black ooze to the floor and fell to the ground.

      My knees buckled, and I landed on my butt, too.

      Silence lingered for a while.

      “Are you okay?” I asked Will.

      “I’ll be fine. How about you?”

      I touched my arm, trying to look at it. It throbbed. If it wasn’t real, then why did it hurt so much?

      “Oh, Max.” Will crawled toward me. He touched my arm.

      “Ow, ow, ow.” It was still tender?

      My gaze locked with Will as he inspected my arm.

      “How did you find me?”

      “I don’t know. I kept holding on that this was not real. It was an illusion.” He shook his head. “No matter how hard they tried to make me believe it wasn’t one. I quickly realized what the illusion was.”

      “Enlighten me, please.”

      His eyes locked with mine and then back at my wound. “My worst fear. When I saw my father, I realized it was literally my worst fear.”

      “Your father?”

      He shook his head again. “Why do you fear Commander Hendrix?”

      I was glad that he’d misinterpreted it. “His hands can turn into weapons. What do you think?”

      He chuckled.

      I felt bad lying to Will about the reason, but he would think that I was pathetic. Besides, I had Ben now. “So your dad?”

      “Was a mean drunk. I don’t want to talk about him, please? I just want to get out of here.”

      I nodded. “It still doesn’t tell me how you found me.”

      “When I finished my dad, a golden tear formed mid-air. A tear that showcased another place other than the one I found myself in, and I forced myself through it and heard the ruckus up in the attic. It led me to you, Lane.”

      The corner of my lips tweaked. “I’m glad that you are here.”

      He ripped the fitted sheet that covered my mattress and tied it around my arm. “It should do for now. We need to find the others. Let’s go.”

      He helped me up, and I walked with Will down the attic’s ladder, down the steps, through the kitchen and out of the house.

      We walked with huge strides, and I looked back at the place that used to be my home.

      I hated the ranch now. Never thought that I would, but I did.

      I looked back in front of me, and a gigantic golden tear appeared mid-sky. Just like Will had said. It was so bright that we couldn’t miss it.

      Will planted the knife’s blade into the tear and pulled it down. He made the tear bigger and pulled the two parts away from each other. Another world appeared on the other side. It reminded me of Alexis’ portal that I’d seen in the woods.

      My gaze flickered back to Will, who still held the tear open.

      “It’s okay. I’m right behind you. Go.”

      I nodded and climbed through. Will followed, and the tear immediately vanished behind him.

      These illusions were so real.

      “This your place?” I asked.

      “No, it’s the world of the woodlanders.”

      “Woodlanders?”

      “The place where everything turns to wood.”
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      The place looked like any other place in this world. We stayed on the path that led to nowhere.

      “How long do you think we’ve been in here?”

      Will shrugged. “Remember what Hendrix said. Fifteen minutes could feel like a day. Just keep moving forward.”

      My gaze fluttered about and landed on a squirrel in the tree. Or was it a tree branch that looked like a squirrel? I struggled to tell.

      The branch moved, and it only confirmed what Will had told me about the Woodlands.

      “How do you know so much about the Moore? I mean, how do you know that this is the Woodlands?”

      “I know the markings. My uncle is a professor at the University of Oakland. He actually teaches fae history and their illusions. His fascination with the fae might have spilled over just a tad bit.” Will showed how much by a width of his fingers apart.

      “Your uncle? I thought you lived with your mother.”

      “He took me and my mother in. We live with him.”

      I nodded and decided not to pry. “Then I’m glad we are together. What took me, did you see?”

      He shook his head. “It was too fast, but I don’t think it will happen again.”

      “Why?”

      “Because there are rules towards these illusions and if what Alexis said that night was the truth, I think the commander did more than just bargain for our lives. I think he bargained for rules, too.”

      “You think he knew we would get split up?”

      “I don’t know. But they kept saying it over and over.”

      “We couldn’t help it, Will. They forced us to split up.”

      He nodded, and that was it. The conversation ended there.

      Silence lingered as we kept walking. I kept seeing the way the commander scowled when Ben hugged me, as if we’d broken the law or something.

      “It was weird how he protested when the faun made his way to you guys,” Will broke the silence.

      “Thank heavens I’m not the only one that thinks that. It was, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What do you think that was about?”

      “It had to do with your abilities.” He squinted and stopped walking. I stopped too and stared at Will.

      “What is—”

      “Shh.” He looked at the ground, and I knew he was tuning in. I did the same. Soft music caressed my ear. My gaze met Will’s again.

      “It’s not far,” Will said. “Let’s go.”

      We ran toward the music, past trees and thickets.

      The branches and leaves covered the path, and it felt as if it didn’t want us to get to the music. We pushed through and struggled for about a hundred yards when the trees opened up into a gigantic ditch. It almost resembled a dried up swamp.

      A tavern made of wood sat right in the middle.

      The music was definitely folk, and the people inside were having a jolly-good time.

      Will walked down the steep hill toward the swamp.

      I didn’t like this place. “Will?”

      “Let’s go, Lane. I got a feeling one of the Selectives are in there.”

      “Who?”

      “I don’t know. It could be anyone’s fear.”

      “Fear of wood?”

      “No, fear of becoming hollow.”

      I got what he said; wood could be hollow inside.

      Dammit. Goosebumps crawled over my skin, and I shivered. I hated it with a passion, but I couldn’t let Will go into that tavern alone. So, I followed.

      As we neared, stew scents filled the air and caressed my nostrils. My stomach grumbled. I hadn’t realized I was this hungry.

      “You are not hungry,” Will said. “It’s this place that makes you think you are.”

      “Why?”

      “My uncle told me once, if you eat the food inside the illusion, you stay.”

      I got his meaning. The commanders didn’t tell us that.

      “As much as they fascinate me, it’s a place I do not want to live for five years. So please, Lane, if you see me going under the influence, you need to remind me that none of it is real. Okay?”

      “Deal.”

      “Let’s go.”

      We walked with huge strides to the door and jump out of the way as it opened.

      I gaped at the life-sized wooden doll exiting the tavern.

      “Evening,” the guy said, lifting his wooden hat that was carved out in the form of a cowboy hat.

      “Evening,” Will replied. I was too stunned to say anything. Will’s fingers curled around my wrist as he pulled me inside.

      Warm light and an ambience warmer than the light welcomed us. Round wooden tables covered the wooden floor, with a lot of wood-people sitting around. They laughed and joked. There were even a few wooden men with wooden ladies on their laps.

      The beer mugs, the chairs, the walls, the chandelier, even the food on the plates were made of wood. Everything in this place was wood.

      A band of wooden dolls played on wooden instruments. It looked so natural.

      “We need to find whose worst fear this one is and get the hell out of here.”

      “You want to split up? Will, they said—”

      “We are in the same room, Lane. I can see you, you can see me. Okay?”

      I nodded as the tears threatened to come. He walked toward the aisle on the left, and I took the one in front of me. I kept an eye on him at the same time I tried to look at the wooden faces, trying to find someone remotely familiar. A stage sat at the front of the tavern, its curtains drawn. I wondered if it was made of wood, too.

      My gaze flitted through the wooden figures. They all looked the same to me.

      “Heya dear, wha’ abou’ a little drink?” The one female pushed herself off the man’s lap and shoved a beer in my face.

      “No, thanks.” I held up my palms and pushed through.

      Another drunk wooden man pushed into me, and I stumbled, but I regained my balance.

      “Such a tight ass.”

      I ignored his disgusting remark. His friends laughed as I kept moving on. I held on tight to the knife that Will had given me, and I wondered how he’d known to put whatever was in the bag on him. If it wasn’t for that, we would’ve been so screwed.

      Will made his way slowly to the stage, so I did the same.

      My gaze fluttered to the wooden figures we passed, and none of my friends’ faces popped up. What if I’d passed one already and didn’t realize it? This wasn’t a simple task.

      I looked back at Will. He wasn’t there. My gaze head hopped over wooden figures. Where the hell was he?

      “Will?” I yelled.

      Dammit, where was he?

      I abandoned my side and went over to his side. I knew it was a mistake to split up, especially after he’d told me about losing himself in the illusion.

      I found him at a table sitting, laughing and cheering one of the wooden figures with a mug of beer in his hand, threatening to take a sip.

      I would not reach him in time, so I grabbed the wooden plate on the table. The wooden food fell to the ground, and I threw it like a Frisbee. It knocked the beer mug out of his hands, and I ran toward him.

      “What the hell?” Will said, sounding upset as I leapt into the air, trying to knock him down and hopefully back to reality.

      He grabbed me around the shoulders seconds before we would’ve collided and flung me on my back on to the table.

      He sneered down at me, and I could see the twine slithering around his neck.

      “Will, wake up. This is not real,” I yelled, and he froze. “Wake up!” My hand connected hard with his face, smacking his cheek, and he shook out of it.

      He slapped and pulled the vine from around his neck. “Lane!” He helped me off the table with eyebrows squinted. “How long?”

      “Merely minutes.”

      “What?”

      This wasn’t great. “We need to get out of here.”

      “No, someone is in here. I can feel it.”

      I knew what he meant by it. He’d told me not so long ago that all of our X-Genes had a distinct feeling to him.

      “We need to find them.”

      I nodded. “Together, this time.”

      “You bet.”

      The lights flickered down, and an MC took the stage. “Welcome back to the tavern of wood, where the beer will fill our despair and the food our emptiness. Today we have a very special guest. Sad and hollow as they come. But with the voice of a nightingale’s song.”

      I grabbed Will’s hand, and we stared at each other. “Scar.”

      “Why don’t we give it up for Scarlet Flavion?”

      I grabbed Will’s hand as the spotlight landed on Scar.

      A gasp left both our lips as she was already busy transforming into a wooden figure.

      “Will?”

      “It’s not real. We need to get her out of here.”

      Strings came from her hands and feet and were guiding her steps. She lazily grabbed the wooden mic but didn’t look like she wanted to sing.

      Scarlet loved to sing.

      “Let’s go.” Will grabbed my wrist and pulled me down the aisle as everyone took their seats to watch Scar perform.

      She wasn’t even wearing the same clothes anymore. They had put her in some sort of a burlesque-type of dress. Her makeup was very theatrical. This was Scar’s worst fear?

      She opened her mouth, and the most beautiful voice left her lips. It sounded so sad, and tears pooled in my eyes. I stared at Will, and the same tears were in his. He cupped his ears, and I did the same. It drowned out whatever played with our emotions.

      He took a deep breath and then shred his shirt, rolled up the ball, and pressed it into his ears. He did the same with the other ear before he tore a piece of my shirt and put it in my ears.

      I could hardly hear a thing. Will gestured with hand signals to follow him.

      We reached the stage and tried to get Scarlet’s attention.

      She was just too far out of my reach.

      Will tapped me on the shoulder, and I looked. Four wooden figures walked toward the two of us, and they didn’t look happy.

      “Go,” Will mouthed and nudged me toward Scar.

      I nodded, knowing what he meant.

      He took out a lighter and grabbed a kerosene lamp that was on a table, then climbed on a wooden chair. Oh crap.

      I ran toward the stage and jumped up, close to Scar. The strings guided her violently. I grabbed her shoulder, and she shrugged me off, hard. I fell, and she went back to singing as if there was not an interruption.

      There was no way the Moore would take my best friend. I pushed myself off the floor and went back to her.

      She kept shrugging me off.

      “Stop, it’s not real,” I yelled over and over as Will was busy lighting wooden figures on fire with the kerosene lamp’s liquid that he must have put in his mouth and sprayed through the lighter’s flame.

      Scar still sang as bodies on fire ran around the tavern like crazy people. Others rushed for the door.

      “Scar, please. Snap out of it. It’s not real. You are not hollow; you are loved and you have friends. You are my best friend.” My arms trembled as I held her tight. She stopped squirming and stared back at me.

      The glint in her eye came back. “Max?”

      “Thank heavens. Now move your half-wooden ass.”

      “I can’t,” she said and looked at her feet. Roots were dug deep into the grounds.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck. “Will,” I yelled.

      “I’m busy here, Lane.”

      “You are going to use a spell or tell yourself it is not real.”

      “It’s not real!” Scar said.

      “Louder!” I yelled.

      “It’s not real! It’s not real, it’s not real!” she screamed, and the roots fell off her feet and slithered away like snakes, back where they had come from.

      I caught her as she threatened to fall to the floor.

      “You are going to be okay. It’s not real. It’s all in your head. Now let’s go. Will!”

      Will saw that I had Scar and was busy fighting his way back to the entrance.

      When all three of us got out, the tavern disappeared. There was nothing there.

      “You are okay, Scar.” Will had her in his arms. “You are okay.”

      “How?” I yelled at Will.

      “It’s not real, Lane. How many times must I tell you that? Just like the wood on Scarlet’s legs.”

      “It feels fucking real, Will,” Scar yelled.

      “Well, it’s not.”

      “He is right, Scarlet. It’s not real. We went to the psyche building, remember? We went to sleep to get here, and we are still in that psyche building. Now get a hold of yourself and brush this wood off your legs!”

      I was busy losing it big time in the Moore.

      Scarlet grunted as she grabbed the bark that had become her leg, and a scream replaced the grunt. “It’s not real!”

      The bark cracked, and we all froze. Scarlet yanked the bark off her and freed her one leg. Will helped as she tackled the other one.

      In a few minutes, Scar was one hundred percent hybrid again. Not a sign of wood.

      “Thank you,” she said, flinging her arms around Will’s neck, and grabbed me around the arm and pulled me into the hug. Even her burlesque outfit had disappeared, and she was in the black uniform of the fae again.

      “Seriously, being hollow is your worst fear?” I asked.

      “It’s not just mine, I can promise you that. That tavern is representing one in the fae lands, Max. These people are real, and they are wood because they are hollow.” Tears filled Scar’s eyes.

      “Well, you won’t become hallow, okay. Because we are going to work through everything that we fear. You are stuck with me, Scar. For life.”

      “You’d better keep your word, Max. I don’t want to die in here or get taken by the fae.”

      “Then let’s go. We need to find the others,” Will said.

      Scarlet looked up at Will. “How did you find me?”

      A flickering sound reached my ears, and I glanced up at the tiny spark. “Will!”

      “I see it, Lane.”

      “What is that?” Scar asked.

      “A tear. It’s like it is helping us,” I said.

      Will grabbed at nothing, but the way he hacked with his blade and the grunts leaving his mouth told me it wasn’t nothing.

      The golden thread broke, and the tear came. I rushed to Will, and Scar followed me. We helped him with the pulling until it was big enough to climb through.

      “Scar, you first,” I said as I held the tear open.

      She nodded and climbed through. Will nudged with his head, without taking his eyes off the swamp, and I climbed through. He jumped after me.

      We watched the thread close up.

      “Where are we?” Scar asked.

      “Somewhere in someone else’s fear,” Will said. “One that has a mother tall tower in it.”
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      The tower was definitely one of those creepy towers with plants crawling all over the brick wall, slithering like snakes. Roots had covered the windows. Everything seemed as if it was alive.

      “No, no, no, please,” Scar pleaded as she looked back at the forest.

      I turned my head to see what had her panicking. Thick, white cloudy type of fog crawled from the forest. Golden lightning sparked inside the fog every few seconds.

      “Quickly,” Will said, and we ran to the tower. The fog seemed to speed up, and the tower drew further back. Some unnatural forces definitely guided the entire situation.

      “It’s not real!” Will yelled, and suddenly, the door was right in front of us. He smacked body first into the door, and it opened with a crash. We all fell through the opening, on top of him. Scar’s elbow pushed into my lower rib, and a yelp pierced through my lips.

      “Sorry!” She rolled off me.

      My heart stammered as the fog hovered inches from the doorway. I held my breath as the fog ran up the entryway. It didn’t enter; it was as if the door were still there.

      “Fuck.” Will got up and trudged toward the door. He threatened to put his hand on the door.

      “Don’t, Will,” Scar yelled. Her voice trembled as my heart felt like it was going to explode.

      “I need to know if this entrance is lost to us, Scar.”

      “Wait until the fog disappears,” she begged.

      He obliged, and we waited.

      Time crept by slowly.

      A funny clucking noise and fast tapping sounds came from upstairs. The three of us looked at each other. Scar’s eyes were the size of crystal balls, and mine were going to pop out of their sockets. Goosebumps crawled across my skin. A cold, creepy vibe flew down from the stairs.

      It is not real, Max. It’s all in your mind. The sting on my arm didn’t tell me it was fake.

      “No, no, no,” Will said.

      I looked back at him as he tried pushing with all his might, but an invisible barrier blocked him from exiting the tower. “Fuck!”

      Sniffs came from Scar, and I put my arms around her, pulling her into my chest.

      “Will,” I pleaded.

      “It’s a tower, Max.”

      “The tear could show up anywhere. Don’t lose it now, please. We need you.”

      He sat on his haunches. “There is no way I’m staying here. Not when Debs finally gave me the time.” He pushed up from his haunches and stormed up the steps. “Are you girls coming?”

      Scar wiped her tears and got up. “I’m so over this fucking Moore.”

      “Then let’s do this and get the hell out of here,” I said.

      She nodded and gave me her hand. We walked up the stairs, following Will. The shallow thumps of his footsteps sounded in my ears.

      “Mother fucker,” Will screamed. Slicing sounds followed by a horrible screech put fuel behind our butts, and we sprinted up the stairs.

      A gigantic spider’s ass took up the entrance to the room.

      I stopped as Scar bolted past me, screaming like a warrior.

      Her screaming shook me to my core, and I was back to a functioning state. I pulled my blade from my belt. “Scar.”

      Her eyes landed on the knife in my hands, and she lifted her palm, ready for me to throw it.

      It left my hand and twirled in the air a few times. She caught it perfectly at the hilt and stabbed the spider from underneath.

      More screeching sounds followed as the spider dwindled. Its legs buckled under it as green goo showered over Scar’s body.

      She screamed in horror as I tried to get to her.

      One of the back legs of the spider pushed me back, and I fell down the stairs, hitting my head against the wall. Darkness threatened to consume me as the back of my head ached.

      “It’s not real!” I yelled, just holding on to the fact that I wasn’t even inside the tower. I was lying in a pod somewhere in the psyche center. “It’s not real.” The vortex in my head sure felt real.

      “Max!” Scar’s outline blurred in front of me.

      “It’s not real.”

      Will ran down the steps. “C’mon, Lane. You know this shit isn’t real. Shake it off!”

      His blurry hand was in front of me, and a grunt pushed from my lips. “It’s not real!”

      The dizziness faded at once, and the ache subsided. I grabbed Will’s hand, and he pulled me to my feet.

      Their figures came into full view. They were not blurry anymore.

      Both of them were covered in green goo. Will had a gash on his arm that didn’t look so good.

      “Will.”

      “It’s fine. We need to find out who is here and get them out.”

      “Is the spider dead?”

      Scar nodded as we climbed the stairs.

      A horrible stench wafted from both of them. It made me want to gag.

      “You stupid piece of insect,” Scar kicked the dead spider as we passed, “dropping your shit on me. I smell like a fucking corpse.”

      Will and I stared at her.

      “Scar, enough. We need to find whoever is in this tower and get out of this maze,” I said.

      Scar pulled herself together and stepped over one of the spider’s legs. They really had done a job on it. The giant spider was split in two.

      “Lane, I need your help.” Will tore at a cocoon tightly bound against the wall. There were webs all over the room. I prayed there weren’t more spiders.

      The cocoon was tightly spun against the wall and attached to the web.

      I grabbed the blade from Scar and hacked at the web as Scar went to help Will, trying to free whoever was inside the enclosure.

      “Who is that?” I yelled.

      “I don’t know.” Will kept tearing at the silk, trying to rip it apart.

      He sliced his blade a few times gently over the silk, and it looked as if it worked. I helped when the web was no longer attached to the cocoon. The two blades made faster work, but the web stuck to the blade, making it sticky. It looked like Will was experiencing the same with his blade as he kept wiping it off on his pants.

      “It feels like glue.” Will shook off one strand from his hands.

      An arm fell free, and Amy’s bank bracelet caught my eye. “Amy!”

      “Where is Simon?” Will looked around.

      “Go look for him. We got her.” I grabbed another part of the cocoon and put my blade inside and cut it. Scar helped.

      Will left, searching the tower for Simon.

      Scar and I tore into the cocoon like a pair of madwomen. Amy finally fell out, and we both caught her.

      We laid her on the floor as we pulled the strings out of her hair.

      “It’s not real, it’s not real,” Scarlet said as tears pooled in her eyes.

      I tapped Amy’s cheek. “C’mon, girl. You will not leave us in the Shield alone. Please. We need your snark.”

      “Open her mouth,” Scar said.

      “What?”

      “Something is in her mouth. I can see a bloody leg pushing through her lips.”

      I pried her lips open, and the thing in her mouth hissed at me.

      Scar cussed, and she grabbed the thing’s leg, pulled it out of Amy’s mouth, and smashed it to the floor. It got up, sprinting towards us with pinchers in the air.

      Will stepped on it, and green goo splattered over the floor.

      I flinched as the same foul smell that clung to Will and Scar came from the creature.

      Scarlet fell on her knees next to Amy. “Now wake the fuck up!”

      I stared at Scar. She was scary when she wanted to be.

      Amy let out a raspy cough as Scar helped her up.

      “Simon,” she screamed.

      “Shh, it’s us.”

      Amy grabbed Scar around the neck. “There is a giant ass spider here.”

      “Will and Scar took care of him,” I assured her.

      “Max.” Amy opened her arm, and I moved toward her. She hooked her arm around me. “You do not know how glad I am to find you girls here.”

      “We will not leave you. What happened here?” Scar asked.

      “I heard Simon’s screams, and I came running up the tower. A giant spider with half a woman’s body was busy killing him.”

      “What?”

      Her lower lip trembled as a sob left her lips. “I tried and then she shoved shit into my eyes. I can’t see.”

      Amy was blind? I looked at Scar.

      “It’s not real!” Scarlet said.

      “It feels pretty real, Scar,” Amy yelled.

      “Well, I was half a fucking wooden doll when Max told me that I was still lying somewhere in the psyche center. So I’m telling you the same, Amy. It’s not real.”

      “Simon isn’t here,” Will said as he reached us again.

      “Will?”

      “Hey, Ames. What’s going on here?” He went down on his haunches next to her.

      “She’s blind. The spider was apparently half a woman,” I explained.

      Will’s gaze flickered to mine. “What?”

      “That’s what Amy said.” I pointed at her.

      “She looked pretty spidery to me.”

      “No, Simon was here, Will,” Amy interrupted.

      “What is your fear, Amy?” Will asked.

      “What?”

      “What is your fear?”

      “My brother…dying.”

      “Then what the fuck are spiders doing here, Ames?” Scar yelled as if she was going to lose it any second.

      “You are not helping,” Will told Scar.

      She got up and paced the length of the floor.

      “Your fear is watching him die. He is not here. It’s not real. We need to find a way out of here.”

      “I still can’t see,” Amy said, staring at Will’s shoulder.

      “It’s not real!” he roared at her. I flinched. We were all losing it slowly.

      “We need water,” I said, and maybe if I could just wipe her eyes with something, then she would feel that it wasn’t real.

      Will reached into his pocket and handed me a bottle of water. I unscrewed the lid and dumped some of its content on my sleeve, wiping away whatever was in Amy’s eyes.

      “Open your eyes,” I instructed, as I gave Will back the water.

      Amy opened her eyes. She laughed. “It’s blurry, but it’s coming back.”

      “See, it’s not real,” I repeated what Will had said.

      “It’s not real,” Amy agreed.

      “It’s not real!” Scar yelled.

      “It’s not real!” Amy followed her lead.

      “Louder!” Scar ordered.

      “It’s not real!” Laughter broke out of her lips, followed by sobs. She flung her arms around me. “Thank you for coming for me.”

      Scar hugged Amy from behind. “We will always come for you.”

      A sparkle caught my eyes. “Will!”

      “I see it.”

      I let go of Amy and pushed myself from the floor, running toward the sparkle.

      “Come, it’s our way hopefully to your brother,” Will said and started hacking at the tear.

      “I hope,” Amy said. “I need to kick his ass for making me believe he died on me.”

      Scar laughed, followed by Amy’s chuckle as Will and I tried to pry open the tear.

      It was strung tight.

      But it finally tore, and Will ripped it bigger.

      “Let’s go, Amy.” Scar let her climb through first, and she followed. I climbed through third, and Will was last.

      We exited the tower and were back in the forest. I didn’t like the forest, but at least this time it wasn’t the one at the ranch.

      Scar and Will still smelled like rotten fish. It was terrible, but at least they could tell people now that they fought a giant ass of a spider while I got kicked down a set of stairs.

      “How did you know the tear would be there?” Amy asked as we walked down the path.

      “It guided me from the beginning, showing me the way,” Will answered.

      Scar and I nodded.

      “Where are we now?” She asked.

      “Don’t know, but I know Cade or your brother are here somewhere. What is your brother’s worst fear?”

      “Losing me. Seeing each other die is both of our worst fears. Well, Simon might have one just bigger than me. His heart extended to his friends, so I assume it’s all of us.”

      “Let’s go.” Will took a running pace through the woods. We didn’t know which way to go. It was a nightmare to be honest, and it felt as if we were running for hours.

      Eventually, a house came into view. Light seeped through the windows.

      The house was a sweet old cottage, but what was weird was the marshmallow feature to the walls and s’more looking roof. Candy canes became the door and the sweet smell of ginger bread reached my nostrils.

      “Is that a house made of sweets?” Scar asked.

      Amy grunted and rushed toward the house.

      “Amy, don’t!” Will and I both yelled.

      She broke off a piece of giant cookie from the roof and scooped some of the cream with the cookie in her hand. “I’m hungry.”

      “Eat and your ass will stay here,” Will roared. “Get that!”

      She froze and stared at Will. The cookie covered with cream in her hand fell on the ground. The cream splattered on the grass. “What?”

      “You are not hungry. It might feel like a long time since you’ve been here. But it’s not.”

      She wiped the cream and cookie stuck on her hand down her pants as Will walked to the door. Amy retreated from the cookie roof and came running toward us.

      “Gumdrops.” Scar inspected the decoration on the postbox right in front of the door.

      “The entire house is made of cake and sweets,” Amy said.

      “No shit, Hermy, we can see that,” Scar replied.

      “It smells divine,” she grunted.

      “Don’t you dare,” I reminded her.

      Amy shook her head as if the house was egging her on to take a bite.

      Will opened the door. It creaked all the way and opened into a warm, little kitchen.

      I followed him inside.

      It was cozy and reminded me of Maria’s cabin in the woods. Herbs hung from the ceiling, and there was an enormous fireplace roaring with yellow flames. A giant pot filled with something boiled over the fire. It smelled sweet and intoxicating, aching my belly. Stop it, Max. You are not hungry.

      Grunts came from the hallway, and we all shook out of the illusion that tried to lure us into eating the food. Will inspected the other room and stepped through the entry first.

      “Cade, Simon!” he yelled and pulled out his weapon as he disappeared through the entryway and into the room.

      Muffled screams followed, and Amy didn’t think. She darted behind Will. Scar and I stared at each other before we followed the two of them.

      Chocolate immediate welcomed my nostrils. A big wide strip of it covered the walls, and two figures were drifting toward a glistening opening.

      Amy was busy pulling at the first figure. Her fingers slipped, and she fell on her ass. “Don’t just stand there, help me,” Amy yelled, and Scar and I darted forward.

      “We got this one, help Amy,” Scar said, and Will rushed over to Amy and helped her. A string of chocolate sauce squirted our way and caught Scar around her foot. The sticky sauce pulled her into the wall.

      “Max!”

      “Will!” I yelled and tried to break Scar free. She grabbed my arms as the sticky sauce refused to let her go.

      I would not let her go, either. I pulled harder and ducked as another string of chocolate squirted my way.

      Scar got free, and we both fell on our backs. She crushed my bony ass, as she was heavier than me.

      The first figure was almost at the mouth. Amy and Will finally got him free. He coughed.

      “Si.” Amy touched her brother.

      “Ames,” Simon spoke tiredly.

      “Help!” Will yelled as he tried to free the second one.

      We all rushed toward him.

      “Let me go, Will,” Cade spoke tiredly.

      “No, never.” He grunted. “Release your ability.”

      “I already used mine.”

      “Simon?” Will asked.

      “Already used mine too.”

      “Fuck. Ames.”

      “Sorry, Will. I tried to drown the spider.”

      What was a bird going to do? Tears pricked at my eyes as Cade was really stuck.

      Will screamed, and four more popped out of him. They helped us all pull. With a tear, Cade snapped off the wall. The other Wills pulled into the original.

      “How?” Cade asked.

      “I don’t fucking know. What happened? How did both of you get stuck here?”

      “Can we please get out of here before she claims us again?” Cade asked.

      “She?” Scar jumped up, ready to attack.

      Will grabbed my wrist as he had Cade on the other side of him. The guy was dead tired.

      I helped, taking Cade’s other side, walking to the door.

      Simon, his sister, and Scar followed as he explained. “The house is alive. The trail of chocolate is like her tongue. You just saved both of us from becoming her meal.”

      We were back in the front area, with the enormous fireplace.

      “Then I say burn the fucking bitch,” Will said.

      “Best idea ever, mate,” Cade seconded.

      Outside, we put Cade on the grass, away from the house, and the girls were on our heels struggling with Simon. He almost fell face first into the ground. I could only imagine how tired both of them must be.

      Will tore another piece of his shirt and took out his lighter.

      Cade stared at it. His gaze flickered to the blade stuck in my belt and the weapon that Will had placed in his. “How did you—”

      “Debs said to put everything I could on me. It was like she knew this was going to happen,” Will replied.

      “Fuck,” Simon said and wanted to brush his hand through his hair, but left it as he was covered in sticky sauce.

      Will walked back to the house.

      He wasn’t joking about setting things on fire. He’d proved he had it in him at the tavern.

      He disappeared inside, and my heart started to pound as fire lapped at the windows of the area where Cade and Si were stuck.

      “Will,” Simon yelled. Cade’s deranged cry followed.

      Will finally jumped through the fire and ran toward us. My heart felt as if it dropped to my stomach.

      When he reached us, Scar punched his arm. “Don’t scare us like that. Where were you?”

      “I underestimated how fast she’d catch on fire.”

      The windows from the room that Cade and Simon were in had melted. The candy canes, the gumdrops, the marshmallow walls, everything had turned to a gooey substance.

      “She looked delicious,” Amy said, and we all burst out laughing.

      Her brother hugged her, still covered in chocolate, the same as Cade.

      “You guys smelled bad,” Si pointed out.

      “Yes, thanks to your sister and a fucking spider,” Scar mumbled.

      Simon looked at Amy. “Spiders?”

      “Don’t ask. I’m just glad that it wasn’t real.”

      “Eating house is lamer than spiders, dude,” Will said.

      “You think this was our fear?” Cade asked.

      “It’s Brick’s fear. Eating house. What the fuck?” Simon said.

      “Brick is afraid of this shit?” Scar asked.

      “Yeah, Simon and I ran into each other. I found a tear.”

      “You found it too?” Will asked.

      “It’s in every scene,” Scar commented.

      “Well, I climbed through it and did not know where to go. But I ran into Simon,” Cade said.

      “Literally,” Simon added.

      “And we heard their screams. We thought it might be you guys. We tried to help the idiots.”

      “Wait, Brick and them got eaten?” I asked.

      “No, we got them free. I froze the chocolate, and they broke out. We were about to get out when the string shot out and grabbed me. I didn’t know it could do that. Cade used his ability trying to get me free and got sucked in too. Sorry, dude.”

      “Thank heavens we have better friends than those idiots,” Cade breathed.

      Will’s eyebrows furrowed. “They just left you?”

      “We are hybrids, Will. Of course, they left us,” Cade answered.

      “Fucking assholes,” Will hissed.

      “So we’ve all used our ability?” Simon questioned.

      “I haven’t, but what does seeing the future help in the maze?” Scar asked.

      “More than you know,” Will said. “You could see what we are going up against next.”

      I lifted my hand. “I haven’t used my ability either.” Not that a bird was going to be helpful against whatever lay ahead.

      Will looked at Scar. “Please, I need to know.”

      She sighed as the house continued to melt behind us. There weren’t even screams coming out of it.

      I leaned into Will and whispered, “It doesn’t disappear.”

      “Yeah, I noticed.”

      Meaning that the house was real.

      Scar’s eyes were already closed as she concentrated. She gasped.

      “What do you see?”

      “A swamp monster. It’s huge, Will.” Her lower lip trembled. “It’s growling like a bear. It’s angry, and it’s going to attack the crowd.”

      “What?” Cade asked.

      “I’m not making it up.”

      “Hold on to the vision. Do you see us?”

      “No,” she blinked. “No, no, no.”

      “Fuck!” Will shouted.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s not you. We have to fight that thing, and we’ve already used our gifts and spells. Unless you can turn into a dragon, Lane, but as we all know, your spells suck.”

      “Sure. Why not?” I tried to elevate the severity that we found ourselves still in. A swamp monster?

      “Dragon?” Amy asked.

      “It has wings.”

      “You are not a dragon, Max,” Scar yelled.

      “I could turn into the mythical creature one,” I said.

      “You never know.” Si sounded more hopeful.

      “Okay, let’s go. We need to finish this. I want to go home,” Will said. He’d proven himself the badass of this group.

      A swamp monster? How the hell were we going to beat that?
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      There was no tear this time. We walked in a group and felt sticky from the chocolate goo that had almost consumed us all.

      Scar and Will were covered with the spider guts too. It could not be a nice feeling.

      Will’s chin dipped as he walked. His strides were slower, and his dagger was inside his belt again.

      I rushed toward him. “You okay?”

      “I’m fine. That mimic took a lot out of me. It has never done it like that before.” He rubbed the back of his head.

      I squeezed his arm. Hoped it would alleviate some of the stress. “Hey, you saved Cade’s life. That’s all that counts.”

      He huffed, and a small smile tugged at the corner of his lips.

      “Lake,” Simon yelled and ran toward the lake. Cade was right behind him.

      “Fuck, finally,” Will said before he followed Simon and Cade.

      Amy giggled as she followed the three of them.

      The boys dove in as Scar’s gaze fluttered around. The corners of her eyes pulled down.

      “You said swamp. This isn’t a swamp.” I had to get the chocolate off my neck and out of my hair. My hands felt sticky too. I walked into the water, and I had to admit the cool touch against my skin felt refreshing.

      Scar stood on the edge, wringing her hands as she kept looking around her.

      I motioned for her to come, and she walked toward me. The worry ebbed on her facial features.

      I helped to wash the chocolate off her back and hair. The eye still freaked me out, but it was closed at this moment.

      The chocolate washed off, and after a few minutes, everyone got out of the lake.

      They still smelled, but not as bad as before.

      “So which direction?” Will asked.

      “We know as much as you do, Will,” Simon replied.

      Just then, a huge red-light flare shot into the air. We all stared at it as it lit up the sky for a few seconds before falling back to the earth.

      Warmth spread back into my body.

      “Let’s go,” Cade said, and we all followed him down the path. I didn’t like the ambience. It felt as if we were getting closer to the beginning before they’d separated us from each other.

      “This is it,” Cade said.

      “The swamp man, I’ve seen it.” Scar’s voice broke, and I hooked my arm into hers.

      Simon stopped. “If this is the beginning, anything can happen. We need to tie ourselves together.”

      The boys agreed.

      “With what, Si?” Amy asked.

      He took off his vest and his shirt. Simon had a beautiful body, with ripped muscles and a flat stomach.

      He tore his shirt into tiny ropes and then knotted them together. Cade and Will helped, tying it on each of us. “If one of us gets taken, the rest of us will follow.”

      We would not take that chance of splitting up again.

      Simon put on his vest. His bare arms sticking from the sleeves. “You guys ready?”

      We all nodded and then started walking again.

      “Scar, does anything look familiar?” Will asked.

      “Not yet. But I’m sure something sinister is going to jump out around the next corner.”

      A corner turned up ahead, and we all sucked in a breath as we rounded it. It was just another long path with long hedges and trees surrounding us.

      “A swamp?” I whispered. There wasn’t any sign of a swamp.

      “I don’t know. It’s something I saw.”

      The goat man stepped out of the shadows and stood in front of us with his arms crossed.

      “Barock!” Cade sounded happy to see him.

      My gut spun like crazy, and the muscles in my shoulders strung tight; something wasn’t right.

      Cade walked slower as he neared him, and Simon walked faster toward Cade.

      “What is this?” Simon asked Barock.

      “I’m not parting with any of you. Gabriel will never know that I double-crossed him.”

      “What?” Simon said.

      “What don’t you understand? We need you at our court. The way I see it, the seer is already part of the Seelie Court, not to mention the bird.”

      Scar and I stared at each other. Oh crap.

      “The rest of you have abilities that we desperately seek. I’m sorry, this will hurt.” He growled and then grew bigger and bigger and bigger.

      Cade and Simon stepped back toward us as all of our necks craned to stare up at Barock’s growing figure.

      How the hell were we going to fight him and make it out alive to tell the commander about the snake double-crossing him? He would kill him. If it was one thing I knew, Gabriel would slash him open.

      The earth rumbled as Barock turned into a giant.

      He picked up Cade, knowing that he couldn’t do a thing, and Will and Scarlet threw him with spells.

      “What are you guys doing?” Amy yelled.

      “Remember what Hendrix said,” Will yelled as he released another spell. “If they interfere, the deal is off. They broke the rules. Now all we have to do is get out of this fucking maze.”

      “Will, do you still have water with you?”

      “None, sorry, Ames.” Will tried to shift, but he couldn’t. “Cade, use your ability.”

      “I can’t. Something is blocking it.” Cade’s body was lighting up. Blue shot from the giant’s grip. Cade’s eyes were light blue and glowing brighter.

      It didn’t stop Will and Scarlet from releasing more spells.

      Cade spoke a few spells too, but the giant hand refused to let him go.

      Barock growled as spells ricocheted off his body. His giant figure melted into black goo and splashed on the ground, taking Cade with him.

      “Cade!” Will and Si yelled. Scar’s shrilly voice murdered my ears.

      The jolt came as we got yanked forward toward the black lake.

      Shit, this wasn’t happening.

      We pulled against the tugging. It was futile, but I refused to stop. I was last, and my feet skidded. I wasn’t strong enough.

      Simon screamed before he disappeared into the black lake.

      “Si!” Amy yelled behind him. Her worst fear was coming true again.

      “Will, please?” Amy got pulled under.

      Will grunted. Scar yelled spells, but nothing worked. My legs cramped.

      How was a bird going to get them out of this? I needed the dragon. I needed a beast that could fly us back to the entrance. We were so close; I could feel it.

      Will disappeared, and it was just me and Scarlet.

      “Max, I’m sorry.” Sobs left Scarlet’s lips as her legs were inside the swamp. I tried to pull back, but nothing.

      The goo had swallowed Scar’s lower body.

      C’mon, beast. C’mon, dragon. I tried to push, but the shift refused to come.

      It had come the last time my friends were in danger. Why not this time?

      My feet slid. The mud was running up my legs. It was not normal mud either. It was gooey and sticky, almost like the chocolate sauce in the cookie house.

      I looked at where Scar had been. She was gone. “Scar!” I didn’t even sound like me anymore.

      My friends were all deep down in this dark puddle. Cade could be dead by now. Tears pricked in my eyes just thinking about it.

      The goo pushed against my neck. I couldn’t do anything anymore.

      This was it.

      I needed my ability. I hadn’t used it yet.

      “Dragon!” I screamed, and a stabbing pain came as the mud pulled me in completely.

      Everything hurt, as something was freeing itself from me.

      The mud wasn’t as strong as it was a few seconds ago. I reached out with my arm. My hand hooked on solid ground and nails locked into the surface. No, not nails, talons.

      I pulled, and a growl pushed from my lips. A beastly type of growl.

      Black ooze covered gigantic paws. I couldn’t even see what I was. I pulled myself free from the mud and shook it off.

      I was a beast. Fur with particles of black mud clung to me. I looked at the pool.

      My friends were in there.

      Without thinking, I dove back in and felt someone.

      I grabbed whoever it was with my front legs and kicked with my hind legs against the current. Something told me it was Scar, but it could be anyone. I pushed back until I reached the edge and clawed myself out.

      I pulled her out. The string was still attached to her. I picked her up with my mouth and pulled. A second body appeared.

      Will.

      He coughed. I didn’t know how that was possible. Maybe he’d kept telling himself it wasn’t real. I didn’t know, but he coughed.

      Then came Amy.

      Will slid backwards, and he lifted his head and looked back at me.

      “Max?”

      I couldn’t growl or anything. He helped with pulling, and Amy flopped on to the edge. Simon was right behind her, and last was Cade.

      There was no sign of Barock. The snake thought he had won.

      On the opposite side of the black lake, the sound of a crowd cheering vibrated through the ground. We were close.

      I didn’t think. We could resuscitate the others outside the maze. I ran and dipped my nose under Scarlet, chucked her onto my back. She stayed in one place due to the sticky goo. Will was next.

      “Lane, what are you doing?”

      Then it was Amy and Simon. Cade was last.

      I jumped and leapt for edges, pushed myself against it and leapt further.

      “You can do it, Lane. What the hell are you even?”

      The third leap and I landed on the other side of the black pool. Will hollered his excitement. “Go, Lane, go.”

      My legs mustered all the strength I had as we sped through the hedge.

      “We are the swamp monster,” Will laughed. “Lane, we are the swamp monster.”

      I didn’t think about that.

      The entrance came closer fast, and I could see the outline of the two commanders. Commander Hendrix’s arm turned into a crossbow, and Commander Charles’ palm lit up. Will was still excited, not seeing any of it.

      A growl pushed out of me. He was the only one awake. He needed to focus.

      

      
        
        GABRIEL

        (EARLIER)

      

      

      I hated the waiting game, and it infuriated me that Jonathan only tuned in on the pure bloods. I pricked up one ear to listen while I kept mulling over in my head what Max had said to Ben.

      The idiot was sitting next to Storm. Was I really draining? I didn’t know how I felt about it, or about not hearing a damn thing of what was going on inside the Moore. The few things we had picked up so far weren’t great.

      “They all separated?” Ed whispered, meaning that he’d tuned in too.

      “I don’t like this feeling,” I breathed.

      My muscles strung tight as I prayed for any sound of the hybrids, but none came. Jonathan was deliberately doing it. This was payback for last year.

      I paced the length of where they had seated us this year.

      Ed stopped me after a while as I was probably working on his nerves. Then I stood with arms folded. Ed sat next to Simone and Vincent. I couldn’t sit, not in times like these.

      Half an hour in, Max’s voice finally came up.

      Easy, Gabe. Ed is already on to you. You can only lie so much.

      She was alone.

      Ed got up and leaned over the hip-height wall. “All of them split. After everything we told them.”

      I shook my head. Usually, the hybrids stuck together. She was alone. Her friends would not have left her. Especially Will. He was just as obsessed with Max’s gift as I was.

      “Something is not right,” I replied.

      “Who are you?” Max’s words caressed my ears. Who was her worst fear? “That I should press the button and someone would come and get me. I—”

      Please don’t, you can do this.

      Silence lingered.

      “Then it means I wouldn’t be on the Shield.”

      I looked at Ed. Who was her fear?

      “Who are you?” Max asked.

      Silence followed again, and it gnawed on the walls of my stomach.

      “No,” Max finally said.

      A ruckus broke out, and I assumed she was fighting something.

      I tuned in harder. She whimpered, and it put me on edge. I glared at Barock. What were they facing?

      “There is no way that I will allow you to harness my ability. This is mine. I don’t care what you think about me,” Max spoke through gritted teeth.

      More thumping as every cord in my stomach had strung tight.

      “Will?” Max cried out, and it felt as if I could breathe then.

      “It’s not Commander Hendrix, Lane. It’s part of the illusion.”

      I froze. I was her worst fear.

      Ed looked at me. I pretended I didn’t hear it. I’d really failed her if I’d become her worst fear.

      The channel changed again to a pure blood. The wolves. Brick, Armand, and Fiona’s voices reached my ears. At least they’d stuck together.

      You have five years, Gabe. Five years to gain Max’s trust.
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      Dawn Frederick, a vampire girl, and May Baleson, a witch, gave up. The maze spat them out. They were out of the program.

      An hour later, Katie Solomon, along with Fergie Johnson, stumbled out of the maze with Victor.

      The crowd went crazy as I grabbed Victor’s arm.

      “Where is everyone else?”

      “Stuck in that fucking maze.”

      “We said stick together,” I snarled.

      “Stay together…we tried. There were spells that pushed us apart from each other.” He sounded deranged. “It’s a miracle I found Katie and Fergie.”

      I squinted at Victor before my gaze flickered to Barock, speaking to Jonathan. “Go sit.”

      Victor went to sit.

      Ed passed Victor, staring at them as he crossed toward me. “What was that about?”

      “I told you, I don’t have a good feeling.”

      “If they broke the rules, Gabe… We said no splitting them apart.”

      “We need proof if he did. He would say that it was part of the illusion. That they split up themselves.”

      The two dragons came out together around the two-hour mark. They fell dead tired in front of our feet.

      Patrice cried.

      “We made it, Pat,” Duncan said.

      Vincent and Simone reached them to make sure that their vitals were okay. They led them to the stone seats and gave them blankets and water.

      Ed crouched on his haunches in front of Patrice when Simone finished her check-up. I didn’t listen to what they spoke about.

      Ed came back. “Patrice and Duncan are saying the same thing. That spells split them up.”

      My gaze flickered to Barock, who refused to look in my direction, entertaining his little friends that crowded around him. He’d broken my rules. They’d had to stick together. If what Victor and Duncan were saying was true, that they couldn’t, then Barock had broken that rule. They were all still in the program.

      The third hour mark came. There was no sign of the wolves or the hybrids.

      I got antsy as Jonathan received some interference from the maze.

      The muscles in my neck coiled, and I was on that edge of snapping and ripping a faun’s head off. Barock got thrilled as I still waited on the two djinns, my hybrids, and the wolves.

      Four Selectives came crashing through. My heart lifted, only to realize it was the wolves.

      They were covered in brown shit as they stumbled toward me.

      “A fucking eating house,” Brick sounded deranged. “An eating house?”

      The crowd snickered. This guy was seriously playing on my nerves.

      Brick grabbed Edward around the shoulders.

      “Easy,” Edward growled. “Go wash up and sit down.”

      “Where are the hybrids?” I asked.

      “They are useless,” Brick said and walked away. I stopped Armand and Fiona.

      “Where are the hybrids?”

      “We had no choice, Commander,” Armand said with tears in his eyes.

      “Cade and Simon tried to help us, but the house…” Fiona shook her head.

      “You left them?”

      Brick came back. “We didn’t have a choice. It was us or them.”

      “You fucking—”

      Ed stopped me. “Easy, Gabe.”

      “You are off the program. Get out of my sight before I rip you to pieces.”

      “Calm down,” Ed hissed at me and looked at the three of them. “Go sit down.”

      I ground on my teeth, trying to calm down.

      “He didn’t interfere.”

      “Cade has seven years, Ed. Simon, one. Where the hell are Will and the girls?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Where was Max?

      I looked at my watch. There were five minutes left.

      The earth shook, and my gaze flickered up toward the entrance.

      Something big was coming. My gaze fluttered to Barock. He looked alert.

      The soldiers of the Seelie Court pulled out their swords and started making their way toward us.

      It was an illusion that was breaking out.

      My hand turned into my crossbow as Ed’s hand took flame.

      Hollering reached my ears, then a beastly growl.

      I gasped as a big swamp monster came running out of the maze.

      I released three arrows into the lower part, and it stumbled.

      The swamp monster broke apart, and limbs scattered all over the ground.

      “Commander Hendrix, don’t. It’s us,” Will yelled.

      Ed pushed my bow down as a few arrows released and missed both our feet.

      “William,” Ed yelled.

      William crawled to the first body and started CPR.

      It finally coughed.

      “How?” Cade asked.

      “Lane, she…Lane!”

      Max. My gaze flickered to the lower part of the swamp monster. Will crawled and skidded next to it.

      “Lane!”

      Ben and Storm jumped from their seats and ran as fast as they could toward the lump of black mud.

      “Lane, speak to me?” Will urged.

      It growled and moaned. Ben reached it at the same time Ed did.

      “Get me Vincent now!” Ed yelled.

      “Max?” Ben asked. “She turned into a beast?”

      “She was magnificent, saved all of us,” Will answered.

      I’d shot Max.

      Cade was doing CPR on another body. Life found my feet, and I rushed toward the other two that laid lifeless and started CPR on the one.

      “Scar,” Storm was next to one figure, “Wake up!” She slapped her hard.

      “It’s not real,” I yelled, and Amy coughed.

      “You bastard,” Simon yelled, and I looked over my shoulder at who he stared at.

      Barock looked at him as Simon leaped off his feet and rushed toward him.

      The corner of Barock’s lips tweaked. That fucking faun. “Simon, no!”

      He didn’t stop.

      I followed, as an attack from any of the Selectives would claim all of them. This was what the asshole wanted. I would not make it. I had no choice. One of my arrows flew from my hand and pegged Simon in the upper thigh. He stumbled a few feet in front of Barock.

      I opened my speed and jumped over Simon’s body, then grabbed the faun around his neck. Barock didn’t expect that, and his smile disappeared at once.

      My bow pointed down at his skull. “What is he talking about?”

      “Easy, Gabe. I was here the whole time. I don’t know what he is speaking about.”

      Simon growled and moaned. “You fucking shot me?”

      “Quiet,” I yelled.

      “You are a fucking psycho,” Simon grunted.

      “What happened?” I roared at Simon, not taking my gaze off the faun.

      “Fuck you,” Simon yelled, deranged, and grunted again.

      “Will?” I yelled as Simone attended to Simon. Moans and grunts still escaped his lips.

      “Shoot him!” Will yelled.

      “What?”

      “He wants all of us. The asshole didn’t care how.” He came close, but Ed kept Will back.

      “Let me have him,” Will grunted.

      “No, stop. You hit him and you all stay,” Ed commanded.

      Everyone fell silent after Ed yelled out why we couldn’t kill him.

      “The rules were over in that maze,” Will said.

      My gaze flickered back to Barock.

      “I was here the whole time, Gabe.”

      “Bullshit,” Will yelled. “You were in that maze, telling us you betrayed him, that this time you didn’t care.”

      I pressed my bow harder against his temple.

      “Gabe, the boy swallowed a lot of mud. He is delusional.”

      “It’s the fucking truth,” Cade yelled.

      “It is,” Scar said too, her voice faltering. She was close to tears. The Moore will do that to you.

      “It really happened,” Amy confirmed.

      “Five hybrids saying the same thing.” I let him go even if I wanted to slit this mother fucking faun open from navel to chin. “It’s over. I want all my runners out of that maze, and they are all coming back with me.”

      Barock’s nostrils flared.

      “Get me Jonathan, now!”

      “Gabriel.”

      “Now, Barock!”

      He nodded as Jonathan walked down the steps toward us.

      “It’s over. Get the two djinns out now. We are leaving.”

      “Gabriel?”

      “The rules were broken in that maze. Splitting them up when I deliberately said no splitting them up, Jonathan, and that last pull you did with my hybrids. No interference from any of you; those were the rules.”

      “It could’ve been…”

      “What? Their worst fear? They couldn’t have the same fear. Stop trying to sweet talk yourself out of this one. We didn’t break the rules, you did. So if you want to be upset with someone, take it out on Barock, who almost drowned my hybrids in a pool of mud.”

      “It’s not real,” Jonathan said.

      “My arrows were. I want out now, with all of them.”

      “Gabriel, no,” Vincent yelled.

      Jonathan nodded.

      I gasped and was back in the pod.

      I pushed my pod open.

      “Careful, Gabriel,” Jack said as I pushed past him.

      “Where is Max’s pod?” I grunted.

      “What?”

      “Max’s pod, now!” I was still dizzy, but I pushed through it.

      Hozier ran to Max’s pod and opened it.

      She was back in her normal figure. “What the—”

      Big wounds gashed her hip, arm, and leg. Whiskers protruded from her cheeks. The blood pooled out of the pod and onto the floor.

      I stumbled to Max’s pod and leaned against it. “Max. I’m so sorry.”

      “You shot her?” Jack asked.

      “I thought she was an illusion trying to escape the maze.”

      “What?”

      “They fucking double-crossed me.” I let out a scream, seeing black.

      “Who?”

      “They wanted them. She changed into a beast, Jack. It’s not just birds.”

      “Barock admitted it?” Jack asked.

      “Jonathan too. All of them are out. All of them are still part of the program, except the wolves.”

      “I’m so sorry. I can only imagine how much you wanted to kill Barock.”

      “The urge was almost uncontrollable.”

      “Max,” Ben screamed as Doctor Hozier worked on her. Vincent and Simone were still grouchy.

      “Ben, relax. She will be fine,” Hozier said.

      “Is Max okay?” Simon struggled to get out of it. His leg was already healed as Simone had healed it inside the illusion.

      He grabbed it and stared at it. He looked up at me and back at Max. “Why isn’t she healing?”

      “You got treatment. I pulled us out too fast. I’m sorry.”

      “You fucking shot us.”

      “We had a contract. I saved your life by shooting you in the leg.”

      “I need to get Max into the infirmary,” Hozier said. “We need blood. She’s lost a lot.”

      “Spell?” I asked.

      “A spell won’t work,” Hozier said.

      “Take mine,” I offered.

      “We can’t. Only vampires and witches.”

      “Mine,” Scar said.

      “I’m here too,” Ed spoke.

      I stared at him.

      “You didn’t know, Gabe.”

      I brushed my hand through my hair. Max could still die, and it wouldn’t be her mind’s doing, but my doing. All mine.
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      I woke up. Saw that all of my friends sat around my bed. It looked as if they’d slept here too.

      Will entered with a cup of coffee in his hands. “Lane? Thank fuck.”

      I laughed tiredly. “What happened?”

      “What is the last thing you remember?”

      “Commander Hendrix’s arrows penetrating me.”

      He nodded. “He shot Simon too.”

      “What?”

      “Had too because he wanted to kill the faun. If Hendrix hadn’t, the deal would be off and we all would’ve stayed.”

      “That was what he meant?”

      “Yeah, he didn’t bargain on the commander not killing him.”

      “He is still alive?”

      “As hard as it was, yeah. The Seelie broke the rules. We are all out of the Moore. Including the fucking werewolves.”

      “They are still in the program?”

      “No. Rumors are that Gabriel was furious they left Simon and Cade.”

      “How is everyone?”

      Tears pooled in Will’s eyes. “You saved us all, Lane.”

      “Stop. I knew I had a dragon in me.”

      “Not a dragon. You looked like some sort of hybrid wolf.”

      “Hybrid wolf?”

      “According to Vincent.”

      “Hybrid wolf?”

      Will leaned closer. “You know what this means?”

      “No, what?”

      “It’s not just birds, Lane. It’s every animal you want to be, you can be.”

      Every animal. My mind was still trying to process the fact that Commander Hendrix had shot me. How was I going to process this?

      “He thought we were a swamp monster,” Will explained.

      “Exactly what Scar had seen?”

      “Yeah, she is going to be one hell of a Seer when the right time comes.”

      “You think? She saw us almost dying, Will.”

      “Okay, so it is twisted, but that is Scar.”

      Scar woke up from her chair. “Hey, I’m not twisted.”

      Laughter left Will and my lips.

      “Max.” Her chin wobbled, and she came in for a hug.

      “Stop crying. You made it out of the Run. We all did.”

      “Thanks to you. Nobody said we would still have to live through the trauma of the Run.”

      “Just imagine living with them.”

      “I’m sure it’s not facing your worst fears.”

      “I don’t know,” Will said. “My uncle said that the Seelie Court is a bit messed up. Not as cute and fluffy as everyone thinks.”

      “Why do I still feel like shit?” I asked.

      Scar sighed. “You lost a lot of blood.”

      “He didn’t know, Scar,” Will added. “Maybe if you’d seen that we were the swamp monster, then I could’ve paid more attention to Commander Hendrix’s arrows.”

      She rolled her eyes as she stared at me. “You will feel better in the next few days, okay?”

      “From the amount of hybrids that gave you their blood,” Will said.

      “I got hybrid blood?”

      “Witches and vampires only,” Scar replied.

      “Awesome. Maybe my spells will work now.”

      Scar laughed. “There is nothing wrong with your witch’s side. You are rusty, that’s all.”

      I chuckled.

      “Thanks, Lane. For not giving up on us,” Will said.

      “Hey, you were the first one not giving up.”
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        * * *

      

      I woke up again as Commander Charles sat next to me.

      Ben’s voice was on the other side.

      “She’s awake,” Ben said, and I chuckled tiredly.

      He hovered over me. “You turned into a beast, so hot.”

      Commander Charles cleared his throat.

      “You can cover your ears. I’m speaking to my girlfriend here.”

      “Your girlfriend?” I asked.

      “If you’ll have me. You gave me quite a scare when you exited that maze. We were ready to help when we realized you weren’t a swamp monster but the hybrids. Commander Hendrix had pulled us out too fast.” Ben sighed. “When I woke up, Dr. Hozier was already busy trying to stop the holes in your leg, arm, and stomach. There was blood everywhere, and I couldn’t do shit. I couldn’t even give you blood.”

      “Enough,” Commander Charles said, and then I realized he was here, giving me blood. “You’ll be fine.”

      “He could’ve killed her,” Ben said.

      “He didn’t. In our defense, we thought it was an illusion that was trying to escape the Run.”

      “At least I can say that the Weapon Wielder tried to kill me and I lived.”

      “It’s not funny, Max,” Commander Charles said.

      “It’s a little funny. He did a shitty job.”

      “You can be glad he didn’t aim to kill you. How do you feel?” Commander Charles questioned.

      “Hungry.”

      “That is good. Ben, go grab Max something to eat.”

      “On it,” Ben said, gave me a kiss, and left.

      “You want something to drink?” Commander Charles asked.

      I pointed to the water jug on the table next to him. “Some of that water will be just fine.”

      He reached next to him, poured me a glass of water from the container, and handed it to me.

      I chugged it down in a few seconds.

      “I’m sorry about the Run, Max. Everything about it.”

      “You didn’t know.”

      “No, I didn’t. Neither did Gabriel. He is obviously punishing himself more than any of us. So if he walks the other way when you are near, don’t take it personally. Know that he is still trying to process that he almost killed you. He’s waited for someone with your skills for such a long time. I don’t want to think what it would’ve been like if you’d died.”

      “Lucky we do not have to think about it. So what did I turn into?”

      Commander Charles laughed. “According to Vincent, some wolf/bear hybrid. He made little sense though, just said that you were powerful and amazing.”

      I breathed a chuckle. “I felt powerful and amazing.”

      “I can promise you that in the next few weeks, we sure as hell are going to push you to find out how this ability of yours truly works.”

      “That would be amazing, if I can finally nail it down and not just transform when my friends are in danger.”

      “Get better, Max, ‘cause something tells me that you are going to need to be ready.”
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        * * *

      

      Scar and Amy couldn’t stop exaggerating over the room we got. Apparently, the three of us were sharing. I couldn’t ask for better roommates or wait to see this room for myself.

      “Breathe in,” Dr. Nolan said. I did and breathed out a few seconds later.

      He took the stethoscope out of his ears and hung it around his neck. “I think you are good to go. But if you feel lightheaded, you come back immediately. Also, tell the commanders and captains to take it easy the next two days, okay?”

      I nodded.

      The corner of his lips tweaked before he left.

      Scar and Amy slipped back into the room, and I was finally free to leave the infirmary.

      Amy grabbed my bag and Scarlet under my arm. She was such a mother hen.

      The path to our new room led past the building of our old dorms, toward the girls’ building, opposite Hall H and up some concrete steps.

      It wasn’t a far climb as we’d gotten a room on the first floor.

      A few doors on our right and Amy slid in the key. “Yours are in the room.”

      I walked in and instantly loved how cozy the place was. Amy and Scar had made my bed. It had new bedding that Scar or Amy’s mother must have bought. I really needed to buy my own things soon.

      Amy put my bag on my bed against the wall. A second bed was right underneath the big ass window with a third bed against the opposite wall. There were desks next to each bed. Mine was empty.

      “How do you really feel?” Scar asked.

      “I’m fine, truly. I can’t wait to get back to training and for everything to go back to normal.”

      Smiles spread on both girls’ faces.

      “What?”

      “Nothing,” Amy said.

      “We are glad that we have a friend that can turn into a bad ass beast when danger is near.”

      “Oh, I see. So I’m always going to be the one that gets shot at.”

      Scar wrapped her arm around my shoulder. “And there will always be a lot of us to save you, Max. We are stuck with each other, and nobody is going to pull us apart.”

      Amy joined our hug, and I was so glad that these awesome girls were my friends. My best friends.

      The hug broke, and the girls helped me to settle in. They spoke about training. How Commander Hendrix booted off the wolves. According to Storm, every person who came out of that maze alone was booted off, but because of the spells that had pulled us apart at the beginning, they couldn’t tell who would’ve gotten out of there alone. Armand and Fiona had told Commander Hendrix the truth that they’d left Cade and Simon in the house of sweets.

      “You never told us what your fear was,” Amy said, looking at me.

      “You know all of ours, Max,” Scar added.

      “Will didn’t tell you?”

      They shook their heads.

      I huffed. “I guess I have two. The ranch and Commander Hendrix.”

      “The commander?”

      “His hands can turn into weapons, and he’s proven that he would shoot any of us if we ever step out of line.”

      They fell quiet. I was glad that they bought it. It didn’t sound as pathetic as disappointing him, or him wanting to kill me. I didn’t understand how I could still feel this way about him. What was it about him that made it so difficult to give my entire heart to Ben? I pushed it to the back of my mind. “Will told you his fear?”

      “His dad was a horrible drunk,” Scar answered. “He used to beat them, and it got out of hand. That was when his uncle stepped in. He and his mom had been living with him for the past two years.”

      Amy nodded confirming Scarlet’s story. All I knew was that we would be okay if Will was around. His mind was almost impenetrable, and if it wasn’t for him, we would all still be stuck in our worst fears.

      I got dressed for this afternoon’s training and then I went to lunch.

      Ben wrapped his arms around me before guiding me to the seat next to him.

      Storm applauded, the rest followed. Heat burned my cheeks as I looked away, only to lock eyes on Commander Hendrix.

      His gaze shifted from mine to Commander Charles. I looked back at Ben with a smile and shook my head.

      “A freak’n beast,” Storm kept saying.

      “Would you stop it? Before I turn into another beast and devour you.”

      She swallowed her words, making Scar laugh, who planted a kiss on Storm’s temple.

      Lunch got served and after that, I spent some time with Ben before it was time to go to training.

      I entered the training arena with Scar and Amy. Everyone applauded like at lunch.

      I bowed, forcing a couple of whoops and chuckles out of the others, before I rushed down the steps and sat next to Scarlet. There was no sign of Commander Hendrix. Only Commander Charles.

      “How do you feel, Max?”

      “Brand new, Commander Charles.”

      “Good, it’s what we want to hear. All of you are together again, so it’s time to move forward, turning you into the best damn Shield members. Welcome to the program, Max.”

      Another round of applause elicited in the air as a warmth exploded in my gut and spread through my entire body. I’d finally found my place where I belong.
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      Jack summoned me to his office.

      When I entered, there was an envelope on his desk with the Shield’s crest pressed into the wax seal. Leaving Max alone gnawed at the gut. Leaving her alone with Ben was twenty thousand times worse.

      “I can’t—”

      “Gabriel, General Armstel asked for you. The note that came with it said it was urgent. I’m sure you can discuss your future assignments with him.”

      I nodded and grabbed the envelope. Tore it open as Jack waited for the timeframe I’d be away from the academy.

      “He doesn’t say, but he needs me there as soon as possible.”

      “Let me know when you discover the timeframe so that we can make other arrangements to get another trainer.”

      I nodded and left. Went immediately to my room and dialed Ed’s number.

      I put it on the loudspeaker next to my open bag. It rang as I walked to my closet, grabbed clothes, and chucked them in my bag.

      “Gabe?” Ed answered.

      “General Armstel is summoning me. I don’t know why.”

      “When?”

      “Now. I’ll give word if this is permanent or just for a mission.”

      “You want me to come with?”

      “I’ll let you know if it’s something where I would need your assistance.”

      “Okay, speak to you later.” The call cut, and I zipped up my bag and walked out of my room.

      I dialed Alexis’ number as I headed for the gate. She was part of the Shield, and her masters and mistresses knew her phone had to be on during classes.

      It rang.

      “Commander Hendrix?”

      “Meet me at the gate.”

      “Now?”

      “Yes, it will only be for a few minutes.”

      “Okay. I’ll be there in two.”

      “Thanks.”

      I rushed down the pathway and found Ed waiting. “I told you, I would call you.”

      “Why does he want you?”

      “He didn’t say, just that he needs me.”

      “It doesn’t sound like him, Gabe.”

      “It’s why I need you here. Tell Anya and Dex to be on alert at all times.”

      “We need another trainer.”

      “I don’t know if it’s permanent.”

      “Even if it isn’t, we need another trainer.”

      I got what he was saying. “Next year there will be.”

      “You already have someone in mind?”

      “I do. If I don’t snatch her now, the royals will.”

      “Alexis?”

      Just then the sparkles glittered mid-air. Golden circles appeared and grew bigger. “Yes, we can’t depart with her way of traveling.”

      “She will be an amazing trainer.”

      “I know she will be. We trained her.”

      Ed’s lips marched toward his cheeks as the light creamy walls with a schedule roster pinned on a cork board appeared behind her. She was in her room.

      She jumped through her circle, and it disappeared the second she was on our side. “Where are we going?”

      “It’s just me. Ed is just saying goodbye.”

      Alexis looked at the bag in my hand. “You leaving?”

      “I don’t know yet. General Armstel summoned me. I’ll send word soon.”

      She nodded. “Where to?”

      “The sector.”

      Her hand moved in circular patterns again. The sparkles of her teleportation painted the entrance of the sector. Due to the magic inside the sector, she could only portal us to the entrance.

      “Thanks, Alexis.” I looked at Ed. “See you later.”

      I walked through and on without looking back. I’d never been great with goodbyes, to be honest.

      Plenty of sector workers’ eyes followed me as I marched up the marble steps to the entrance.

      The doors opened, and I placed my bag into the scanning area as I walked through security.

      The little drones flew all around me as I lifted my arms, and one kept hovering at my hands.

      “It’s my X-Gene.”

      “Oh, Commander Lieutenant, we haven’t seen you in a long time. Welcome back to the sector,” the one drone’s AI voice sounded through the speaker.

      I stepped through, took my bag, and walked up to the pod-station that would take me to the Shield sector. The doors swiped open as I entered and sat in the one-seater chair. It swished closed and jolted backward.

      The advertisement that played on a small screen above my head annoyed the crap out of me. They still used me as the face of the Shield among other Shield members. It was a joining advertisement, trying to make the Shield look like a walk in the park.

      Light seeped through as the pod left the tunnel and broke away. It flew automatically in the direction of the Shield sector.

      Tall skyscraper buildings that belonged to all the different sectors stood in a giant round formation.

      Every sector had its crest hovering in mid-air at the entrance.

      Hundreds of similar pods as the one I was traveling in zoomed to where they had to be.

      The huge water slues were right in front with the five-race marble statues at the top. There wasn’t one that represented hybrids yet.

      The pod slowed down.

      “You have reached your destination, Commander Lieutenant Hendrix,” the AI’s voice vibrated through the speakers.

      The click came first before the doors swished open and I climbed out.

      The white concrete floor between twelve gigantic marble statues wearing Shield uniforms welcomed me. Each one resembled a past general that had commanded the Shield. General Armstel’s statue was at the end.

      The real one waited for me by the water fountain. He got up and walked with huge strides, meeting me halfway.

      “General Armstel.”

      “Commander Lieutenant. The sector has missed you.”

      “How can I be of service?”

      “There is a detective working on the missing children’s case. He’s found something.”

      “Great, it doesn’t tell me why I’m here and for how long.”

      “I’m getting there.”

      Get there faster.

      “He demanded to only speak to you.”

      “I see.” I nodded and followed General Armstel into the metal and glass building. It was one of the most beautiful buildings in the sector.

      I dropped off my bag with Topaz, the receptionist. They would probably book me in for the night.

      “This way,” General Armstel indicated, and I followed him toward Eden. A garden that some would say was so magical that it would house all of our people if something were to go wrong. Plenty of people came here to just think, sit among the trees and recoup.

      The detective sat on the bench. He was deep in thought.

      “Detective Seymore,” General Armstel said, and the guy with the short brown hair with bits of grey around the sideburns looked up.

      His eyes were golden as he locked his gaze on me.

      He wore a white button shirt and dark pants with shiny black shoes. He was part of the Shield but a different division: investigation.

      He pushed himself off the bench and swallowed up the distance between us with an outstretched hand. I grabbed it.

      The corner of his lips rose slightly, so did his eyebrows, forming a serious scowl. “Commander Lieutenant Hendrix. Thank you for coming.”

      “What is so important that you couldn’t tell General Armstel?”

      “He doesn’t trust us,” General Armstel said.

      “That was not what I said, General.”

      “It’s what it sounds like.”

      “I’m sorry, if that is what I’m implying.” He looked at me. “What I found is for you to see; please follow me.”

      I nodded. The detective picked up his jacket, and we walked back the way we’d come, out of the building and past the giant statues again to another waiting pod.

      We climbed in, and the pod took us outside the sector, toward Boggervalley that was part of the Djinn Court.

      The pod dropped us off at the station there, and I didn’t like the silence.

      My senses were on alert as I followed Detective Seymore out of the station toward his car.

      I climbed in, and we drove toward the city.

      “So, what did you find?”

      “If I told you, you wouldn’t believe me.”

      “Why couldn’t you tell the general?”

      “Because he is too close to the case. I fear he might bury it.”

      “Bury it?” I squinted.

      “Best to wait and see.”

      I nodded. I only picked up the soft pulse in his neck; sweat dribbled off his hairline.

      His heart beat fast when I tuned in, way too fast. Whatever he’d seen scared the living crap out of him.

      He stopped in front of a house. There was nothing special about the home. It was too quiet for an investigation.

      “Where is everyone?”

      “I told them, I need the premise for today.”

      My gaze squinted. I couldn’t help to feel alert. I climbed out and followed the detective, tuning in to listen if anyone was inside.

      It was as he said. Nobody was inside.

      He unlocked the door and gave me bags to put over my feet. I complied and followed him down the hallways.

      The house was a regular suburban home. Pictures on the walls, a happy djinn family, obviously mixed.

      “Who lives here?”

      “The Dizenburgs. Father is a djinn, mother a werewolf.”

      Like Connor and Matias.

      He entered a room that was cordoned off with yellow tape. He lifted the tape, and I took it from him, nodding for him to go first.

      Our gaze locked, and the corner of his lips curved just barely as he walked through.

      I followed him.

      Blue walls met my gaze. Blue bedding with the Shield’s sigil on it covered the bed. Definitely a boy’s room. My gaze took in everything at once. The picture on his desk he’d last worked on. The photos of his friends on the cork board. The posters on his walls of celebrities. There was one of me, too.

      “It’s the third room in my jurisdiction that’s had you somewhere on their walls.”

      My gaze flickered to Seymore’s. “I’m following the case from the academy. I have a theory about why they are taking them.”

      “Please enlighten me as I can’t think of any other possibilities.”

      “What is it you want to show me that you can’t tell the general about?”

      He nodded and walked to the window. He waved at me, and we went on our haunches, eye level with the sill.

      “What do you see?”

      I looked at the sill. “Nothing…”

      “You see it; I’m not crazy. In the grooves.”

      “Dust.”

      “It’s not dust.”

      I sighed and looked again. I even tuned my sight to the dust. My face slacked. The detective was right. It wasn’t dust, and I got why he couldn’t tell General Armstel. It was sand. Durel’s sand.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I don’t either. As we know of only one person who has sand for an ability.”

      “I assure you, someone on the shadowed has sand. Durel would never do this. Or someone is trying to frame him. Remember who he is protecting and who the shadowed truly belongs to.”

      Silence lingered.

      “I’m not saying your work isn’t impeccable. A lot of detectives would’ve labeled it as dust.”

      “I need to find these children.”

      “We will.”

      “Tell me your theory.”

      “They all have the X-Gene.”

      “How?”

      “It shows up around ten, but most of them only activate it at thirteen.”

      “At ten?”

      “They have someone that can sniff out the hybrids who are born with X-Genes.”

      “Why not take all of them?”

      “They are. In a few years, we won’t have any X-Gene Selectives to train.”

      Seymore’s gaze flickered up to mine.

      “So believe me when I say, it’s just as important for me to find them as it is to you. If I find more, I’ll let you know—and you bet I will look into this—but I can guarantee you it isn’t Durel behind it.”

      “You understand why I couldn’t tell the general?”

      “I do. And you were right to contact me. Some fathers would kill to protect their kids, even the scary-looking ones.”

      “And some fathers beat their kids to the brink of death.”

      I huffed. Was it what he went through? “Some never even met their fathers or know who they are.”

      “Guess that some fathers are really a piece of work.”

      “That they are. But General Armstel falls into the first category. I’ll break it to him, make him see why you had to use other measures.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate it.”

      I worked a bit more of the evidence with Seymore, and I had to admit, someone had really tried to implicate Durel.

      The amount of sand they’d left behind was another thing that tipped me off. Durel would never leave even a speck of sand behind for anyone to find.

      I needed to speak to him. Find out if anything was out of place. If something new had changed in his life.

      Which brought on my next step; I needed to visit the Vampire Court.
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      I left late that night and stopped at Viola’s apartment, a bridge away from the Vampire Court.

      “Gabriel.” She planted her palms on my cheek and kissed my lips. “Ed said that you might make a turn. Come in. How is everything at the academy?”

      “Busy.”

      “I heard what happened at the Run this year.”

      “Something I don’t know how to process yet.”

      “You didn’t know. But she sure sounds special. Turning into any animal is remarkable.”

      My lips curved upwards. “That is Max for you.” I put my bag on the floor.

      “So, what brings you to court?”

      “I need a hearing with one of King Montreal’s guards tomorrow.”

      “Which one?”

      “Durel.”

      “I haven’t seen Durel for the past few days. I think the king forced him to take a break.”

      Disappointment tugged at my facial features. “For how long?”

      “A week, I think.”

      Coincidence?

      “Gabriel, what is going on?”

      I shook my head and touched her arm. “Nothing for you to worry about. If you could be so kind and give me a place to stay, I would appreciate it.”

      “Of course. You can have Edward’s room.”

      “Thank you, Viola.”

      “It’s so quiet now that Ed doesn’t live at home anymore. At times, I could still hear him mending some animal in his room.”

      I laughed. “He only told me recently that he could do that.”

      “Oh, he loves fixing broken things.”

      “Yeah, that sounds like your son.”

      “Can I fix you something to eat?”

      “I won’t say no.”

      “Go, wash up, and get out of those clothes. It looks like the cape is trying to strangle you.”

      I chuckled as I picked up my bag and walked toward Ed’s room.

      It was just the way it always had been. Viola never transitioned it from Ed’s teenage years to his adult years. It was also a constant teaser from me. But like his bald head, he handled this one with flying colors as he loved his momma.

      She was the only mother figure I had left. And there was no way her scar would end up on my arm.

      I took out my tracksuit pants and a shirt before heading to the bathroom.

      Viola’s apartment was cozy and always filled with love.

      The warm water sprayed over my head, drowning out all my thoughts about today but one.

      Max.

      There were days when it felt futile fighting against this bond. It was draining and a lot of times I wondered if giving in to it might feel the opposite. No, it wouldn’t. It might sound like that now, but I knew it would be twenty thousand times more draining.

      She would be bound to me for her entire life, if not longer.

      Ben was the right choice for her at a normal life. Mine was too hectic, too unstable.

      I turned the shower off and climbed out.

      The towel lapped up the water that was on my skin, and I shook out my hair like a dog that got wet.

      I got dressed and as I opened the door, wafts of Viola’s cooking filled my nostrils. I knew it was some leftover meatloaf or other roasted dish, but it still smelled divine.

      I entered the kitchen and helped where I could.

      “Gabriel, go sit. I’m almost done.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I sat down at the small four-seater table she had already set and in less than ten minutes, she placed a plate filled with beef stew on rice in front of me. My stomach growled.

      Viola laughed. “You are just like Edward. Your appetites warm a mother’s heart.”

      “Our tummies are also extremely grateful to you. Thanks. It smells fabulous.”

      She laughed through tight lips. “It’s my pleasure. There’s more if you are still hungry after.”

      I devoured two helpings and then my stomach said no more. We spoke about this year’s Run, especially about the faun and how much I wanted to kill him. That I’d had to shoot one of my Selectives in his leg to save his life and had to keep myself from breaking our deal.

      I didn’t tell her about me being Max’s fear in the maze that she’d had to face, but I told her that we couldn’t see, only hear. I was furious that they had split up, only to find out that they hadn’t. Another game breaker. It was like the faun didn’t care this time. He’d just wanted them.

      “I don’t blame Barock, Gabe. You have amazing talent this year in the program. I get why he’d take those type of measures, even if it doesn’t justify what he’s done. Do I understand why you want to wring his neck? I do.”

      My lips slid out to my cheeks. “You are right. They are amazing.”

      I’d missed having talks to a mother figure. At home it was my aunt, at the academy it was Petunia. She was literally the only one left to give me advice. But I couldn’t ask for her advice on Max. She would tell Edward that there was someone who had caught my eye, and I was sure that after the negotiation incident, he would know that it was Max. A part of me already knew that Ed knew Max was more to me than just her X-Gene.

      We said good night around eleven, and I fell asleep faster than I expected.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I woke up the next morning early to a plate of bacon and eggs, toast and fries. I devoured my plate and took the morning train to the palace.

      The Vampire Court was beautiful, with all the bronze statues outside.

      The saddest one was of little Annedale. She was barely one, and her statue was chasing a butterfly.

      Ed’s mother always made a turn and touched the plate that carried Annedale’s name before she entered the palace.

      Viola was her nanny a long time ago and after her disappearance, the king didn’t have it in him to depart with Viola too.

      We entered through one of the side doors, and Viola immediately put on her apron and helped in the kitchen. I kissed her cheeks as I walked up the staircase toward the foyer.

      The doors opened into a lit marble area. Giant window frames handled the lightning. I looked up to the roof that had bewitched cherubs flying in clouds.

      The princess was in every piece of art. Her dark hair and bright blue eyes stared at me from behind a cloud.

      My lips curved as she waved down at me. I’d seen her once, or that was what my aunt said as I was there the night Helga had taken her away.

      I couldn’t remember and my aunt said that it was a good thing as the feeling of being frozen was very traumatic. It gave her nightmares for years.

      “Commander Lieutenant.” His home executive entered the foyer. “What do we owe this pleasure?”

      “I need to speak to the king, please.”

      She nodded and left through another door.

      I stared at the patterns on the floor and at some of the beautiful scenery paintings against the wall.

      The roof painting grabbed my attention a few times. Baby Annedale kept staring down at me. She flew from one cloud to another, kept waving and laughing. No sound came from her lips.

      “She is smitten with you, Gabriel,” the king spoke, and I jumped.

      Laughter bubbled from his lips.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to stare.”

      “I don’t blame you. She was a beautiful little girl. Stole hearts wherever she went. You found anything?”

      I flinched. “Sorry, my king. It’s not the reason I’m here. I wish it was.”

      He nodded. “Then what can I help you with?”

      “I actually wanted to speak to Durel, but Viola told me you forced him to take some leave.”

      “I had to. The boy refused, and his father was the last one that I wanted to come knocking on my doorstep.”

      I chuckled.

      “Anything I can help you with?”

      “Have there been any changes lately in his life?”

      The king shook his head. “Not that I know of. Why are you asking?”

      “We found his sand at a crime scene.”

      The king’s eyes rose. “What?”

      “I told the detective that there was no way it was him. Not Durel, and that someone is trying to frame him.”

      “This is unsettling.”

      “He would never, my king. I think that the shadowed has someone like him and they are trying to act up again.”

      “Because of Helga?”

      I put my hand on his arm. “Don’t worry. There is no way she will ever escape her box. And if she does, there is the fact that she is in BlackWater Prison.”

      “Which crime scene?” the king wanted to know.

      “One of the missing boys.”

      The king closed his eyes. “I feel so sorry for those families. I know it’s difficult losing a child. Especially that way.”

      I nodded. “I’ll find whoever is behind it.”

      His lips curved up at the corners, but the worry still pulled at his eyes.

      “Thanks for your input, my king. I’ll send word if I find more.”

      “Thank you, Gabriel. I appreciate you letting us know that someone is trying to pin a crime on Durel.”

      “I’ll see myself out.” I bowed and retreated the way I’d come, sparing one last glance up at baby Annedale. She waved at me from behind her cloud.

      I went back down to the kitchen and said goodbye to Viola before heading back to headquarters to brief the general on everything. And hopefully I could return to where I belonged.
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      The first three days, it was Commander Charles or the captains training us.

      They were less douche and more pushy, getting us stronger and fitter. Not that we weren’t fit. The past three months had been brutal.

      I hadn’t seen Commander Hendrix yet. There were rumors he had left the premises because of a couple of shadowed problems.

      The newspapers were full of another kid gone missing. The boy was a djinn and werewolf hybrid. His twin was in a state.

      Then it hit me. Hendrix was half a werewolf too. Where was his twin?

      On the fourth day, I almost stopped in my tracks as I entered the training hall with Will for our morning routine.

      I still wondered where his twin was. Why wasn’t he or she mentioned the way he was? They were royalty too.

      He was busy training with the sand bags again, his eyes covered. I stopped Will and shook my head not to bother him and turned around.

      “It’s okay,” Commander Hendrix spoke. “Come.”

      I froze by the door.

      “Let’s go, Lane,” Will said as I hovered over whether or not to turn around. But like always, my feet betrayed me, and I followed Will.

      What was it about the commander that made me do the opposite of what I should do? He’d showed me so many times that I couldn’t trust him. Still, he was like the only one who came to save me when I was in danger.

      It was so confusing.

      I stepped into the arena and stopped next to Will.

      “Can you shift now?” Hendrix asked me.

      “With difficulty, but it comes easier. I wish I knew what triggered it.”

      “What do you mean?” He unrolled the black strap from his one hand.

      “It’s usually when my friends are in danger. It’s hard when they are not.”

      “It’s your emotions, Max. Clear as daylight,” Commander Hendrix said, still busy with the task of unrolling the black straps.

      “Emotions?”

      “Yes. What did you feel when the beast came out?”

      “That I needed it.”

      “You must have felt something.”

      “Yeah, useless and powerless.”

      He pointed his finger at me. “There you go. Powerless. It gave you the beast. What did you feel when you shifted into the canary?”

      I dipped my chin, thinking about what I’d felt that day. “Like I wanted to disappear, to get away.”

      “And it gave you wings. It’s your emotions, nothing to do with your friends needing it. Concentrate on your emotions, and you will change into different animals.”

      “Sounds easier said than done,” I admitted.

      “It is. It’s your X-Gene, you just need to control it.”

      “Like we all did,” Will added on.

      “Emotions, huh?” I looked at Will.

      “You tried everything else,” Will replied. “I wonder what you would give us if you were truly happy. A little puppy, perhaps?”

      “Ha-ha.”

      “Close your eyes and clear your mind,” Commander Hendrix instructed. “Let’s see how fast you can mimic her ability without Max actually turning into an animal.”

      “Commander, that only happened once, and the situation was a lot worse than this one was now.”

      “You want me to enhance this situation, Will?” His hand turned into his crossbow pointing it at me.

      “No, no.” He waved his palms at him as I stared at the commander’s arrow, reminded of our first encounter. “That is not needed. I’m ready when Max is.”

      “That’s better.” Commander Hendrix looked back at me. “I thought I told you to close your eyes and clear you mind.”

      I closed my eyes, and in my mind, my eyeballs rolled at Commander Hendrix.

      “Focus on any emotion, on something great that happened the last few days, and concentrate on it.”

      I nodded and focused on Ben. The way he made me feel whenever he touched me. The way it felt when he kissed me. Heatwaves rushed over my body as the warmth coming only from Ben set my core aflame.

      A plopping sound happened and a ripple effect pushed through me. It was almost involuntarily. When I opened my eyes, everything was big again.

      I stared at a pair of gigantic mountains of…it was my shirt. I jumped around and found my pants.

      “I did it?” I yelled, and a squeak pushed from me.

      “A bunny?” Will’s voice came from next to me, and I turned to him. He was a fluffy bunny too, and laughter poured from me. It all came out in squeaks, though.

      A loud applause thundered through the air, and I almost jumped into Will, trying to get away.

      “Easy, Max, it’s only the commander.”

      “You think you can shift back?” Hendrix asked.

      “And flaunt my ass in front of you all?”

      “You have a cute fluffy ass, with a fluffy tail,” Will said, and if I could blush, I would.

      “Stop it. Yours is exactly the same. Cute bunny Will.”

      “It’s Mr. Cute Bunny,” he corrected.

      “Okay, change back,” Hendrix commanded.

      “Crap,” I whispered, and Will laughed. He hopped closer to the pile of clothes that he’d wore, and I did the same.

      Change and grab. You can do it. Change and grab.

      Something told me I was going to fail miserably at this.

      Will changed fast, and I looked away.

      He picked up his clothes.

      “Don’t!” Commander Hendrix stopped me. “I forgot you are naked when you change back.”

      He picked me up. By nature, I squirmed slightly as his hands pressed so hard into me.

      “Sorry, sorry,” he kept saying as snorts came from Will that he really tried to suppress. The commander didn’t reprimand him as he took me to the bathroom and dropped my pants and shirt on the bench and put me right on top of it.

      “I’m outside if you need me.”

      I couldn’t nod and just waited for him to get out. Something weird was happening to me again. Whenever the commander was sweet, this feeling would pop up. I pushed it away.

      The shifting was painful, but I knew I could do this.

      I closed my eyes, wiggled my tail, and concentrated on my human figure. I always started from my head, imagining it as if I stood in front of the mirror in the attic.

      Sparkles ran down—that’s what I imagined—revealing my head first, then ran down my shoulder and arms. My torso followed.

      The pain seared through to all my limbs. I pushed through it.

      It felt as if my head was going to split in two. Changing back was worse than shifting into an animal. How did Will do this in such a short time?

      When I opened my eyes, I was back. My feet were human, and my hands brushed over my naked body. Everything felt human.

      I pulled on my shirt and pants before stepping back out into the arena.

      Will and the commander were whispering to one another as I reached them.

      Will stared at me and laughed as the commander looked down.

      “What?” I touched my face, but there was nothing there. Why were they laughing?

      “You missed.” Will touched his head, and my hands flung to my head, touching a pair of bunny ears lying flat on top of my head. They automatically went to the spot where my ears were supposed to be, and there was soft furry fluff in the place of my ears.

      “What now?”

      He chuckled. “It will disappear in a day or so. The same thing happened with the beast. You had whiskers for about twenty-four hours.”

      “What?”

      “It’s cute.”

      “Shut up.” I smacked Will playfully. “I can’t walk around with bunny ears.”

      “Then finish the transformation, Max. See your human ears,” Commander Hendrix said as he smiled at my ears before admitting, “It is cute.”

      Heat stung my ears, and I was so glad that they weren’t human ears. I looked at both of them. “It’s not cute.”

      Chuckles came from their lips as I closed my eyes and concentrated only on my human ears.

      It was harder this time as I struggled to get Commander Hendrix’s cute comment from my mind.

      Focus, Max!

      My human ears jumped into my thoughts. I held on to that.

      The pain jolted from my shoulders, and I grabbed Will’s arm not to lose my balance. The pain seared to my ears, or where my ears were supposed to be. It lingered there, and the cry left my lips.

      The headache that usually came from shifting back finally pushed against my temple now that I was fully transformed back to my human form.

      My energy waned, and my knees buckled from under me. Will bent over and grabbed my arms, helping me to stand straight. I hated this so much.

      “You okay?” Will asked.

      “Headache. How do you not feel this?”

      “It’s not my ability. I see it, and I mimic it. I mimic only what I see, Max. Not the effects.”

      A huff pushed from my mouth. “Lucky bastard.”

      “Take her to Vincent. You both did great, even if it was cute fluffy bunnies,” Commander Hendrix said. “Don’t think about that again, Max.”

      I rolled my eyes as Will helped me up the stairs.

      “What did you think about?”

      “Nothing for your ears.”

      “Oh, I see. Ben Vogue must have been involved.”

      I giggled, putting all of my weight almost on Will as I had no strength.

      “You want me to carry you?”

      “No, please. That would be so embarrassing.”

      Will chuckled and helped me up the stairs. The cold stones pressed against the soft soles of my feet. But I didn’t protest. I needed Vincent or Hozier’s healing if I wanted to get through this day.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, I met Ben at the lake.

      I was first and just stared at the moon’s reflection in the rippled water.

      Arms folded around me, and I jumped. Ben’s scent filled my nostrils.

      “It’s only me.”

      “I wasn’t scared. I was in thought.”

      “About?”

      “I did it.”

      “What?” he asked as I twisted my neck to stare back at him.

      “I changed into a bunny. It’s my emotions.”

      “A bunny?”

      “Yeah, you want to know what brings on the bunny?” I asked.

      “No, what?”

      “You.”

      He laughed and planted his lips on mine. I kissed him back.

      My lips ached at the way Ben kissed me. It was hard to stop. Not that I wanted to stop; I needed him.

      My stomach still fluttered, and the way he looked at me, it was hard to describe what I truly felt. The kiss broke as we both tried to get our breathing back.

      I couldn’t stop thinking about where Hendrix’s twin was. It was with me the entire day, and to be honest, I needed to know the answer. “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Anything you want.”

      “Werewolves come in twos, right?”

      “Yep.”

      “Do you know where Commander Hendrix’s twin is?”

      Ben sighed as he stared at me. “Why do you want to know?”

      “I’m trying to figure him out. At times, he is really nice, but then the asshole comes out so fast, it’s causing me some sort of whiplash.”

      Laughter shook from Ben as I giggled. “That is definitely Hendrix. His twin died at birth. Could be the reason he is such an asshole.”

      A part of me felt sorry for the commander. The connection twins had to one another was strong. To lose that at such a young age and not feel whole, it spoke a lot of pages about why he was the way he was. “He’s still giving you guys grief?”

      “Yeah, I haven’t seen him that disappointed in us like that. I mean, he easily gets disappointed as he wants everything to be perfect, but this is a whole new level of disappointment.” Ben squeezed me. His stubble on his chin scratched my cheek. Giggles seeped from me as I tried to suppress my laughter at the same time.

      “I heard via Storm that your magic finally worked for you the other day.”

      “Yeah, I still feel that it’s not mine, but from the transfusion that I had a week ago.”

      “A week ago, three days ago, you were still hooked to Commander Charles.”

      “Sometimes, I swear I can feel him inside of me.”

      “What?” Ben asked, and I couldn’t help to laugh again at the shock in his tone.

      “His blood, Ben. Vincent almost pumped the guy dry to save me.”

      “I would pump myself dry to save you. I felt so useless not being able to help you.”

      I rubbed my palm over his arms that held me tight. “You were there when I woke up. That was plenty of help. And you will be there tomorrow too when I have to sign the papers.”

      “I can’t believe it’s tomorrow. You will be an adult.”

      “I don’t feel like an adult, to be honest.”

      His lips brushed against my cheeks and planted a smooch. “We should probably get going before Commander Hendrix finds us here.”

      We walked hand in hand back to the academy, sidestepping all the spotlights.

      He walked with me to my room and kissed me goodnight a few times before he left.

      A grunt seeped through my lips as I fell stomach first, flat on my bed.

      Laughter seeped from Scarlet.

      “You are fucked up in love,” Amy said. I really struggled to explain this feeling inside of me. It made me feel as if I could fly and at same time, it scared the crap out of me.

      “So what does the djinn say?” Scar wanted to know.

      “Nothing much. Did you guys know about Commander Hendrix’s twin?”

      “His twin?” Storm asked.

      “He or she died at birth.”

      “You serious now?” Scar inquired.

      “Think about it. If they were alive, he or she would’ve been here like all the other twins,” Storm said.

      “Make sense.” Amy laid on her bed. “Simon is here with me. Dex with Anya. Even the royal mongrels are here together.”

      “Royal mongrels?” I asked.

      “Oh, they screw anything that walks on two legs if not each other.”

      That night at the party, boys and girls were doing a lot more than just kissing them.

      “Admit it. Heath is delicious,” Scar said.

      Amy stared at her with a raised lip. “He is an idiot.”

      Laughter seeped out of her lips.

      “And not surprising that Commander Hendrix is the only one who can put him in his place.” She mentioned again how big his wolf form was.

      “And that is Hendrix for you,” Storm said.

      “Now you know why a pure blood royal is scared of a hybrid,” Scar mumbled.

      “Plus his hands can turn into freak’n weapons. So glad I’m not the only one scared of that,” I said.

      “How did you even find out about his twin?” Amy asked.

      “Asked Ben. I’m trying to figure out what Hendrix’s deal is.”

      Scar frowned. “His deal?”

      “Yeah, he can be really sweet, but the second anyone else is like noticing, the jerk comes out. Now I know why.”

      “Sweet and Commander Hendrix do not belong in the same sentence, Max,” Storm replied.

      Scar laughed as I grinned.

      “He can be really sweet, even though he is still the biggest jerk in this academy.” I got up and walked to my closet, took out my pajamas, and rushed to the en-suite bathroom to shower.
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      Ben came with me. Alexis and Principal Williams were there too.

      Alexis’ X-Gene was amazing, and I understood why she was already a Shield member. She teleported us to right in front of the steps of the sector.

      The pod ride was fast, and I couldn’t stop staring at the beauty of all the buildings that belonged to the different sectors. The marble statues at the gigantic waterfall at the end held my attention the longest.

      I’d been here before with the hearing, but the experience of how stunning the sector was, was still the same.

      Before I could take it all in, I stood in front of a judge. It was only him, and the procedure was fast. He asked a couple of questions that I had to answer yes to, and the loneliness pressed against my gut that there would be no adult supervision anymore when I had to make choices.

      I signed a piece of paper, and that was it.

      The pod took us back to the entrance of the sector, and I couldn’t stop staring at the piece of paper that declared me an adult.

      Outside the sector, Alexis took us back to the academy.

      Ben walked with me to my room and looked at his watch. “I have to go, otherwise I’m going to be late for training.”

      I looked at my watch. “Mine is almost over. Thanks for coming with me.” I touched his jaw and planted my lips on his.

      “You are welcome.” His lips moved against mine as he spoke. He pulled himself away from me with a grunt as he slumped toward his room.
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        * * *

      

      Early on Thursday morning, I went to the arena alone. I brought a blanket with me this time, hoping that I could turn into another type of animal without the help of anyone.

      I needed to do this at will and hoped it wouldn’t be so painful. The change had to come swiftly without hesitation. Will was a master at it, and it wasn’t even his ability. He made everything look so easy. It was time that I mastered it too. I would give anything to get the beast out again.

      Commander Hendrix’s voice sounded in the back of my mind as I tried to reimagine that night with Barock or whoever that giant was.

      My friends’ grunts of fear and panic that filled the air rushed through my mind. My breathing became rigid as I stayed focused on our agony.

      The feeling of being utterly useless overpowered me again, and I force myself to want that power once more.

      The door opened, which broke my concentration, and a growl escaped my lips. My hands were claws; the transformation was halfway done. My clothes sat tight around me, tearing at the calves which showed blue and black fur. What the hell was I?

      “Hold on to that,” Commander Hendrix’s voice came from the front. “Close your eyes. Channel your feeling. See the beast the way you felt that night.”

      I closed my eyes, and at once it was as if I was back in that maze. Feet slipping, hands aching from the t-shirt string cutting into my palms.

      A growl forced out from me as the tearing of clothes filled my ears.

      A deep, rapid breath mixed with grunts passed through my lips as I opened my eyes. Trying to control the power that ran through me in this form.

      Commander Hendrix stared at me in awe. The feeling that came with that stare was a different situation. One that I would not deny felt great to be the center of his attention, even if it was my X-Gene.

      “Amazing.” His lips form the words, but no sound shaped the word.

      He picked up the blanket and held it open in front of me. “Now change back.”

      I closed my eyes and visualized my human form again. The same thing happened like with the bunny. Pain followed, seared down my limbs and back, cramping my butt. The growl still sounded like a beast and not like a human’s scream. But I kept on focusing.

      The feeling of bones breaking, shifting back in place, overpowered my being. My mind felt as if it was going to explode. The growl that escaped my lips had turned into a scream, and I collapsed in Commander Hendrix’s arms.

      “Got you,” he said as the fatigue threatened to wash over me. The blanket covered my body as his scent overpowered me. I laid in his arms. Fatigue pulled at my lids as I stared at his green eyes. They were not wild anymore.

      “I’m sorry for shooting you. I thought you were an illusion that was trying to escape the Moore.”

      I couldn’t help the giggle that slipped past my lips. His lips curved too. “It’s not funny, Max. The faes’ illusions are as real in this world as in the psyche dimension. Even worse in this world, as you can’t see them.”

      “Good to know that we can scare the crap out of you guys, too.”

      He chuckled through closed lips. His entire face lit up when he smiled.

      He closed the distance between us, and his warm, soft lips caressed mine. His tongue slipped into my mouth. My body had a will of its own, and my hand cupped his jawline. Our tongues played together. My hand slipped down to his collar, and my grasp tightened around it. The kiss became greedier as his sweet scent clouded my mind. Warm flames ignited my body.

      The kiss grew deeper, and I grunted.

      Ben, Ben, stop.

      I broke away from the kiss. “I can’t do this, sorry.” And pushed out of his arms, clutching my blanket tighter, and ran up the stairs toward the door.

      My energy was back. How?

      “Max!” Commander Hendrix yelled after me as I pushed the door open.

      I didn’t even take my clothes or whatever was left of my uniform.

      I should be happy; I’d changed into a beast. The emotion I had to feel for the beast was locked inside of me now. But I wasn’t happy. I was confused and didn’t understand why he’d done that. Why did he kiss me like that? It wasn’t as if he liked me. I knew he didn’t.

      “Max, wait.” The commander’s voice was behind me, and I walked faster. There was no way that I would get away. He was going to catch up with me.

      The pop sound came first, and the blanket fell on the floor. Everything was so big as yellow wings flapped next to me. I was a canary again.
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        * * *

      

      I tapped on my window, and Scar opened it. I flew in and changed back with a grunt and a scream.

      I crouched on the floor, and sobs shook me.

      A warm blanket covered my body.

      “You okay?” Scar asked.

      The fatigue was there again. I held on to the blanket and pushed myself up on my feet and stumbled to the bathroom.

      “Max,” Scar begged as Storm pushed to the edge of Scar’s bed, staring at me. “What did Hendrix do?”

      “Nothing,” I said, wanting to forget about that kiss. My lips still tingled as I aimed to open the shower.

      “Bullshit. He always pushes you until you break. What did he do?”

      “Not—”

      “Stop lying!”

      “Scar,” Storm said.

      “He kissed me, okay?” I yelled.

      Storm froze behind her.

      “What?” Scar asked.

      “He kissed me. I’d brought out the beast again, and he wanted me to change back. I had my blanket. The fatigue after the beast was unbearable, and he caught me.” I knew I wasn’t making any sense. My gaze flickered to Storm. “I swear I didn’t lead him on. He just kissed me.” A tear rolled down my cheek.

      They both stared at me. Storm’s gaze was softer. Ben was one of her best friends, and I knew she was going to tell him.

      “What did you do?” Scar asked.

      “I told you nothing.”

      “When he kissed you,” Scar reiterated.

      “I stopped him and told him I couldn’t do it. I just left.”

      “You left?”

      “He came after me and…”

      “You changed into a canary,” Scar finished my sentence.

      I nodded.

      Silence lingered, and my gaze flickered from the floor to Scar. Tears blurred my sight. “I don’t know what to do.”

      “Tell Ben,” Storm said.

      “Storm,” Scar and I said at the same time.

      “He’ll understand, Max. But he deserves to hear it from you.”
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        * * *

      

      I was glad that the morning training was with Commander Charles. That afternoon, we had to meet Anya and Dex in the outside training area. Commander Hendrix was grilling a group of Selectives.

      I’d never seen him like that before as he lowered on his haunches next to a guy that was busy with push-ups, ordering things at him.

      “Is that Ben?” Scar asked, and I looked again, only to realize it was Ben.

      Scar gave me that knowing look. I closed my eyes and shook my head.

      “Let’s go. Laps, Lane and Flavion, you can drool later.”

      “We weren’t—”

      “I don’t care. Laps, now,” Anya yelled, and I pulled Scar by her arm and ran to catch up with Will and the others.

      “Is he grilling Storm’s group like that, too?”

      “You know that answer,” Scar replied.

      He didn’t. It had nothing to do with him being disappointed in Ben from that night anymore. Today was about the fact that I’d rejected him this morning.
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        * * *

      

      At five, training had resumed. We finished at nine as Commander Hendrix still drilled the third years.

      “I’m going to wait for Ben.”

      Scar nodded, and she rushed toward the guys heading toward our room.

      I hid behind the nearest tree away from the eyes of the commanders. I had to tell him. He needed the truth of why the commander had drilled him like this.

      The rain came down hard as Ben’s class’s complaints crawled toward to where I was waiting.

      “You okay?” Ronda asked someone.

      “I’m fine,” Ben answered, and my heart strings pulled tighter.

      I walked out from behind the tree, and Ben’s gaze caught mine. The one side of his lip curved as I squinted at the redness around his left eye and cheek.

      “What happened?” I walked closer to him but was too scared to touch it. I brought my hand closer to his face and heat brushed my palm. “Go see Vincent.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You are not fine. What happened?”

      “I should’ve known better. Leave it.”

      “I will not leave it. What happened?”

      “Leave it, Max. I shouldn’t have done what I did. It was cowardly.”

      “Cowardly? You need to tell me what happened.”

      “I’m sure Gabriel’s jaw is pulsing,” Connor made a joke, and a couple of guys laughed.

      “It’s not funny, guys,” Ben said.

      “It was amazing to watch,” Matias replied. “You are my damn hero.”

      “No, Commander Charles is,” Ben responded.

      “Whatever you did to piss Hendrix off like that, apologize please,” Derek spoke. He was broad around his shoulders.

      “I didn’t piss him off.” Ben sighed.

      I put two and two together. “You hit Commander Hendrix?”

      “Yeah, stupid I know. We had a bit of a brawl. He was obviously stronger than me and got the upper hand really fast. I can thank my lucky stars that Commander Charles was close.”

      “He broke it up?”

      Ben nodded.

      “And the school is okay with this?”

      “Max. I’m fine. It’s part of training.”

      “It’s not.”

      “I fucked up, okay? I shouldn’t have held that party—”

      “Storm was part of those arrangements, Ben. You are not the only one.”

      His gaze squinted. “Your point is?”

      “The second years don’t get nearly the throwback you get.”

      He squinted. “How do you know this?”

      “Storm is basically living in our room.”

      Ben looked back in the direction he’d come from. “Then what the fuck is the commander’s problem?”

      “You need to speak to him, okay? Just find a truce before he is going to kill you.” I should have told him, but I was so scared of losing him.

      “Kill me? I’m actually bulking up with his training. Look,” he lifted a part of his shirt and a six-pack popped into my face, “I worked off my love handles.”

      “That is not funny.”

      “It’s a little funny.”

      I couldn’t help laughing. His lips brushed against mine. I’d find a way to tell him.

      

      
        
        GABRIEL

      

      

      “What was that, Gabe?”

      “Get off my back, Ed.”

      “No, I will not get off your back. What is it with you and the third years?”

      “They are lazy, and they don’t listen.”

      “Don’t listen? It’s the third years. They’ve obeyed all your preposterous training schedules over the past week. Is it the party?”

      “They shouldn’t have thrown that party.”

      Edward laughed. “Don’t lie to me, Gabriel. You’ve always been a terrible liar. What is going on?”

      “I’m not lying.”

      “You are not unfair, Gabe. Many things but not unfair. If it was about the party, you would’ve grilled the second year class too. Storm stood next to Ben in the arrangements for that party.”

      Fuck. I sighed.

      “Tell me the truth.”

      “I can’t.”

      Ed squinted. “You can’t?”

      “Ed, I need to make sense of this first. Please. I’ll tell you when I’ve figured it out.”

      “Until then, stop grilling the third years and Ben Vogue ‘cause everyone can see he is the focus of your attention.”

      I glared up at Edward.

      “Gabriel?”

      “Okay fine. It’s over. I’ll stop.”

      “You okay?” Ed asked.

      “Yeah, he has a mean hook.”

      “Something tells me he’s had enough. I agree with him too. So enough, Gabe!”

      “I said okay.”

      “You haven’t told me why the general wanted you.”

      “It was a detective that refused to speak to him. The guy demanded to speak to only me. Found sand at the latest abductee’s home, thought it was Durel’s sand.”

      “You think they are trying to frame him?”

      “It’s exactly what I think. Helga is still behind the shadowed. Still trying to make King Montreal’s life a living hell, and I think it’s like a clue she is leaving behind through her soldiers, to tell the king that she is still in demand.”

      Ed shivered. “That power, even when she is trapped in a box at BlackWater, she still scares me.”

      “Yeah. I don’t like how these missing kids disappear.”

      “They are getting ballsier,” Ed pointed out. “General wants you back?”

      “Nope, he knows my place is at the academy for now.”

      “You were the face of the Shield for a long time and you hold one of the highest ranks.”

      “I’m not the only one with that rank. Rick also holds it. Besides, I never asked for it.”

      “I know. Do you think you would ever go back?”

      “I might. Once I’ve trained my group.”

      “How big is that group going to be?” Ed smiled.

      “They would be unstoppable, that is for sure.”

      Ed’s lips curved as he touched my shoulder. “You know you can speak to me about everything.”

      “I said I’ll tell you once I’ve made sense of it.”

      “It’s not that.”

      My gaze flickered to him as he rubbed his bald head.

      “My mom. She phoned. Said she could sense something was different about you. She’s worried about you.”

      My lips tweaked. There was nothing that slipped past Viola.

      “I promise, I’ll tell you when I’ve figured it out.”
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      I snuck away with Ben to the room he shared with Connor and Matias. Tomorrow would be Friday and hopefully Commander Charles would train them from now on. He must have questions if he’d put a stop to tonight.

      I knew what I had to do, but I was terrified of the consequences. I didn’t want to lose Ben.

      Connor opened the room as he basically replayed every nanosecond of how it sounded when Ben’s fist had connected with Hendrix’s jaw.

      Ben’s fingers curled around my wrist and pulled me into the room.

      Grays and blues decorated their walls and beds, very masculine. It was sweet how they had color-matched to keep the balance.

      He sort of pushed me to sit on his bed as he rushed to the bathroom to take a shower.

      Connor and Matias still joked with one another as Connor opened the window to light a cigarette.

      “You not going to join Ben, Max?” Connor asked.

      “Ha-ha.” Heat rushed to my ears and cheeks. The guys chuckled, staring at me.

      I hated it. “So what really happened tonight?”

      “He didn’t tell you?”

      “Some of it.”

      “Hendrix has been like a bear with a sore tooth lately.”

      I felt so guilty. He was taking my rejection out on Ben. I shouldn’t have kissed him back. It was so confusing.

      The water of the shower stopped, and a minute later the door opened and Ben walked out wearing a grey shorts with no shirt. He was really built like a god, and I couldn’t believe that he wanted me.

      He opened his closet and took out a shirt as Connor slipped into the bathroom.

      Ben closed the closet door and fell on his bed, pulling me down with him.

      “You want to take a shower?”

      “By the time your roommates are finished, I doubt there would be any warm water left.”

      “Well, maybe you should’ve taken a shower with me then.”

      “I doubt it would’ve stayed with a shower.” My stomach fluttered, and the sweat clumped against my palms. Ben chuckled as he pulled me into him and kissed me on the nape of my neck.

      The door opened and closed as I lifted my head.

      “Just Matias. Probably going to hunt down Ronda.”

      “Ronda? Who can’t stop giving me the glares?”

      Ben chuckled again. “She’ll get used to it.”

      My smile faltered.

      “Hey, I feel nothing for her anymore, okay?”

      “It’s not that. Something happened this morning, and I’ve got a funny feeling that he is taking it out on you.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Just know that I stopped it as fast as I could.”

      Ben hoisted himself up and rested his weight on his arm.

      I rubbed my face. Shit, this was going to flip him off big time.

      “Stopped what?”

      “There are times that Hendrix helps bring forth my animal. He’s always had this funny obsession with my gift.”

      “Yeah, we all know that.”

      “Since the Run, he is helping me a lot more, and this morning I got the beast out again. When I shifted back—”

      “You’re naked when you shift back.”

      “I had a blanket, and he was very respectful. But my energy waned, and I sort of collapsed in his arms.”

      “Okay, but it doesn’t tell me what you’d stopped.”

      He knew what I’d stopped, but he wanted to hear the words.

      “He apologized as I tried to get my strength back.”

      “For shooting you?”

      I nodded. “Commander Charles told me that Hendrix took shooting me hard. I made a joke, and he kissed me.”

      “What!”

      “I stopped it. And got out of there as fast as I could.”

      “When did this happen?”

      “This morning.”

      He huffed. “Then tonight—”

      “I’m sorry. I thought it was because of the party, but Storm—”

      “So what? He is in love with you?”

      “More like in love with my gift.” My fingers brushed Ben’s cheek. “I stopped it. I don’t want him. His moods swings still give me whiplash. Nothing has changed.”

      A chuckle slipped from Ben’s lips as he took my hand and kissed my knuckles. “At least I know the reason behind all of this. Thought that everyone in our class was getting punished for that party. It made me feel so guilty, but it turns out that he wants my girl.”

      I giggled. “Well, this girl only has eyes for one guy, and she is staring right at him.”

      His face killed the distance between us, and our lips touched. The kiss started off slowly as Ben’s hand slid down my hip and squeezed my butt.

      It hurt, but felt good too. I didn’t stop kissing him as he pulled me tighter against his body. He was so warm.

      The bathroom door opened, and Connor walked out. “Just let me get dressed, please.”

      Ben and I burst out laughing against each other’s lips.

      “You are such a wanker, you know that.” Ben sat up and brushed his hand through his hair, before jumping off the bed and going into the bathroom.

      “What the fuck are you doing to my best friend, Max?”

      “You should ask him that question. I’m just an innocent bystander.”

      “Innocent my ass.”

      He opened his closet and pulled off the towel. I looked away. He was such a bore. Cute but a bore.

      He laughed after a few seconds. “Seriously, Max. I have a penis, you have a vagina and boobs. It’s the most natural thing in the world.”

      “Okay, fine. Whatever.”

      He pulled on some clothes, slipped into his flip-flops, and walked to the door. “Tell Ben that I’ll be back later. Keep it soft.”

      “Just leave.” The heat crawled up my body and cheeks again as his laughter traveled with him out the door.

      Ben came out of the bathroom.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “I’m fine. The idiot left?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You want to take a shower? You can borrow some of my clothes.”

      “Shower will be great, thanks.”

      He gave me a shirt and a pair of sleeping shorts that were probably going to be way too big as I slipped into his bathroom.

      My stomach was in knots as I got undressed out of my training gear, and I kept staring at the door, afraid that Ben would just barge in, but also afraid he wouldn’t.

      My hormones were all over the place. They pulled me in two directions as my heart knew that I’d lied to him tonight. A part of me didn’t want that kiss with the commander to end. A part of me even wished that I didn’t have Ben, and it was so hard to stop it. But I’d had to, as I knew it in my soul that falling for the commander would only break me. Ben was the safest choice for me, and a huge part of my heart belonged to him.

      

      
        
        GABRIEL

      

      

      I found myself in the training arena early. I couldn’t get the kiss out of my head, and the worst part was that she felt nothing for me. It was Ben. I kept hitting the punching bag, and each slam that my fist connected with the bag sent jolts up to my elbow.

      It’s maybe for the best, Gabe, the voice in my head tried to reason. You said it yourself; you are not a good fit for her. Ben is. He just has to treat her like she is his Ahmdahney.

      But it didn’t mean I liked it. My fist slammed into the bag again.

      The door opened, and the corner of my lips twitched up. Not for long though, as the scent that reached my nostrils didn’t belong to Max. It belonged to Ben.

      I ground hard on my teeth. Stop it, Gabe. Jealousy is not a good look for you.

      “Commander Hendrix, may I speak freely?”

      I stopped hitting the bag and grabbed it to make it stop swinging. I looked at Ben. He was wearing his training outfit. Ready to meet Edward at the outside courts.

      I nodded, and he closed the distance between us.

      “You know why I’m here. I need to know your intentions behind it.”

      I didn’t like his tone or his demeanor. Max wasn’t technically his. One word and the law would destroy everything that he deemed as his. Stop it, Gabe. He is the best for her to have a normal life. “I’m sorry and shouldn’t have done it. I don’t know what came over me.”

      The corner of his lips tweaked. “I know. She has that tendency to crawl deep into your heart and latch on like a fucking tick, but she is far from one.”

      I smiled. “Sounds like you’ve really lost it on her.”

      A huff slipped past his lips. “You do not know the half of it.”

      “Just treat her right, okay? I’m sorry that I did that.”

      “You said that already. So no more bad blood?”

      My lips curved into a smile. “There wasn’t any to begin with. You don’t have to worry about me.”

      “Thank you. As we all know, I don’t stand a fucking chance competing with you.”

      “She sounded pretty adamant when she stopped it. Knew exactly what she wanted, and it wasn’t me.”

      His lips curved into a bigger smile. I was surprised that she’d told him and even more surprised that he’d had the guts to take me on.

      “See you later.” He turned around and took the first step toward the exit.

      “Oh, it’s a date.”

      Ben laughed. “Hopefully not from hell.”

      “No, my handing out hell days are over. Ben?”

      He turned around and looked at me.

      “Max is important to me. You know I’ve been waiting for someone like her for a long time. Treat her the way a lady should be treated.”

      He saluted and pushed the door open.

      That wasn’t so hard, now was it?

      “Shut up,” I replied to the voice in my head. I was probably the only Ahmdahney whose bond didn’t like her mate. I hit the bag as hard as I could.

      Love was so fucking complicated.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the week, I stayed away from training the first years and the third years.

      First years because of Max, scared that I would try something again. And the third years, scared of bestowing hell on Ben again for claiming my bird.

      Fucking Liz and her spell.

      I kept myself busy with the Shield, too. Trying to find the shadowed on the side by keeping in touch with Seymore and all the new information he had found.

      Days turned into weeks, and Christmas was around the corner.

      “My mother wants to know if you are going to enjoy Christmas with us or your uncle and that snot-nosed cousin of yours?” Ed asked.

      I chuckled. “Gabby would be there too.”

      “So with the royals then?”

      “No, tell your mom I’ll be there on Christmas Day.”

      I needed to find out what Max was going to do. I couldn’t leave her alone here on Christmas Day, and Viola would understand better than my uncle and cousins if I canceled last-minute.

      I was feeling like myself again. Felt like I was over the whole Max and Ben thing. I made peace that she would always be my Ahmdahney. She would always be close to me because everyone knew she was my bird. In a weird messed up way.

      Max would be at my side when she graduated, always, probably with Ben close by.

      The next morning, Beaumond was covered in snow. It was the weekend. Ed leaned over the railing with a cup of hot brew in his hand.

      I pulled on a jacket and zipped it up as the air nipped my legs.

      He handed me the cup, and the dark brown liquid warmed my fingers. I took a big sniff. The scent of sweet hot chocolate filled my nostrils.

      Laughter broke out in the courtyard. Students threw balls of snow at each other.

      A breath pushed from my lips. I felt lighter as I worked through the Liz thing, worked through the Max thing. I still kept my eye on Ben. He might be one of my best students, but he was a little fucker through and through.

      Not that long ago, I was his age. I had his hormones. I still had his hormones.

      My muscles tensed up, thinking about it. Okay, so I wasn’t really over it. She was my Ahmdahney, after all. But she was with the right person. I wasn’t right for anyone, nor would I ever be. She was where she belonged. With someone who would love her and cherish her for who she was.
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        MAX

      

      

      “You sure?” I asked Scarlet.

      “You are not going to stay here alone for Christmas, Max.”

      “I’m more than fine on my own.”

      “No, you are coming with us. My mother’s orders.”

      “Tell her I say thanks.”

      “She is over the moon about your invitation,” Scar spoke into her phone.

      Storm chuckled.

      “But New Year’s I’m spending with one of my djinn friends.” She winked at Storm who stared at her.

      Scar hadn’t told her mother yet that she was in a relationship with Storm, and I could tell that it bothered Storm.

      “She will come with us.”

      I glanced at Scar.

      “Okay, I’ll see you in a few days. Love you.” She put the phone down. “She never ends.”

      “You didn’t tell her about me yet?”

      “It’s not for over the phone, Storm. I told you, I will.”

      “My mom knows about you.”

      “Your mom also knows that you love girls as much as boys, if not more. Mine doesn’t.”

      “True,” Storm said, and Scar hit her playfully with a pillow before she bent down and planted her lips on Storm’s mouth.

      I looked away. There were times I still thought about Hendrix’s kiss as my mind refused to let it go. There were even nights I dreamt about it.

      “We going to see Ben this winter break?” Scar asked.

      “I think so. He hasn’t asked me what my plans are yet, but I guess that is typical guy, right?”

      “Yeah, they always leave it for last minute,” Storm agreed.

      “Well, she is coming home with me, so there is that,” Scar said matter-of-factly.

      The bathroom door opened, and Amy walked out. She and Cade were starting to really get way too friendly. If it wasn’t him tapping her ass, it was her flirting the crap out of him.

      We waited for her to answer all of our questions.

      “So,” Scar said.

      “So, what? You have Storm who basically lives with us.”

      “True,” Storm said.

      “It’s Cade, Amy,” Scar said.

      “And? We always had a pull, Scar.”

      “A pull?”

      “Yes, for all we know, he is my Dayday.”

      Storm and I laughed at the way Amy said it.

      “What is a Dayday?” I asked.

      “Like the Ahmdahney, but just for hybrids. It’s what I call it.”

      “You are broken, I swear,” Scar responded.

      “I know, and Cade loves my broken side.”

      “We all love your broken side,” I pointed out.

      “Love you too.” Amy blew a kiss my way.

      “So the two of you are an item?” Scar asked.

      “Yes.”

      Storm and I cheered.

      “How long?” Scar pushed.

      “A few weeks. Now get off my tits and climb back on Storm’s tit.”

      I doubled over as Scar just stared at her and Storm’s teasing chuckle slipped out of her.

      Scar shook her head and got up from her bed. “I’m going to take a shower; are you coming?”

      “Be there in a few,” Storm said. “I like Cade. The two of you make a great couple.”

      “I think so too. Besides, he is one of my brother’s best friends, so Si approves.”

      “Your brother knows?” I asked.

      “I’m practically living in their room like Storm lives here, so you bet your ass that Simon knows.”

      Storm got up from Scar’s bed and went into the bathroom.

      I remembered what Ben had told me about the pure blood wolves, that lust that brother and sister had for each other, and I asked Amy about it.

      “Fuck knows. The Eye messed up big time with their bonds when they are brother and sister; that is for sure.”

      “So you don’t feel anything like that for Simon?”

      “No. I mean, I love him to bits, and I can’t imagine my life without him, but no, I don’t love him like that. I love Cade like that.”

      “You and Cade did it?”

      “Last night.”

      “Where?”

      “In the shower,” she whispered. “Don’t tell Scar. She will never stop asking questions.”

      Scar’s shrieks came from the bathroom.

      I leaned closer to Amy and whispered, “How was it?”

      “Amazing. He is gifted, and I’m actually a bit sore this morning,” Amy replied, and I couldn’t help the warmth that shot through to my cheeks. “At a stage, it felt as if my soul was going to leave me.”

      “Seriously?”

      “You never tickled the girl in the boat?” Amy questioned.

      “The what now?”

      “Oh, Max. You’ve never experimented before? Never had an orgasm?”

      “No, I’m still a virgin.”

      “You can experience an orgasm without having sex. Just play with your girl.”

      “In the boat?”

      Amy laughed. “It’s what Simon calls a woman’s nub.”

      “A what?”

      “You can’t be that clueless.”

      “I’ve never had friends or asked sex questions, Amy. My friend was an old witch covered in Meglers.”

      Amy laughed into her pillow at me complaining.

      “Yeah, she got her ring back, so I doubt she still has Meglers, but that is not the point. I couldn’t ask her about the girl in the boat.”

      “You flick your nub until you get that achey sensation. Just carry on until you can’t anymore. It’s heaven.”

      “And Cade’s done that to you?”

      “Oh no, Cade’s dick actually reached my G-Spot. He is the first one too.”

      She was only sixteen, when did she even have sex the first time?

      “How old were you—”

      “I’m wolf. Our sexuality is the most natural thing there is.”

      “You sound just like Connor now.”

      “Well, he is half-wolf. I lost my virginity at fourteen.”

      Holy crap.

      “Like I said, wolf thing. And our wolf lovers are the best.”

      Commander Hendrix flashed through my thoughts again. Stop it, Max. You are with Ben. He is the right one for you.

      “I take it that you and Ben haven’t done it yet?”

      “No,” I sighed. “A part of me is a bit scared.”

      “About?”

      Amy didn’t know that Gabriel had kissed me and that was one of the main reasons he’d almost broken the third years.

      “That I won’t enjoy it.”

      “Oh, eighty percent of the women’s population won’t enjoy their first time, or sex for that matter. I sobbed like a baby and just wanted my brother.”

      “What?”

      “It’s a twin thing, not a werewolf thing.” She carried on about how painful her first time was as the guy she’d done it with wasn’t an experienced lover. She carried on about how much the wolves liked sex, whether they were half-breed or pure blood.

      I closed my eyes and shook my head.

      Amy laughed. “It’s the most natural thing in the world, Max.”

      “You are sixteen, Amy.”

      “And half a wolf.”

      As if that justified everything. She was a menace, but I loved her to bits.

      “Did you see who Liz is dating?”

      My gaze flickered to hers. If she was going to say Gabriel, I was going to beat him with something, I swear. “No, who?”

      “James Hopper.”

      “The Djinn Prince?”

      Amy nodded. “She’s really set her bars high.”

      I huffed. “To be honest, I don’t care. Just as long as her attention is not focused on me, she can date Jack Frost for all I care.”
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        * * *

      

      The day that Dianna came to fetch us arrived. She drove with a big ass car into Beaumond and shrieked when she saw Scar.

      I’d seen her once, at the Run. Scar looked a lot like her mother. They were both gorgeous with their dark skin that almost glowed. Dianna was wearing a bright blue headband that covered all her hair.

      She opened her arms to me too and gave me a hug. She smelled sweet and like vanilla. Everything I imagined a mother would smell like.

      “Merry Christmas,” Commander Hendrix’s voice came from the distance, and Scar yelled back her Merry Christmas.

      I shied away, and she bumped me.

      “Merry Christmas,” I yelped, and Scar tried to hide her laughter. “Can we please go?”

      “Yes, let’s go before Commander Hendrix comes back and says Happy New Year,” Scar teased.

      I entered the car and closed the door.

      The windows were tinted as I stared in the direction Commander Hendrix walked in.

      He wasn’t in his training uniform this morning, but in a pair of jeans and a winter jacket. I imagined his scent.

      I hated feeling this way about him. It was so confusing, and it frustrated the living crap out of me as a part of me wanted him.

      Dianna honked, and Commander Hendrix’s lips curved as Scar waved at him.

      This was so embarrassing.

      “He waved,” Scar said.

      “He is friendly. I summed up the Weapon Wielder completely wrong,” Dianna said.

      “Oh no, you didn’t. He must be in his Christmas spirit as he is normally broody as hell. I think he only smiles like two times a year. On Christmas and New Year,” Scar told her mom.

      I couldn’t help the laughter that pushed out from me. That wasn’t the truth. He smiled for me too.

      I looked back, but there was no sign of him. Why was this so complicated?

      

      
        
        GABRIEL

      

      

      Gabby screamed as she ran down the hallway and jumped into my arms.

      I hadn’t seen her since that day we’d talked in the garden. There wasn’t a lot of time to speak about everything.

      I’d come for only two days as I’d promised Viola I would spend Christmas with her and Ed.

      My cousin’s laughter warmed my gut as she was already launching into our normal Christmas Eve routine at the orphanage. All the presents were bought.

      Gabby laughed as I put her down. “So, how is Beaumond?”

      “Beautiful now that it’s covered in snow.”

      “I missed you,” she said.

      “More than your brother?”

      “Ha-ha,” Tobias said, sounding annoyed.

      “When he is acting like this, yes. I missed you more than him.”

      The laughter seeped from my lips. “So what is Gabby going to do now?”

      “Well, hopefully spend a few days with my name-bearing cousin. Find out if anyone has tamed your wild ways yet.”

      “My wild ways. I’m as tame as a lamb.”

      “Pfft, whatever, cousin.” She walked with me to my room as she told me everything there was about the human world. We’d learned about the other side in case studies during our third year at Beaumond. It never pulled me in the way it pulled Gabby in. She’d always wanted to roam passed the wall.

      So my uncle gave her a year after she graduated from the academy to do whatever she wanted. She’d come back after her mother’s incident, but I’d hadn’t seen her much after that.

      I listened eagerly to my cousin’s travels. She was a great distraction and good company.

      We spoke till late that night, even about Liz. I was still so upset that she’d put me under a spell.

      She wanted to know who I liked as that spell wouldn’t have worked if there wasn’t attraction to begin with, and I lifted my shoulders.

      Around twelve, she tiptoed to her room, and I fell on my bed.

      I couldn’t help thinking about Max again. The way she’d yelled her Merry Christmas. Something told me that she wasn’t really over what had happened, and I didn’t know how to interpret it. Whether it was a good thing or a bad thing.

      She’d rejected me, so it couldn’t have been a good thing. The Run jolted through my mind. Was she still afraid of me?
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        MAX

      

      

      Christmas at the Flavions’ house was warm. The night of the twenty-fourth, everyone got a book. I did too. Mine was a classic tale: The Little Witch that Wants to Fly.

      It was a children’s story and the last one my father had bought me. I was seven. After his death, I’d read the book until it fell apart. The gesture brought tears to my eyes.

      “Mom?”

      “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I didn’t—”

      Scar crouched in front of me. “Sorry, we thought—”

      “It’s not your fault. This was the last book my dad bought me. I sucked at magic, and it was sort of our story.”

      Scar made a crying sound. “You are going to make me cry.”

      “I’m so sorry, Max,” Dianna added.

      “It’s me, sorry.” I wiped a tear. “Thank you so much. It means the world to me.”

      The rest of the festivities carried on. Philip, her dad, was such a goofball and made the two of us laugh.

      Scar didn’t have any siblings. It was only her.

      We went to the city of Gloryshout, where Scar lived, to see the decorations and people caroling. It was magical.

      Around ten, Ben phoned, and we spoke until late in the morning hours.

      Christmas morning, we opened the rest of the presents. I’d bought the Flavions a gift too, for hosting me this year, and I got another present from Scar. A pair of fluffy PJ’s. They were so warm against my skin. Scar had the exact same pair, but in a blue color.

      “This one is from Ben.” Scar handed me a flat envelope.

      I tore it open, and it was a pass for a tour. “What is this?”

      “A Day-Pass. The tour starts tomorrow at eight. Ben and Storm are going to join us. You need to know more about your vampire side, Max.”

      My gaze flickered from the ticket to Scarlet.

      “And it ends with a tour of the palace.”

      I made a mental note to thank Ben for this gift. He was so thoughtful.

      I knew little about my vampire side and had never been inside any of the palaces, either. It was going to be so much fun.

      Throughout the rest of the day, a lot of Scar’s family came. We all had a feast together, and I couldn’t help the smile on my lips as her uncle with the bright red hair made fun of her, still treating her like she was ten years old, and her nanna who could hardly see or hear a thing anymore. Scar yelled almost their entire conversation. Her grandma kept mishearing the words, and Scar just gave up after a while and agreed to everything she said.

      Scar had little cousins, too. Most of them were pure bloods as Scar’s mother was the only witch among a lot of vampires.

      Still, they accepted Dianna with open arms into their family. She was a brilliant potion-maker, and her presents were bottles and bottles of potions for all their ailments and desires.

      We slipped away around six at night with blankets and pillows in our hands.

      Snow covered the surfaces, and my boots sunk about ankle deep into it. Snow crunched under my steps all the way to Scar’s favorite spot. It was up an old watchtower. We sat tight against each other, with light that Scar cooked up from a spell flickering in front of us. Our bodies covered in thick blankets, I couldn’t stop staring at the almost full moon and couldn’t help thinking about Gabe.

      We spoke about everything, even about Ben. Our three-month anniversary was coming up, and she wanted to know if I was going to plan something big for him.

      We spoke a bit about that.

      “The two of you look so amazing together, Max.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Oh. Oh, just yeah?”

      I couldn’t help the laugh. “I don’t know.”

      “What do you mean, you don’t know? It’s Ben.”

      “I know. It’s not him, it’s me.”

      She nodded. I didn’t want to look at her. At times, I swear Scar could read my mind.

      “It’s because of that kiss, isn’t it?”

      Tears welled up in my eyes. “I don’t understand why he did that.”

      “Could be a moment thing or an impulse thing. Maybe it’s something that’s been festering a long time, Max.”

      “He dated my stepsister.” I shook my head. “And he would break me if it didn’t work.”

      “So you do like him?”

      “More than I should. But he is wrong for me. He’s disappointed me so many times. Should have rooted for me when needed, and he didn’t.”

      “And yet he went to save you when nobody else did.”

      “Then there is that. It’s very confusing.”

      “It’s why you should talk about kisses and not run away, Max.”

      “It’s Gabriel freaking Hendrix, Scar. I doubt it would’ve stayed at talking.”

      She gasped. “You said that you stopped him.”

      “Yeah, I did. But not immediately.”

      She gaped. “You kissed him back?”

      I pushed myself up and paced with my hands in my hair. I grunted and let my hands fell back to my sides, staring at Scar. “I’m so pathetic. I have a guy that worships the ground I walk on, yet I can’t stop thinking about a stupid kiss that should’ve never happened. I like Ben, but Hendrix is like a leech.”

      “Yeah, I can imagine it’s difficult forgetting about those blue eyes and kissable lips.”

      “Green eyes.”

      “They’re green?” Scar asked.

      “Yeah, I should know. I’ve stared more than a couple of times into them.”

      Scar laughed.

      “Sorry, I shouldn’t even speak this to the universe.”

      “Calm down. You are allowed your feelings and to be confused. Men are very confusing, and they say we are complicated.”

      “So what about Storm? You going to tell your mom about her?”

      “I need to. I just don’t know how to start that conversation. She is expecting babies one day from boys, not girls.”

      “Your mom loves you, Scar. I’ve seen it. They both do.”

      “And I love Storm. I want them to accept her with all of my heart. I’m just so afraid.”

      “Yeah, I know that feeling.”

      We stayed up in the tower until late that night. Around nine, we went back home. Most of her family had left.

      I spoke to Ben again. We told each other everything about our Christmases. It was one of the best ones in my life, and I would never forget the kind gesture that Scar’s mother did to invite me.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, we were up bright and early. We met at the station where the tour was going to start, and I saw Ben first with Storm’s soft dark curls cupping her face.

      Excitement left my lips as I rushed toward Ben, and he caught me. I’d missed his scent.

      “You ready to find out more about your vampire heritage?”

      “Bring it on.” I pressed my lips on his, feeling stupid for the crap that had left my mouth last night about Gabe. “Thank you for this. It’s so thoughtful.”

      “You are so welcome, Max.”

      The tour started off with a breakfast and then we all hopped on a bus that had no roof and traveled to the beautiful city of Cinderriver.

      Scar pulled us through every museum there was, and we ended with lunch close to the palace.

      A huge bridge was the only thing between us and the castle. It was as if King Montreal lived on his own island.

      After lunch, we hopped on the bus again, and it took us over the bridge.

      I couldn’t stop looking at the gigantic walls. They were marble and high.

      The bus stopped at the gate where all the other tour buses had stopped, and we all climbed off.

      “Is King Montreal here when everyone invades his privacy like that?” I asked.

      “Yeah, he is somewhere in the palace,” Ben answered.

      The tour guide called us all forward. “Please, don’t touch a thing. Remember that it’s someone’s home and someone that could suck us all dry in a matter of seconds.”

      Sniggers came from a few of the tourists. Such a silly joke, as the king would never do that.

      Ben held my hand in his as we traveled on the grounds first. The guide spoke about how old the building was and what it was made of, the history around the rich Montreals, and about some of the first vampire colonies in Cinderriver.

      The garden was next, and it was so beautiful with all the statues of the members.

      The king’s sister was one of them. She’d died when she was sixteen. A vampire that had turned immortal killed her. The Shield of that time had to take him out.

      It was so sad.

      The queen’s statue came next, and the guide told us that she couldn’t cope with the loss of Princess Annedale and wanted to be petrified. The king had promised to wake her up when he found the princess.

      We walked past a statue of baby Annedale. She was probably one and chased a butterfly.

      Scar touched the brass plate as we carried on moving inside. We started in the hallway. The walls displayed so many portraits of kings and queens. They all had dark hair and blue eyes, with rosy lips. Beautiful people but scary at the same time.

      I couldn’t stop staring and thinking that Gabriel fit among them, although he wasn’t a vampire, not even fifty percent.

      An old kitchen came next. It wasn’t in use, but it carried appliances of the old times.

      The ball room was big with gold trimmings. I couldn’t stop noticing that all the ceilings had clouds and mountains with palaces painted on them—beautiful scenery to get lost in.

      The guide brought me back with the amount of balls that the Montreals had held.

      “You know where the cherub of baby Annedale is, Scar?” Ben asked.

      “Yeah, it’s somewhere around here. Rumor has it, she is very shy. I haven’t seen her once, and I’ve been here three times now.”

      “Cherub?” I asked

      “See the ceiling?” Scar said, and I looked up at the painting.

      I squinted as I could swear I saw something move.

      “It’s bewitched,” Scar whispered.

      A cherub flew from behind the cloud. The corner of my lips moved. I’d seen a painting like this, it was in Principal Williams’ office. But it wasn’t like the ceiling.

      “It is said,” Scar carried on, “and I don’t know how true it is as I’ve never seen her before, that the king has bewitched a part of Annedale’s memory as a cherub. That she is floating among the other babies, making eyes at guests and so forth.”

      I kept staring at the cherubs. “You serious?”

      “Very. The guide will tell you about it soon, too.”

      The tour carried on, and I kept looking up every few minutes. The ceiling painting surely was beautiful. The cherub babies either had blonde hair or red hair, and some were playing an instrument. Others chased one another. No sound reached my ears, though.

      I held Ben’s hand, knowing that he guided me as I listened with one ear, just staring at the ceiling, trying to see if baby Annedale was here.

      The path from the ceiling painting split at a tower, and we all walked up the spiral staircase.

      It ended in an apothecary tower, which was weird, as it was the Vampire Court.

      “This is the tower of the infamous Clayton Farewell. I know the surname is common to a vampire, but he wasn’t a vampire. He was actually a witch that worked for years for the Montreal family. The time when King Montreal the sixth had ruled, times were very different. He’d had bad blood between witches and djinns, and it was weird that he had positioned a royal warlock at the castle. This was his tower where he slept and worked on sigils that would make the hair on your arms stand up. Most of his work is now in the monastery that houses all the ancient books of bonds, potions, and spells. Ever since this King Montreal took over, the position of Royal Warlock hasn’t been filled.”

      The tower gave me a bad vibe. The story felt so sinister.

      “How did he die?” I asked.

      “Oh, he didn’t. He actually disappeared the same time baby Annedale disappeared.”

      “You think the two incidents were related?” Ben asked.

      “Some say they were, but those are just rumors. He was an amazing spell caster of his time. Wish I knew where he disappeared to and whether he was still alive.”

      We moved out of the tower and down another set of steps that led to the foyer. I immediately looked up at the painting again. A chuckle seeped from Ben’s lips.

      The ceiling here was stunning, filled with mountains in the clouds and waterfalls. Everything was so alive.

      I tried to find her again and froze when my gaze locked on a cherub hiding behind a cloud. She peeked over the cloud at us. Her raven dark hair and rosy lips made her the most beautiful baby of all the cherubs. I couldn’t take my eyes away from her.

      Her little hand popped up and waved at me. I squeezed Ben’s hand, and he looked at me. I kept staring at her.

      She waved again, and I waved back as Ben gasped.

      “Oh, we are so lucky to see Annedale’s cherub today,” the tour guide said.

      “What?” Scar looked.

      “Cloud right above us. She keeps waving at Max.”

      It was the cutest thing I’d ever seen.

      “She is usually not this out in the open. The story goes that King Montreal has bewitched the ceiling paintings through a talented witch and put a memory of Annedale in a cherub among the other cherubs. She is smitten with you,” the tour guide said.

      People kept taking pictures with their phones at the ceiling.

      “I think she is smitten with her too,” Ben answered, and everyone chuckled.

      I waved at her again as her little mouth opened, and she flew to another cloud. She popped her head out of the cloud, and the group laughed as she played peek-a-boo with me.

      She then pointed at me.

      “What is she doing?” I asked.

      “Playing a game, maybe,” Ben said.

      I pointed at her, following her gesture.

      She shook her head and actually got quite robust with her movements as she pointed back at me. I looked behind me and squinted up at her, shaking my head, not knowing what she meant. Was it my clothes that she wanted? What?

      She pulled a cloud apart and hurt some of the other cherubs. My heart pounded at her tantrum. Everyone in the tour group voiced it too.

      “Annedale, enough,” a loud voice boomed, and I hid behind Ben as the baby just flew away and disappeared behind a cloud.

      Scar slapped me against my arm as I looked past Ben. Ben lowered on his knees and took me down with him. I looked up, and a few paces in front of me stood King Montreal, staring up at the ceiling, searching for his daughter.
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      “I’m sorry for Annedale’s behavior. She’s been acting really strange lately. Someone is going to check on the spell. Just know that she is harmless.”

      “Of course, my king, thank you so much for opening your home to us,” the tour guide said, and King Montreal nodded, turned around, and walked away. But not before he stared up at the clouds, trying to see his little angel. She was gone.

      I felt kind of bad for not understanding her little game of charades, and it kept us guessing way after the tour had ended, inside the diner where we decided to have a late lunch.

      “She wanted your t-shirt,” Storm said.

      “She wanted to be you,” Ben blurted out.

      “Of course, as Ben is such a catch,” Scar teased.

      “Ha-ha,” Ben said as we all laughed.

      “I feel bad that she got reprimanded.”

      “Max, it’s a painting, and it’s bewitched. It’s not the real baby Annedale,” Storm replied.

      “Why do you think he did that? Putting his baby in a bewitched painting?” I questioned.

      “It’s a bit messed up,” Storm mumbled.

      “I’m sure you would do that too if they took your only daughter away like that and you didn’t not know where she was,” Ben answered both of us.

      “I guess, but still, to torture yourself like that.” Storm sucked the last bit of her milkshake up the straw.

      “I don’t know.” Ben pushed his empty glass away. “I think she could give him some comfort in time of need.”

      “I agree with Ben,” Scar said.

      Still, the way she’d acted today was a bit unsettling. I wished I knew what she wanted.

      “It was so cool that we got to see King Montreal, right?” Scar tried to change the subject.

      “Very,” Ben seconded. He was also part vampire, but lived in Tuskfall, in the Djinn Court.

      We spoke about New Year’s Eve, and Ben invited us to his house as his parents always held an enormous ball.

      Scar also spoke about Will’s birthday on New Year’s Day.

      I didn’t even know it was his birthday.

      “If you guys want, my dad is doing this thing on New Year’s Day at his club.”

      “His fight club?” Storm asked.

      “His what now?”

      Ban laughed at my comment.

      “Yeah, my dad owns an underground fight club. It’s very elite, and he has a charity event every New Year’s Day. All the Shield members fight each other.”

      “You serious?” Scar asked as she leaned over the table, closer to Ben.

      “Yeah, you guys can come; I’ll arrange a cake and some drinks if you want.”

      “Will would love it. I mean, the guys did ask who would win if you put all the Shield members together.” Scar looked at Storm who nodded.

      “When?”

      “I think you were with Ben,” Scar replied.

      “Then it’s settled,” Ben said.

      Scar smiled. “Cool, I think he will love that.”

      “I’ll arrange the rest.”

      “Connor and Matias coming too?” Storm asked.

      “You ever seen Connor and Matias miss a fight?”

      Storm laughed as she shook her head.

      “So, who wins?” Scar wanted to know.

      “It’s not about winning, Scar,” Ben said. “There’s about five winners in total. The rules are quite simple. You just have to beat your opponent.”

      “Simple. How do you choose which ability fights which?” Scar asked.

      “Oh, abilities get locked. It’s pure hand combat.”

      We all stared at Ben, and the two of them laughed as Scar and I gaped at him.

      I couldn’t wait to see this charity fight.

      

      
        
        GABRIEL

      

      

      New Year’s Eve, I partied with Gabby in New Square. I knew Max wasn’t here, but I couldn’t help looking for her.

      I hated she was so constantly in my thoughts; maybe I should just get laid and try to get her from my mind.

      Edward joined us with Rickus and Frank.

      We drank and had a merry time, then Gabby wanted to go clubbing and dragged me with her.

      The cameras were everywhere, and I hated how they were in my face trying to get a picture of the traveling princess.

      She was a natural with the media, just like her mother. A part of me wished that she’d worn one of her disguises tonight. I knew it was wrong, but still, it wouldn’t have been this crowded.

      I ended up kissing a girl whose name I didn’t know, horribly drunk and horny.

      That was the last thing I remembered.

      I woke up in a bed, and my body ached all over. I lifted my head, and the ache seared through my skull.

      The bright light that seeped from my curtains was a killer.

      I opened one eye and saw my pants with a pink lacy panty hanging over a chair that wasn’t mine.

      I lifted my head again and looked to my right. An icy finger ran up my spine as a second body laid next to me.

      I looked down at my dick. “Fuck!” And turned my head to see if I could make out who the girl was. Probably the one that I’d kissed.

      Brown slants of hair hung over her shoulder. I laid my head back. This wasn’t even my room. I did not know where I was.

      At least she wasn’t lying in my arms. I got up from the bed and pulled on my underwear and jeans.

      I would never hear the end of this one. Gabby would tease me till the end of time about what a dog I was.

      Why did I drink so much?

      My shoes were next; I kept the laces untied for now. I kept an eye on the sleeping figure as I put on my shirt and fished out my phone from underneath the heap of clothes.

      I found it on the ground, right underneath the chair.

      She was still sleeping, and I felt like a pig for sneaking out, but this was a horrible mistake, and I prayed she felt the same way, too.

      I walked out of her room and closed the door behind me. My steps were so soft as I trudged toward the hallway, searching for an exit.

      I reached the kitchen.

      “Oh, hello.”

      I jumped as the girl laughed.

      “Morning,” I said.

      “Natalie had always set the bar high, but the Weapon Wielder will not be easy to top.”

      “Yeah, he is a colossal idiot, too.” I tried to appear remotely decent and not the dog I was being at the moment.

      “Sneaking out, I see.”

      I grunted.

      “How much do you remember about last night?”

      “Not a lot.”

      “Natalie?”

      I shook my head. “I just know I kissed someone, and that was the last thing. You don’t, by any chance, have some painkillers, do you?”

      “You are in luck.” She stepped toward the cupboard, opened it, and threw me a bottle of Mayil.

      I took one and swallowed it.

      “Thank the Eye you are not a witch.”

      She laughed again. “I’m not an anything.”

      My eyebrow arched. “What?”

      “Traveled here about two years ago and fell in love.”

      “You are human?”

      “As human as they come.”

      I huffed.

      “There are a few of us here, Weapon Wielder.”

      “Gabriel is fine.”

      “Gabriel?” She smiled. “You want some coffee?”

      “No, I really have to go. Is there a way you can tell her thanks for last night?”

      “Even if you do not remember it?”

      “Yeah, I know, it’s hard to explain.”

      “Go, I’ll be super nice and sensitive.”

      “Thanks, you are a star.”

      “No, I’m human.”

      I chuckled and walked out of their apartment. I rushed down the hallway and down the steps.

      The light enhanced the skull-splitting headache as I tried to figure out where the heck I was.

      I didn’t even have my wallet. My phone had died too.

      I had to get to the palace, and I was sure that the guy would wait for money.

      I lifted my hand as a cab neared. He stopped, and I climbed in.

      “Witches Court, please.”

      “Rough night last night?”

      “You could say that.” I laid my head back against the chair and closed my eyes.

      I must have drifted off ‘cause it felt like a few minutes when the cab stopped and we were at the front gate.

      “It will be 15.50.”

      “Can you wait here, please? I promise you will get your money.”

      “Of course. We all know you are good for it, Commander Lieutenant Hendrix.”

      “Thank you.” I got out and walked to the gate. Held down the button of the speaker and hoped Gabriella would answer.

      “Yes,” Tobias’ voice sounded over the speaker

      “Where is Gabby?”

      “Sleeping. What do you want?”

      “I need money for the cab. I don’t know where my wallet is.”

      “Sounds like a you problem.” His voice vanished.

      “Tobias!” I looked back at the driver and smiled as I pressed the button again.

      It rang, and eventually Gabby picked up.

      “Wake up, sleepyhead. I’m at the gate, and I do not know where my wallet is.”

      A tired laugh poured from the speakers.

      “Gabby, please. This nice man is waiting for money.”

      “Fine, I’ll be there now.”

      “Thank you.”

      I walked back to the cab driver. “My cousin’s coming. Thank you.”

      “You are welcome.” The guy smiled, probably praying for a huge tip from the princess.

      Five minutes later, Gabby appeared on the other side with my wallet. I could kiss her. I paid him a twenty and thanked him again.

      I walked through the gates before they closed.

      “So who was she?” She was still in her skinny sleeping shorts and t-top.

      “A Natalie. Don’t ask me what she looks like. I didn’t stay to chitchat.”

      She gasped. “You ditched her?”

      “Gabby, I can’t remember half of last night.”

      She laughed.

      “It’s not funny.”

      “Did you at least get laid?”

      “It feels that way.”

      “You don’t even remember that?”

      “No, I was horribly drunk.”

      “Gabe. You can be such a dog.”

      I flinched. “I know.”

      We both burst out laughing before we entered the palace.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        MAX

      

      

      On the first of January, the seven of us met Ben at the station at Tuskfall. Will was super excited that we took the liberty to arrange his birthday and even invited Deb to meet us.

      The two of them couldn’t get enough of each other as we all climbed into a very posh mini-van that Ben drove.

      Last night was almost one of those nights where I took it further, but I chickened out at the last minute. I wasn’t ready, but it didn’t mean that we didn’t rile each other up.

      I was nervous about today and had no idea why. Maybe just the big names that were mentioned yesterday of everyone who was going to be fighting at the charity. Big names, except the one I wanted to hear.

      A part of me was glad that Hendrix wasn’t going to fight. I didn’t think that I’d be able to watch him get hurt.

      Everyone was jolly on the ride to this underground club, and it was literally underground.

      We entered around half-past ten in the morning, and the fights were already taking place. The tiered seating wasn’t full yet, but it was a giant arena. A huge black cage was the fighting pit.

      The two fighters were at each other.

      We walked toward one of the boxes. The guys kept following us as Ben kept greeting people on his way there.

      The steps came up that led to the first box, and Ben took them. We entered a vast area with loads of leather sofas looking down on the metal cage.

      They had the best seats, if you asked me, and could see everything in detail. It was even streamed on a big screen TV.

      A giant bar covered the back and names like the SandMaster and the Wale were engraved in silver plates.

      My gaze landed on the Weapon Wielder.

      “Are they streaming it live?” Will asked Ben as my eyes landed on Connor and Matias sitting at the back, on white leather sofas.

      They waved at us.

      “No, it’s just for the crowd as it’s hard to see what is happening inside because of the iron cage,” Ben replied, and Will and Cade already stared at who was fighting.

      I didn’t know these Shield members at all. Meaning they’d just started out or they weren’t famous at all.

      We all plopped down on the sofas next to Connor and Matias. Then we all wished Will happy birthday before a waiter came and brought Ben a giant bucket filled with ice and stuffed with beers and drinks.

      Ben had mentioned something about snacks.

      “You guys know who is fighting?” Simon questioned.

      “The one guy, Lu, graduated last year from Beaumond. It’s his first try; I’m actually curious to see where he is going to end. Grayer is an old player, but he doesn’t usually get far,” Matias answered.

      “So it’s got nothing to do with age or anything?” Cade wanted to know.

      “Nope, you see that,” Connor pointed at a board with the two of their faces, “it’s how they choose who will fight against each other. This is lot one. Your aim is to get to lot three.”

      We all nodded.

      I wasn’t into fighting that much, but whatever Will wanted for his birthday was good for me.

      “The interesting fights happen in the third lot.”

      “Something I discovered when you said the aim is to get to lot three,” I said.

      “Stop chatting up my girl,” Ben said and handed me a drink.

      Connor flipped him off, and Ben laughed.

      We all started talking about random things and just celebrating Will’s birthday.

      One fight after another got called, and I saw here and there a couple of names that I’d seen before. Like O’Toole.

      I sighed when he was chosen, and Ben looked at me.

      “I’m sorry, but it’s O’Toole.”

      Connor laughed at the way Ben stared at me.

      “I have to worry about O’Toole now, Max?”

      “No. He is just so perfect.”

      Ben finally laughed.

      “His face is flawless, like he should be a god. I mean, look at him.” I pointed at the screen that showed the bronze glow to his skin.

      He was tall but not big, and his dark skin almost glowed like gold. He was handsome too, way too beautiful to fight in this ring. His dreads were braided perfectly and laid like a bunch of snakes on his shoulders.

      I took a deep breath and looked at Ben who thought it was hilarious. “You are impossible.”

      “It’s O’Toole. What is he doing in there?”

      “He has a heart of gold, but without his ability, a piss poor fighter.”

      “No! You serious?”

      “His ability makes him dangerous,” Ben replied.

      We watched the first few punches, and I kept shrinking into Ben as O’Toole was really getting a beating.

      He did get a few good kicks and punches in.

      “You need to see his sister then if you think he is beautiful,” Connor pointed out.

      “He has a sister?” I asked.

      “Yes, Max, he is half a wolf.”

      “Really, I thought he was half vampire/half dragon.”

      “Half werewolf/half vampire.”

      “Horrible combination,” Ben said. “Possessive as hell.”

      O’Toole headbutted the guy. He was vicious, I didn’t care what anyone said, and to my surprise, he won.

      “He never makes it to lot two, you’ll see,” Ben quipped.

      “Okay, so all of them just fight until they get to lot three?” I asked.

      “Oh no, fresh fighters come in lots two and three.”

      “So they have to fight fresh fighters? How do they choose who is in lots two and three?”

      “Best of the best, Max,” Ben said. “If you win lot three, you are automatically placed in lot three, if you lose in lot three, first round, you automatically get placed in lot two. The rest are all lot one.”

      “That doesn’t seem fair.”

      “Why do you think this club is the one that ranks them? You win in that rank, you build a name for yourself.”

      I think I was starting to finally grasp how this fighting game worked, but still, it was a bit barbaric.
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      The day progressed. We got all sorts of treats and baskets filled with tiny burgers and sandwiches.

      The guys ate like beasts, but food and drink just kept coming.

      Around three it was time for the second lot and Will’s cake.

      We all sang and took videos and pictures as he blew out his candles.

      “Edward Charles vs Phineas Luwidsky.”

      “Commander Charles is fighting?” Scar pushed herself up the sofa and rushed to the window.

      Storm laughed as Scar looked back at her. The corners of her mouth pulled downward.

      “Of course, he is fighting,” Matias said. “The dude is training future Shield members.”

      “Why is he in lot two?” Scar asked.

      “Because he lost last year, first round lot three.”

      “I’m rooting for you, Commander,” Scar screamed, making us all laugh.

      We watched the TV screen as we really struggled to see through the metal of the cage. If Commander Charles was here, it meant that Gabriel was here too.

      I couldn’t take my eyes off the fight. Commander Charles was ruthless, kept hammering on this Phineas dude. Connor and Matias made grunting noises for every major shot Commander Charles gave the poor guy.

      It was over in less than five minutes.

      “This is where the fun starts.” Ben looked at me as I stared wide-eyed at the MC lifting Commander Charles’ hand in the air.

      Dex was also in lot two. He was fast, and his jabs were all to the throat.

      The guys kept cheering him. He wasn’t my favorite trainer, to be honest, and I would’ve loved seeing him get his ass handed to him.

      A couple of big names were mentioned. O’Toole got called again and lost. He got badly hurt, and they had to carry him out of the cage.

      “Sorry, Max, but the guy is a bit of a poofter without his ability,” Ben said.

      “He is still a semi-god.”

      “Ben,” someone yelled, and we all looked.

      Christian Vortier stood at the bar wearing chinos and a button shirt. His golden blond hair was messy, more than usual, and he had a day-old stubble. Ben got up with Matias and Connor and rushed over to the bar as Amy shrieked in her inner voice.

      The guy was handsome, but something told me that he knew that too. The guy was famous as he was King Xiou’s personal guard.

      “He’s fighting too?” I asked Storm.

      “Third lot, usually wins it too. If he wins tonight, it’s the fifth time.”

      “Wow,” I said. “But Ben said there are like five winners.”

      Storm nodded as Christian laughed at something Ben said. They were saying goodbye now and wishing him good luck with tonight’s fights.

      “I didn’t know he fought,” Cade mentioned to Matias.

      “He’s not the only one. Durel and Kengsington also fight.”

      “Durel as in the Sand Master Durel?” Will asked.

      “Lot three.”

      Commander Charles’ name was called again, and we all watched. Something told me that Gabriel wasn’t in this lot. Otherwise his name would’ve been called a long time ago. Commander Charles fought against Reineer. The guy was also a celebrity Shield member, one of those who were on the recruit advertisement.

      The two had a hard fight, and I cringed every time the commander got hit.

      Reineer was relentless.

      It was finally over, and Commander Charles had lost.

      “He lost?” Scar looked at Ben.

      “Reineer is lethal, Scar. You saw that.”

      “It’s Edward fucking Charles.”

      Amy laughed the loudest. “I just want to know where the hell Hendrix is.”

      “Third tier,” the boys yelled.

      “So he does fight?” Scar asked.

      Oh man. He was a hooligan.

      “Wins one of the spots too.”

      “He is that good?” Amy questioned.

      “He is Commander Lieutenant, Amy. Of course, he is that good. Otherwise he wouldn’t run the Selective program for the past three years.”

      The fights continued, and Dex made it to the third round.

      I almost had a heart attack when O’Toole came and said hello to Ben.

      He introduced me to O’Toole, and I shook his hand.

      Scar and Amy stared. The guy was radiant and had a tiny cut on his eyebrow from the fight.

      The guys were speaking about upper hooks and jabs and who the guys had bet on. Scar kept bumping me not to stare, but I couldn’t help.

      There was just something about O’Toole that pulled me in.

      “Enjoy your evening,” O’Toole said.

      “You leaving?” Ben asked.

      “No, my party is over there.” He pointed at a group sitting behind the pillar.

      “Enjoy.”

      I tried to see who his sister was as Ben had said she was as gorgeous as her brother, but I couldn’t see her.

      Ben laughed. “You are so curious.”

      “I can’t help it.”

      He planted his lips on me, and we carried on watching.

      More and more fighters either before their fight or after their fight came to say hi to someone in this box. I hadn’t seen Commander Charles though.

      Scar and Amy came with me to the bathroom.

      When we came out, the place was packed, and we really struggled to get back to the box.

      The guy announced that lot three and the main fighting events were about to start.

      We finally reached the box; the first two fighters were already in the metal cage.

      Everyone was watching this lot. Nobody was really speaking to each other, they were just cheering.

      They were all skilled fighters too, so the fights lasted a bit longer.

      Eventually a winner was called.

      Dex was next, and he got to fight against Hayward. I had no idea who this guy was.

      But Dex saw his ass in less than ten minutes.

      Hayward was brutal.

      Reineer was next. Fighting against Durel. He was King Montreal’s guard. I eyed his metal brass plate at the back.

      Reineer tasted blood in less than five minutes. He was out by nine.

      The guys cheered; they clearly didn’t like Reineer at all.

      Connor had some booking system going on every round with bets.

      The next fighters were announced.

      It was Christian, and the MC called his name. They scrolled fast to choose the second fighter, and it landed on Gabriel Hendrix

      “Oh fuck,” Connor said.

      “Still betting on Christian, Ben?” O’Toole yelled.

      “I stick with Christian,” Ben said, and Connor put Christian under Ben’s name.

      “Fuck that; Hendrix,” Storm said.

      “Against Christian?” Ben asked.

      “Hendrix,” Storm repeated.

      “Hendrix,” Amy yelled too, and Scar laughed. I didn’t bet.

      I watched the TV as the camera landed on Christian.

      “But he is cute,” Amy yelled, and Cade stared at her. She laughed and kissed him.

      The other side gate opened, and Gabriel rushed up the stairs. The camera really loved him.

      “Don’t take your eyes off him, it’s all he has to do,” Ben said.

      “Fuck, Ben, I don’t know. The two never fought against each other,” Connor spoke.

      “Christian is going to kick his ass.”

      The bell rang, and the fight started immediately. Gabriel was fast jabbing Christian in the throat. I couldn’t take my eyes off it as he didn’t give Christian any leeway and then the guy was on his knees.

      Christian made a comeback though, and his blows were brutal, drawing blood from Gabe.

      I didn’t like the beating at all. Then Gabe came in hard again.

      Amy kept yelling orders at him as if he could hear her, making Cade laugh. Will just stared at her.

      The fight was real, and both of them had drawn blood from the mouth, from eyebrows and lips.

      Christian looked as if he had the upside. Ben cheered loud, and I wondered if he was doing it because Gabe had kissed me.

      “Yes, don’t give him a chance,” Ben yelled.

      Gabe fell down, and it felt as if I couldn’t breathe.

      “Don’t turn—”

      Storm jumped up as Gabriel was on him again, and he gave it to Christian.

      “Fuck,” Ben yelled, and Amy screamed her little heart out.

      Christian fell down, and Gabe was the one left standing. The crowd went crazy.

      “Sorry, Ben,” O’Toole yelled.

      “Yeah, yeah, it would teach me. Don’t tell him please; he will give us hell again.”

      “He will give you hell; I bet for him.” Connor showed the slip, and Ben was the only one who’d bet on Christian.

      My gaze flickered to the screen again. Christian and Gabe shook hands now, but Christian was out of the fight.

      Ben couldn’t believe it.
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      It took a while for Gabriel to fight again.

      His name was called, and the guy they allocated him to fight against was Durel.

      Everyone voiced it as he was another king’s guard and someone that had won since Ben’s father had held these charity events.

      “Durel,” Connor said.

      Matias nodded too. Everyone’s money was on Durel. Amy still said Hendrix. “I won’t bet against my commander,” Amy’s voice sounded scratchy from all the screaming.

      “You go girl,” Scar cheered.

      “We are with you, Commander Hendrix,” Simon yelled too.

      “You know it,” Amy high-fived her brother, and I couldn’t contain my laughter.

      Ben leaned closer to me. “Who are you betting on?”

      “I don’t bet on anyone; this is barbaric.”

      “Oh, c’mon, it’s fun.”

      “You going to fight one day in that ring?”

      “You bet, Connor and Matias too.”

      “Hooligan.” I kissed him, and the kiss was sweet.

      The fight started, and Durel gave it to Gabriel. But Gabriel didn’t back down. They were both relentless.

      “It’s not even three minutes yet,” Connor said and started to get a bit worried.

      Gabe was really taking a beating, and it put me on alert. I couldn’t watch this and told Ben that I needed to go to the bathroom.

      Scar just gave me that look as I made my way out of the box.

      I kept looking at the screens, passing so many onlookers who were cheering for either the Weapon Wielder or the Sand Master. Gabe was not giving up though. His endurance was insane, but this guy was like a gorilla on him, pounding hard.

      I slipped into the bathroom, and the stalls were all full. There were women in there cheering Durel on.

      I kept looking at Gabriel as he fell down like a sack of potatoes.

      “C’mon, get up. Please, please, just get up,” I whispered.

      He didn’t stir. Durel didn’t take his eyes off of Gabriel the way Christian had.

      “No, no, no.” Get the fuck up!

      I jumped as it felt as if my thoughts vibrated out of me and over the mic, echoing through the building.

      What the fuck was that?

      “No fucking way,” the one girl yelled, and I looked at the screen. Gabe was on his feet and moving toward Durel fast. I stared with an open mouth as he pounded him hard. He was the gorilla now and didn’t stop beating down on Durel.

      Gabriel swung hard, and Durel fell to his knees and crashed to the floor.

      I kept staring at Gabriel as he walked like a drunk person toward the side of the cage.

      The crowd went crazy as Gabe was labeled the winner. I rushed back outside, and everyone just went ballistic around me. Gabe’s image kept flashing on the TV screen.

      They didn’t show him in the ring anymore.

      I couldn’t even see the gate. I kept worrying about my voice being all over the mic, but nobody spoke about it. They only mentioned how he’d come back and given Durel everything.

      I finally reached the box, and Amy and Simon were giving it to the guys who’d bet against him.

      Nobody spoke about the voice. Had nobody heard it? It was so loud.

      “Did you see, Max, did you see?” Amy’s voice was practically gone.

      “I was in the bathroom. I didn’t see. What happened?”

      “He just stood up out of the ashes and beat Durel, boom,” Amy yelled, motioning the boom with her hands.

      No voice telling him to get the fuck up; okay then? What the hell was that?

      The guys cheered Ben on for hitting Hendrix and said that he was the best of all the guards as he was the only one standing that had beat this thing since Ben’s dad had started it.

      Christian came into the box again, and he didn’t love the fact that he had lost.

      Ben got up, and I tuned in.

      “You had it. I had my money on you, dude,” Ben joked.

      “Never bet against your training officer. I thought I had him.”

      “Yeah, I told you, don’t turn your back on Gabe. Durel got it.”

      “Durel still lost; what the fuck was that? It was like he got up and had new life breathed into him.”

      “Yeah, I thought he was a goner, for sure.”

      They didn’t mention anything about a voice either.

      It took a while for Durel to enter. The guy was still alive, but he had one hell of a cut and a busted lip.

      “Don’t you guys hand out some healing tonics here?” I asked.

      “We do, but it takes time.”

      Everyone applauded as the guy took a bow.

      He spoke to O’Toole, and I continued to tune in.

      “I had him. I know I did.”

      “It’s Gabriel fucking Hendrix, Durel.”

      “Yeah, I know I had him. He was knocked out. I felt it.”

      “You mean, you thought he was.”

      “Magic was involved.”

      “C’mon, Durel. This entire place is magic free. The sigils on this wall wouldn’t have allowed it.”

      “Well, he was out and then he jumped back up as if someone had blown a second life into him. That is not every day happenings, Luke.”

      “Okay, big guy, whatever you say,” O’Toole said.

      “I need a fucking drink.” Durel walked to the bar. Something told me that he was a bit of a bad loser. What did you expect of the king’s personal guards?

      But I couldn’t help to wonder if it was magic. I’d heard that part of me overpowering the mic and bouncing off the walls. Yet nobody had heard it.
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      Ed stared at me as Joe kept dabbing my lip and covering the cut over my eye. It stung, and I tried not to voice it, but the evidence of flinching in my eyes couldn’t be contained.

      Ed hadn’t heard it, nobody had heard it, but it sounded like Max’s voice telling me to get the fuck up and then something in me stirred. It was like I had new life jolting through me.

      I knew I was done, but I got the fuck up and won.

      “Here, drink this for your side.” Joe left me with a tonic, and I nodded.

      “Thanks, Joe,” Ed said and waited till Joe left.

      I pulled out the cork with my teeth and drank the potion.

      “What voice, Gabe?”

      “Leave it, Ed. It was nothing.”

      “Don’t tell me it was nothing. You were out, my friend. I know when someone is knocked out. You were gone, Gabe. Now what the fuck happened?”

      “I said leave it, please.”

      He sighed. “Is this linked to what you wanted to figure out first?”

      “It could be.”

      He lifted his palms and turned around to walk to the other side of the changing room.

      How the hell could the Ahmdahney be involved?

      I kept going through it in my head. It was over.

      Durel was stronger than me. He was better than me, but that voice, it was Max’s voice. How? She wasn’t even here. I paused. This was Ben’s father’s club. What if she was?

      I got up and winced as my side was purple and blue. Ed rushed back to help.

      “Just sit down and take it easy. Wait for the elixir to kick in. You have to be here anyway until the end.”

      “I know. I need a drink.”

      “I’ll get you one.”

      “I can get one myself if you help me get my shirt, please.”

      “Gabe, you took one hell of a fucking beating. Durel is not just anyone. He has fifteen years’ more experience on the Shield. Not to mention Christian.”

      “Christian is a wanker.”

      “He is still one hell of a Shield member.”

      “I won, didn’t I?”

      “Yeah, you did. You fucking scare me at times.”

      “Good. It’s how you become the best.”

      “Become the best. Gabe, you are the best as it’s you, Christian, and Durel that have won this thing ever since Vogue started this charity. They are out; you are not. Believe it when I say, everyone out there is thinking the same thing.”

      “Enough, get me my shirt, please.”

      “Fine.” He smiled and handed my shirt.

      Ed helped me to get dressed. “I still say give it more time for the elixir to kick in.”

      “It’s not Petunia’s elixir, Ed. This one is going to take at least a few hours, and I really need that drink.”

      “Okay, let’s go.”

      He helped me up to my feet, and I followed him. I didn’t bother to dress in my jeans and jersey as Ed said I had to be here.

      In the hallway, I put on my hoodie and told Ed that I’ve got this. The elixir was starting to kick in, and the pain in my side was a smidge more bearable. I stopped at the entrance and closed my eyes, wanting to find Maxima Lane.

      “Gabe.”

      “I’m fine, give me a sec.”

      I opened my eyes, and the blue trail was there, leading up to Ben’s box. She was sitting right there at the window, looking at the cage. She was here, and somehow it was her, waking me up and getting me to fight a bit more. The blue trail vanished as I clutched my side and followed Ed to the winner’s box.

      Everyone cheered with Ed as I walked in and fell on the couch, feeling like death.

      “Best fight of the night, Gabe,” Frank yelled. He’d beat Grayer and was waiting on his second fight.

      “The way you just got up and pounded Durel, it was insane,” Melvine said. I had to relive everything through their eyes.

      “Okay, okay, back down. The guy felt everything, so it’s not like he wasn’t there.” Ed handed me a glass of whiskey.

      They all carried on until the door opened.

      Nico Vogue walked into the room. He was elegantly tall like his son. He had a friendly face and kind eyes and smiled as he reached out his hand to me.

      I wanted to get up.

      “No, sit. You earned it. Here.” He handed me a thick envelope.

      “What is this?”

      “For being the ultimate winner.”

      “It’s a charity.”

      “It’s not just a charity, Gabe. Take it. You’ve earned it.”

      I grabbed the envelope and threw it to Ed who caught it. Ed put it in his jacket pocket.

      “I’m glad you are teaching my son how to become the best.”

      I smiled; if he only knew what a big thorn his son was in my neck, he wouldn’t have said that.

      “Durel isn’t very happy about this win. He came to see me and wanted to know if magic could seep through.”

      “He thinks Gabe used magic?” Ed asked.

      I lifted my hand for Ed to stop.

      “I told him, with the amount of blocking sigils on the ceiling, walls, and floors, there is no way an ounce of magic could get through. He is a bad loser, and he might end up doing something later on,” Nico warned me.

      “Relax, I’m not intending to meet him somewhere afterward,” I replied.

      Nico laughed. “Congratulations. Enjoy your winnings.” He turned around and walked out.

      I slumped back into my chair and laid my head back. I couldn’t get that voice—no, that order—out of my head.

      How the fuck did she do that?
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      The night progressed and toward eight o’clock, everyone had a chance to fight.

      The cage hoisted off the ground, revealing only the arena, and the winners got called one by one to the stage. Gabe was last, and everyone cheered. Even those that bet against him.

      Nico, Ben’s dad, took the stage and spoke from his heart; he talked about the amount of money they had raised for Children of the Cue Organization.

      Storm told Scar that it was Gabe’s choice of organization.

      A couple of women kept yelling at Gabriel how much they loved him, and Nico even made a joke or two about that.

      Gabe smiled and shook his head at Commander Charles who was standing right at the front. Dex was right next to him as the camera zoomed past them.

      I still wondered about that voice as I kept staring down at the five winners. I couldn’t help but be super proud of him. I didn’t know why I felt this way and wondered if I was ever going to not feel this way for Gabriel Hendrix.

      Nico lifted Gabe’s hand again, and the crowd cheered; even the guys in the box cheered.

      Then they all left the stage. Gabe vanished among the crowd, and I looked at Ben who was already trying to get the attention of one of the servers.

      “We’re just going to drink one more and then we are out of here, okay?”

      I nodded, and the guys ordered one more drink.

      “You are very quiet,” Scar said.

      “This is so not my scene.”

      “I wish you could’ve seen him though. It was scary, but also amazing to know that the guy is our training officer,” she whispered.

      Big cheers came, and Ben looked around. He got up and applauded as I looked over my shoulder and saw Gabe shaking O’Toole’s hand. Ed grabbed O’Toole’s neck and pulled his head against his.

      I turned back around as I tried to calm down my heart. Ben had enhanced hearing too.

      “You are one terrifying mother fucker,” Amy yelled, her voice still gone.

      “Okay, that is not scary at all, Amy,” Gabe said, and we all laughed.

      “Congrats.” Ben shook his hand.

      “Thank you, it was a hard fight. Durel doesn’t give up.”

      “Oh, we saw,” Cade said. “Thought he had you too.”

      “What can I say, I’m great at pretending.”

      “How the hell did you get up?” Connor asked as the corner of my eye saw Edward standing behind Scar.

      “First round, seriously?” she whispered to him.

      “Third lot, Scar,” Commander Charles said.

      “Reineer is a pushover,” she scolded him.

      He laughed. “Hey, Storm.”

      “Commander Charles.” Storm nodded once.

      Connor still wanted to know.

      “What do you want me to say?” Gabriel said. “That a voice told me to get the fuck up and I did?”

      I froze and even held my breath.

      The guys thought it was funny, and it elicited laughter all around. I didn’t look up. Shit. He had heard it. I could feel his eyes on me, but I kept my head down.

      They carried on bickering.

      “Oh, please. You are such liars,” Amy yelled.

      “They bet against me?” Gabe asked.

      “They did, except us.”

      “Amy?” Matias yelled.

      “Oh, you are going to regret that,” Gabriel threatened.

      Everyone laughed, including me as the third years protested.

      “We were the only ones who had faith in you, Commander Hendrix,” Amy said.

      He laughed and said goodnight to everyone. I smiled at Ben.

      “Why are you so quiet?”

      “Just tired, I guess. It was a long day today.”

      He gave me a side hug and kissed me on my head as O’Toole and the rest spoke to Gabe.

      Ben spoke to Connor and Matias as I looked over my shoulder again.

      “Seriously, what is taking so long with that drink?” Ben mumbled.

      “I’ll get you one. I need to stretch my legs anyway,” I said.

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah, what, another Salsbury draft?”

      “Thanks, babe,” he said and kissed me on the lips. I jumped over the couch, as there was not enough space to walk around, and went to the bar. The barman was really busy, but I tried to get his attention.

      “So you bet against me too?” Gabe asked from behind me.

      “I actually didn’t bet or watch.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah, it’s not my scene, and if you think I like to watch how my commanders get beaten to a pulp, you don’t know me that well.”

      “I see,” he said.

      “So no, I didn’t bet. I have to admit though, it was fun seeing Dex getting his ass kicked.”

      Gabe chuckled and winced holding his side.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah, the tonic just takes a bit longer to kick in.”

      “Can I get you anything?” the barman said.

      “Another Salsbury please.”

      “Gabe?” the barman asked.

      “I’m fine; see you tomorrow at Beaumond, Max.”

      “Yeah, no more fights, okay?” I said, and he lifted his beer and went back to Ed.

      I hoped that he bought it, but thank heavens everyone here could vouch for me that I didn’t watch. Well, they didn’t see me watching.

      The barman handed me a Salsbury, and I walked back to the guys in the corner.

      My eyes locked on Gabe’s eyes as he gave a woman a side hug. I looked back in front of me, but that stare said everything. There were two people in this building that had heard that voice. The one releasing it and the other one receiving it, and the one receiving it had loads and loads of questions. Questions I didn’t have answers to yet.
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      We went back to Beaumond on the 2nd of January. It was difficult to say goodbye to Dianna and Phil Flavion. They were warm and loving people. Like a second mom and dad.

      Scar still hasn’t spoken to me about last night. She and Storm got into a fight, and it messed her up pretty bad. She went to bed early, and I didn’t hover.

      I had to admit, it was great to be back, surrounded by my own things, things that was part of my life now, but it wasn’t great seeing Scar still in a tiff.

      I had also tried to push the voice to the back of my mind.

      Gabe would ask me about it and then I would tell him I had no idea what he was talking about. It sounded very far-fetched anyway.

      He would leave it.

      “So, what did you and Storm fight about?”

      “She found out that I still haven’t told my mom.”

      “How, Scar?”

      “It slipped.”

      I left it there. It was to be expected that Storm would be angry. I hoped it would not end their relationship. They were good together, and Scar just needed more time.

      On the third, classes started again, and we opened with an early training with Commander Hendrix.

      Shit.

      I ignored him, but the look in his eyes said that there was something, that he knew what I’d done.

      It wasn’t like I’d cheated. I’d cheered him on just like everyone else. My cheer just happened to affect the entire outcome of the fight.

      It sounded crazy. Nobody would believe it.

      He pushed us to the breaking point and just when we thought we were going to die, Principal Williams’ voice sounded, “Commander Hendrix, a word.”

      “Laps,” he yelled, and Commander Hendrix rushed toward Principal Williams.

      The principal had two harnesses in his hand, and Gabriel looked over his shoulder. His head jerked toward me, running next to Scar.

      “Halt,” Commander Hendrix yelled as he walked back down the steps. Principal Williams took a seat as we fell in line.

      “William and Maxima,” Commander Hendrix spoke, and we stepped forward. He gave Will one harness and then handed me the second one.

      My gaze flickered to Will. I did not know what to do with it.

      “I’m sure you will find it easier to change back now without worrying that you will be naked.”

      “What?” I asked as Will smiled.

      “You serious?” Will had already figured out how to put it on as I glared at him. It wasn’t even his ability, and he just got everything around it super fast. “What are you waiting for?”

      “How do I put it on?”

      Olivia and Elanka giggled as Will stepped toward me and helped me to put it around my torso. The harness crossed between my boobs, and I didn’t like the emphasis it put on them, the little there was.

      “Change, Max. Let’s see how it works,” Commander Hendrix instructed.

      “What if I have the harness on wrong?”

      “You don’t, just change,” Will said.

      I closed my eyes and thought of Ben. The shift came so fast, I hopped out of my clothes.

      “Max, you are so cute,” Scar yelled.

      Will mimicked my actions and a second bunny hopped out of his clothes.

      “Thinking about Ben again, Lane?”

      “Shut up.”

      “Okay, now change back,” Commander Hendrix commanded.

      Will changed back, and I closed my eyes.

      “Nice dress, Will,” Cade yelled.

      I opened my eyes as Will flipped him off. He had on a leather skirt. It came out of the harness and covered the lower part of his body.

      Crap.

      I looked at my harness that sort of shrank with my body, still hugging my bunny torso tight. Was it going to cover my boobs?

      “Come, Max. We don’t have all day,” Hendrix commanded.

      “I got you,” Will said, and my gaze flickered to Gabriel who had said that to me that day too, before he’d kissed me.

      I closed my eyes and concentrated on my human body. The shift came, and everything pulled in all directions.

      It wasn’t as graceful as Will’s shift. He grabbed my arm and pressed me tight against his body as the fatigue and headache came. I hated the loss of energy and skull-splitting headache. Even my limbs trembled.

      “You go girl,” Scar said.

      A short skirt barely closed my butt cheeks, and the same strip of clothing covered my breasts. All attached to my harness. Everything else was open. It was still close to being naked.

      Will smiled.

      “Can you please stop staring? It is really not that different from being naked,” I said.

      “It’s the best that they could do, Max,” Principal Williams said as I clung to Will.

      I pointed my finger, still clinging to Will, toward the heap of clothes. “Please, Scar.”

      She couldn’t contain her smile but bent down and grabbed my clothes, placing them in my hands.

      I rushed to the ladies’ room to get changed. Someone whistled.

      “Enough,” Commander Hendrix said. “Go get dressed.”

      I pulled on my clothes pretty fast. There weren’t any signs of bunny ears today which I was grateful for.

      When I picked up the harness, the dress and cups were gone. It was only the belt.

      I knew magic was involved, I just wished it wasn’t so stingy with the material. I didn’t put it back on and walked out.

      Commander Hendrix rushed up the stairs and out the door as everyone walked to their towels and bottles on the stone steps.

      “That was brilliant,” Cade said and slapped Will’s hand.

      “The dress is hot, Max,” Amy cooed, and the heat rushed up my cheeks and ears.

      She laughed and gave me a hug. It was really not that far from being naked, but I guessed if I saw myself in the mirror with the dress, I would get used to it.

      “Ben would love it,” Scar quipped.

      “Oh, shush.” I pushed her away slightly and followed the guys out of the arena.

      I was grateful for whoever designed something that would cover my ass and boobs every time I shifted back.
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      The weeks carried into months and to be honest, it went so fast. We celebrated Scar’s birthday, followed by the twins, and a month ago was Cade’s.

      We had all become stronger as Selectives, and my shifts had gotten super easy.

      I’d shifted into eight different animals; three new ones had made their appearance. One was a squirrel, another a dog, and the last one a Siberian tiger. Will loved that one.

      Class-wise, my magic still sucked. Master Conway believed it was the spell that they had put on me that caused my magic to backfire on me.

      On the romance side, I was growing pretty close to Ben. He became my everything way too fast, and the kiss I’d once shared with Gabriel Hendrix was in the past.

      Our five-month dating anniversary was tonight.

      I’d spoken to the girls over the past two weeks about what I had planned.

      Storm had gotten her hands on a bottle of Champagne, along with fresh strawberries and whipped cream. Since Scar had finally told her mother about Storm, the two had gone back to their old selves.

      I was happy for them as the room wasn’t the same without Storm’s bubbly personality.

      The Champagne, strawberries, and whipped cream had cost me a fortune.

      Around seven, I went to Ben’s room with the Champagne and strawberries with cream in my bag.

      I passed many guys on the stairs up to his room.

      Even Commander Hendrix.

      “Maxima?”

      “I’m not here. I’m a figment of your imagination.”

      Two guys laughed as the commander said nothing and kept walking down the stairs.

      Yep, he was still a jerk. I rushed to Ben’s room and knocked on his door.

      Connor and Matias slipped out. “Bye, Max.”

      “Thank you,” I yelled after both of them. They lifted their hands the same time as I slipped into Ben’s room. He was sitting behind his desk, drawing.

      My arms wrapped around him from behind, and I rested my chin on his shoulder to see what he was working on. I gasped as I stared up at me. It almost looked like a photograph.

      “You like it?”

      “I love it. You are so talented. Remind me again why you are part of the Shield and not somewhere busy studying art?”

      “Because being a Shield member is my first love. Art my second.”

      Air pulled sharply in to my lungs. “And where do I fit in?”

      “Oh, you are way at the front. You don’t have a number as you are infinity.”

      I squeezed him tighter and kissed his neck. “You say just the right things, Ben Vogue. You are almost perfect.”

      “Take that back. I am perfect.”

      I scrunched up my nose at him, and he attacked me with his lips at the same time as he pulled me over his shoulder.

      Laughter bubbled from me, followed by a grunt as the bottle of Champagne pressed against my spine.

      “What’s in the bag?”

      “Oh, please tell me you didn’t forget?”

      “Forget what?”

      “It’s our five-month anniversary, Ben.”

      “Why do you think I forgot? I finished your drawing just in time for it.”

      “It’s for me?”

      “Yes.”

      I kissed him again. He laughed against my lips. “So what is in the bag?”

      “Champagne, strawberries, whipped cream, and condoms.”

      He gasped. “Condoms? We going to blow them up as party balloons?”

      I laughed. “We can do with them whatever you want.”

      He laughed and kissed me again. “Whatever I want?”

      “Whatever you want.”

      The kiss deepened as his hands disappeared underneath my shirt. My heart galloped at his touch. My skin loved it, but my thoughts went on a rampage.

      An alarm suddenly battered my ears, and Ben tensed up. “You’ve got to be kidding me. Now?!”

      “What is it?”

      “A drill.”

      “Those happen?”

      “Once a year. Ignore it. Where were we?” He kissed me again and unbuttoned my shirt as the door opened. Connor rushed in with Matias.

      “You guys mind?” Ben yelled as I buttoned my shirt back up, hiding behind his body.

      “You hear that, right?” Connor yelled.

      “It’s just a drill,” Ben replied.

      “It’s not. We saw Hendrix and Charles getting attacked; a couple of guys are already trying to push an ocean of black cloaks back.”

      “What?” we both responded. My heart pounded faster as I stared at Ben whose eyebrows furrowed.

      “It’s not a drill!” Matias confirmed.

      I jumped up.

      “Max.”

      “I need my harness.”

      Ben grunted, grabbed me, and jumped with me out the window. I held on for dear life as he headed for my open window.

      He pulled it wide, and I climbed through.

      “It looks like students are making it to Hall H,” Ben pointed out. “I’m going to get more information.”

      “Okay.” I yanked at my drawer and grabbed my harness. He flew away and out of sight. My arms shoved through the straps, and I pulled it in place. I ran out the door and down the steps.

      The crowd on the stairs surged as students tried to get to safety. Ms. Kendra’s voice blared on a loop over the system, instructing everyone to go to Hall H. I hated the pushing and shoving.

      I followed the stream as I caught Derek running toward the courtyard. I pushed against a girl and past another to get out of the stream and ran in the direction Derek had disappeared.

      My gaze landed on Ben who kept swooping down, grabbing someone, ducking magical wisps and flying as high as he could. I did not know where Storm or the others were.

      Just then the earth rumbled, and my gaze landed on a person whose eyes were pure white. Tree roots sprouted from the earth and curled around shadowed members. They got yanked away from Selective members, flew into the air, and landed a few yards away from the fight. But the black cloaks got back up and pushed forward again.

      I had to look carefully in order to see that it was Storm. Scar was right; her X-Gene was pretty amazing, and I understood why Barock had wanted her.

      One of the dark cloaks ducked a fireball as I neared. Commander Charles came into view, releasing another one. A few paces away from him, Gabriel fought with his blades as he slashed the swords through bodies left, right, and center.

      Will had multiplied, but he was wearing the harness too.

      A similar feeling overpowered me as that night we were in the swamp, but it felt slightly different. The shift pushed against my ribcage, and I grunted, leapt into the air, and landed on paws covered in gold and black stripes. My claws were long, and a growl slipped past my lips.

      There was no sign of Ben as I ran toward the two commanders and grabbed the nearest shadowed. Screams left his lips as my teeth pierced through his skin. His hood fell backward, over his head, revealing an adult that could easily have been my father. They were cowards fighting against Selectives.

      A second beast leaped over me, taking down the one that wanted to attack me from behind, as vines and roots pushed out from the earth, followed by a wind so cold and strong, it almost blew me away.

      Connor had an amazing X-Gene, but at times, I hated it. He redirected his breath to a different crowd, which was good as I didn’t know how much longer I could stand the cold. My claws dug into the turf as Gabriel got attacked from all the sides.

      Out of the corner of my eye, Will came from a different direction. He wasn’t a tiger. He was a black jaguar with yellow eyes, but what I didn’t realize was how crazy and scary he looked.

      I growled as I neared Gabriel, and he ducked as I leaped. The guy that was ready to pounce on him looked up too late. His eyes grew as my paws connected with him. The scream came as I brought him to the ground. Warm blood oozed from the wounds in his neck as my fur got soaked with crimson.

      Will dismantled the one that was in his claws. A sword came down on my back, and I shifted into a canary, flew past the guy, and turned back into my human form as Gabriel pierced a blade through his chin and out the top of his skull.

      I changed back into a tiger when another cloaked figure charged at us. I pounced on him and grabbed his arm. My teeth bit into his shoulder as his cries assaulted my ears.

      A vibration followed, and I shifted back to my human form involuntarily.

      Will did the same.

      The guy pushed me off at the same time as someone tackled me to the ground.

      Ben? His facial features froze.

      I squinted. “Ben?”

      He pinned me down with his full weight. “I love you,” he whispered and then crushed me.

      I lifted my head and saw the three arrows protruding from his back. My eyes drifted in the direction they came from as tears pricked, threatening to blur my sight.

      A couple with cloaks stood on the hill right outside Beaumond. The one had a bow and arrow in her hand.

      Something in me exploded, and I pushed through the hum and shifted into a falcon.

      “Max!” Gabriel yelled, but I refused to stop. The woman drew her cloak and changed into a falcon herself.

      The shock of knowing she was the falcon I’d saved so many times rushed through me. It didn’t make me stop though. It made me flap harder.

      A whistle screamed from my beak. She was a few paces in front of me.

      A pull came. It was so fast, one second I was in the air and the next, my energy waned and I shifted back to my human figure, connecting hard with the ground.

      Footsteps rushed on the wooden floor as I struggled to keep my eyes open.

      “What do we have here?” a man spoke. “She is not royal.”

      “No, but she was chasing me. The little shit almost took Darius’ arm off. I had no choice.”

      “She was chasing you and taking his arm off?”

      “She can change into any animal.”

      “Humph,” the man said, and then the darkness consumed me.
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      I did not know how they came through the barrier, but I felt it. It tore through me. They didn’t die. Something protected them, and then the attack turned into a bloodbath. The Selectives quickly came to our aid. Some of them had left for the weekend already, but those that stayed were at our side in five minutes. Even Will and Max. Tigers came out, and they were relentless. They tore the enemy in half.

      At some point my X-Gene refused to work. It had never happened before; it had never failed me like that. I had to fight with my bare hands. Max’s cry pierced through my soul, and then she pushed past whatever blocked our X-Gene and exploded into a falcon. I tried to stop her, but I couldn’t even send Will after her.

      It stopped after that, and I realized why Max had given chase, why she had pushed past whatever was blocking our X-Gene and become a falcon.

      I ran toward Ben. “Vincent!”

      Ed appeared at my side. Ben was still breathing as three arrows protruded from his back. They’d shot him from behind. It was so cowardly.

      “Ben,” Connor yelled.

      I nodded at Ed to help me with Ben and to get him to the infirmary.

      We rushed as Connor cleared the way.

      “I won’t tell her you died, you hear me? You’d better make it.” I struggled through the infirmary and down the hallway as Connor was already speaking to Vincent. We helped Ben onto a bed and laid him on his stomach, giving Vincent space to do his work.

      “I need hourly updates, please.”

      Vincent nodded as I rushed back out of the infirmary with Ed on my heels.

      “Max pushed through whatever was blocking our X-Gene,” Ed pointed out.

      “I saw. She followed—”

      “She will be back.”

      I didn’t like the fact that I had to wait for her to return. “How the hell did she push through? It was impossible.”

      “I don’t know. But that’s Max for you. She is always surprising us in the end,” Ed said. “Where are Storm and Alexis?”

      “The last time I checked, they were with Cade.”

      Storm, Cade, and the boys bolted down the hallway. Storm’s X-Gene came in super handy today.

      “Is Ben going to be okay?” she asked.

      “He is with Vincent.”

      Storm nodded as all her friends huddled together.

      I looked at Will. “I need you to find Max.”

      “I saw the direction she flew. I’ll find her.”

      I nodded and walked to Hall H where everyone had assembled. The doors opened before Ed and I entered. Anya exited without her brother. “We have a problem.”

      “Where is Dex?” I asked.

      “He’s fine. Gabe, the royals are gone.”

      “What?”

      “Beatrice and Denver are gone.”

      “Impossible, they were in the hall.”

      “It was as if something beamed them up. It was so fast, we couldn’t do anything.”

      “Calm down, Your Highness.” Jack walked with huge strides toward us. “Hold on for him.” He held the phone out to me. “It’s your uncle.”

      I took the phone and pressed it in my ear.

      “It’s Tobias. He is gone!”

      “What do you mean, he is gone?”

      “There was a tiny earthquake. When it was over, Tobias was gone. He was right in my office, Gabe. He just disappeared.”

      “Gabby?”

      “She is still here.”

      Thank the Eye.

      “Gabe,” my cousin yelled over the phone. “You are Tobias’ only hope. Find him. Find him, please.”

      “Okay. The dragon princess and the djinn prince are gone, too.”

      “What were they doing at Beaumond?”

      “I don’t know.” They usually left for weekends.

      My uncle huffed. “Is this the shadowed, Gabe?”

      “They were here. I don’t know how they got in, but I felt them entering. They should’ve burst into flames; their ashes should have scattered in the winds.”

      “They are getting stronger. The sector will sort this out. Just find your cousin, please.”

      “I will, and whoever has him will pay. You will not lose him. I swear.”

      There was a pull. I remembered the pull. I was royal too, just not the kind the shadowed wanted.

      “You need to phone all the royals, find out if anyone else is missing.” I looked at Jack, and he nodded. “Alexis!”

      She stepped forward, already wearing her Shield uniform. I couldn’t go around the country like this.

      “Meet me at the entrance in ten minutes. We have to go to a couple of places first, to find out how big of a mess this is.”

      She nodded.

      “Ed, I need updates hourly. On Ben and Max.”

      “You got it.”

      I rushed to my room to get dressed. What the fuck were the shadowed wanting with the royals?
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      Alexis and I went through the entire kingdom. All the first born in the kingdoms were gone. Even Heath and Rachel, as they were twins.

      “Find my kids, Gabriel, and you’d better get who is behind this ‘cause I want him or her in my dungeons,” Lucious, the Lycan King, ordered.

      I nodded as the general flew in with his ring.

      “Gabriel?”

      “They attacked Beaumond. Got through the barrier. I don’t know how.”

      “We need to change out the hosts of the barrier, then. Get two new presenters attached. Something tells me that what Jack went through last year is part of the how they’ve gotten inside.”

      “Jack isn’t the only one attached to that shield. I’m attached to it too. They should’ve burst into flames; they didn’t.”

      “Then we need to find out how they did it.”

      “They found a way to suppress our X-Gene.”

      I didn’t like the look on the general’s face.

      “Do you know anything about it?”

      “There was another like Craven. His ability could also block other abilities. But he died a long time ago.”

      Craven was at Beaumond with me. He’d guarded one of the sensors. His ability did exactly that. “You don’t think Craven had anything to do with this?”

      “Not a chance, but I’ll check into it,” General Armstel said.

      I nodded. “How sure are you that this other passed away?”

      “Gabriel.”

      “How sure?”

      “He would never have betrayed the Shield like this. I promise you.”

      “We need magic to protect our X-Gene.”

      “There is one, the Sigil of Custodia, but it’s not one that should be put on a being, especially one that has magic.”

      “Then find me another. I’m not taking any chances with any of the Selectives.”

      “They really took all the first-born royals?”

      “Yes.”

      “For what purpose?”

      “I’m going to find out soon,” I said as Alexis walked up on the phone.

      “Thanks, Ed.” She nodded. Her lower lip was trembling slightly. Whatever Ed had told her wasn’t great news.

      “I have to go. I’ll stay in touch and get me that sigil,” I said to General Armstel.

      He nodded as I walked with huge strides toward Alexis. She wiped her tears.

      “What did Ed say?”

      “It’s Ben.” She shook her head.

      “No, he breathed!”

      “Blood clot through the heart. He didn’t make it, Gabe.”

      My core felt numb as a prickling sensation blocked my nose and water filled my eyes. I pushed it away.

      “Did he say anything about Max?”

      “No.”

      “Let’s go.”

      She twirled her hands, and the courtyard of the academy appeared on the other side. How the fuck was I going to tell Max that Ben was gone?

      We stepped through and went straight to Jack’s office.

      A lot of sobs and sniffs came from the infirmary and reached my ears as I walked up the steps. I excused Alexis to be with her friends.

      Jack was in his office, still on the phone.

      Probably Nico. Fuck, I could only imagine what it was like losing a kid.

      I didn’t tune in. The cries of a parent were too hard to bear. Ben had died on my watch, and I was going to have to carve out a line for him soon.

      Jack put the phone down.

      “Three of the Selective students didn’t make it, Gabe.”

      “What?”

      “Three have lost their lives. They split Jenna McCowan open from navel to chin. Lewin Chong had a huge gape in his stomach. His intestines…” Jack shook his head. “And Ben Vogue, a blood clot through the heart. The students are not taking their deaths well.”

      Three. How the hell did three not make it? “Where is Maxima Lane?”

      “They haven’t found her yet. Edward thinks she got pulled into whatever took the royals as she was too close to the falcon.”

      “She isn’t royalty.”

      “Maybe they had no choice.”

      Max was with them? I nodded. “General Armstel thinks your kidnapping is attached to how they got past the barrier tonight.”

      “You are the other one that is protecting this school. How did they get past your DNA?”

      “I don’t know. But he is going to place the barrier in someone else’s care just for now until we know who is behind this. He is also going to send you a sigil we need. Nobody is going to suppress my X-Gene again.”

      Jack nodded. Looking the way I felt. Exhausted.

      “We need to hold a memorial for the students,” Jack said.

      “Just wait for Max, please. She and Ben were sort of together.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah. I think he saved her life.”

      “Maxima. Why do they want her dead?”

      “I don’t know. I guess it’s just another question to add to the Maxima mystery pile.”

      “We need to start finding answers about that girl, Gabe.”

      “I’m trying. It’s difficult when everyone who has an answer is locked up at BlackWater Prison.”

      Jack breathed out a gush of air.

      “I have to go. Find out from the parents what they want to do with the bodies. More Shield members are coming to protect the school. Those three students shouldn’t have died today if we’d done our job.”

      “You couldn’t have known, Gabriel.”

      “I’m the Commander Lieutenant. I should’ve known something.”

      “It happened too fast. Stop punishing yourself for everything that is going wrong at this academy.”

      “It’s two incidents in the past seven months, Jack. That is on both of us.”

      Jack kept quiet as I turned around and walked out of the office.

      I needed to know if Max was with them. I rushed to my room and locked the door behind me.

      My hand turned into a dagger. Pain. My aunt said that I needed pain in order to connect.

      I closed my eyes and concentrated on the kiss. The way her touch made me feel. If I could have purred that day, I would’ve. I held on to that and then I jabbed the dagger into my palm.
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      My eyes fluttered open. I was inside a giant cage hanging in the air.

      Sniffs reached my ears, and I found Beatrice, the princess of the dragons, hugging the beams of her giant cage. She looked tired.

      More cages like hers hung in the air. Next to Beatrice were Heath and Rachel, the werewolf twins. They were out cold, didn’t stir, propped up in another cage.

      Tobias Levine sat awake in the one next to me. His jaw muscles pumped vigorously.

      In the last cage was James Hopper. I remembered what Amy had told me. He was dating Liz now.

      I coughed, still wearing the harness that barely covered my butt and boobs.

      I couldn’t transform. A pain seared through my body, knocking me back to the surface of the cage.

      “Hurts like a bitch, doesn’t it?” the crown prince of the warlocks said. “We can’t use our abilities. That thing up there,” he pointed at some sort of magical sigil, “is what is blocking us from transforming. It’s what is causing the pain.”

      I stared at the sigil. It was the same one Maria had put on me that time. The Sigil of Custodia.

      “Why am I here? I’m not royal.”

      “You sure you are not the princess of the vampires?”

      “I’m not even a pure blood.”

      “Hybrid? Wait, I know you,” the prince said. “It was you that night who those witches put a spell on, and that disappeared with that crazy woman.”

      “Yeah, that would be me.”

      He huffed. “So, why are you here?”

      “I was chasing the falcon. My X-Gene allows me to shift into any animal.”

      “Of course, it does…” He muttered a couple of things under his breath that I struggled to hear, which was almost impossible as I had vampire hearing.

      The door opened and a woman with long blonde hair and blue eyes walked in.

      Tobias chuckled. “Why am I not surprised to find my dead aunt behind all of this?”

      My gaze flickered to Tobias and back to her. They certainly looked like each other.

      She grabbed his cage and pulled it toward her. “You ungrateful little brat. If you knew what I had to give up for—”

      “Blah, blah, blah, I don’t give a shit. You left your son when he was three years old. What sort of mother would leave her only son?”

      She screamed, and the king of the lycans pulled her back as she was going to attack the crown prince. Tobias laughed as the king tried to calm her down. “He’s not worth it.”

      “Lowell Conri, wow. Thought you had died a long time ago. Guess you fooled us, huh? Let me guess, you are the bastard’s daddy,” Tobias said.

      Lowell Conri?

      They were Gabriel’s parents?

      Lowell Conri was the crown prince of the werewolves, but he’d died in a horrible freak accident, and his brother took the throne. What if there was no accident? I stared at the cages that held Heath and Rachel. His brother’s kids. Lowell and the warlock prince were still bickering.

      “Gabriel is so much more than you will ever be,” Lowell said.

      “He wishes he was more than I’ll ever be.”

      “No, he is. He should be here with us, fighting this cause,” his mother said.

      “You have no cause. All you do is murder and plunder wherever you go.”

      “That is not true,” she roared.

      “Love, stop. It’s no use arguing with him. He is just like his father. They all are, and that is why they are here. They will feel different afterward. I promise.”

      “Different?” Beatrice asked. “What are you going to do?”

      “Something that will secure me the throne with the lycans.”

      Tobias laughed. “You had the throne, you son of a bitch. You gave it up.”

      “No, I was forced to give it up because of Emily.”

      “Yeah, your poor bastard felt it. As neither court welcomed him.”

      “Hold your tongue. They deem Gabriel high in the Shield. He got it on his own merits, not because he is your cousin or Matthew’s nephew. He got it because he was fit for it,” Gabriel’s mom said. I kept staring at his dad. They had that same brooding thing going on and the same line between their eyebrows.

      “And what do you think he is going to do when he realizes Mommy is still alive, with Daddy by her side? Come back to you? I’m afraid you don’t know your son. You don’t know my cousin because you left him behind when he was only three.”

      “I had no choice!”

      “You always have a choice, and that is what my mother and father taught Gabriel. He will never forgive you.”

      She screamed again, and Tobias actually jumped in his cage before he started laughing.

      “Enough,” an older voice reached my ears. She sounded very familiar. The cane stomped on the floor as she walked into the room.

      I gasped as I was staring at a slightly younger Maria. She was still old. The Meglers were gone as she came over to my cage.

      “Maria?”

      “Ahm sorry, Max. Not all stories end with good overpowering evil. Sometimes the good needed ter do evil things ter win.”

      “Maria,” Emily hissed.

      “Ah told yeh ah need a few minutes. She saved yer life more than a few times, Emily, and mine.”

      Her gaze fell on mine. Maria knew all this time.

      “I wished I didn’t,” I yelled in Emily’s direction, and she tensed up, her nostrils flaring. Gabriel was hunting his own mother; she may have killed Ben.

      “Go,” Maria ordered her, and Emily turned around, storming out of the room.

      “What are you doing with the shadowed?” I asked.

      Tobias’ laughter was annoying me. “You are not one of the brightest, are you?”

      “Shut up,” I said to Tobias and looked back at Maria. “Speak.”

      “Hey, I’m the crown prince of the warlocks, girl.”

      “Shush.” Maria lifted her hand, and the volume of Tobias’ voice turned to mute. He was still yelling and speaking, but nothing came out.

      I looked back at Maria, then at the sigil. How could she do magic and we couldn’t?

      “Ah put the sigil up there, Max. That is how. Tis mine.”

      “You are reading minds now, too?”

      She smiled. “No, yeh were always such an open book. Yeh walk with yer emotions on yer sleeve.”

      “Maria?” Gabriel’s dad called.

      “Lowell, give me a few minutes with her, please. Ah owe her that.”

      He nodded and walked out of the room. I couldn’t believe they were Gabriel’s parents. “Why?”

      “Ah was always part of the shadowed.”

      “So you lied? You told me you were part of the sector.”

      “Ah dinnae lie. Ah was part of the sector too until ah realized what was truly goin’ on.”

      “Which is?”

      “Something that yeh would not grasp nu. Ye’re too young ter understand.”

      “Too young? Maria, I am in a cage. Remember that I nursed you back to health when I found you in the woods. I let you stay in my father’s cabin, even helped you to seal it off. The toll it took on my body!” Tears blurred my sight.

      “Ah ken. Ah was there.”

      “That woman wanted me dead, and someone I cared about saved my life.” My voice faltered. “I don’t know if he is alive or dead. I deserve to know why.” A tear rolled down my cheek.

      “She dinnae ken, Max. She just tried ter annihilate whoever tried to kill someone that she loves. I ken yer X-Gene was amazing, and ahm glad that yeh dinnae die. We can use someone like yeh.”

      “Never! I’ll never be part of the shadowed.”

      “Never say never. We fight fer a greater cause. Fer all ter be treated like equals. I heard ‘bout yer court case. How Liz got free after everything she put yeh through. How all her witch friends just got a magical bracelet. Their sentence is almost over. Yeh think yeh are the only one that dinnae get justice? Yeh ken how many hybrids are in BlackWater prison because of unfair justice, Max? Ah promise yeh if yeh had fought back and killed one of those witches, yeh would’ve been in BlackWater prison.”

      “So I must believe that you are fighting for the hybrids? To be equal?”

      “As hard as it is. That is what ahm fighting fer.”

      “Why are the royals here then, huh?”

      “Fer the change. They are the next in line ter rule. If they aren’t pure, and still get on the throne, half of what we are fighting fer is done.”

      “What?” Beatrice asked. “You are crazy. I’m a pure blood dragon.”

      “And when we are done, yeh will be half djinn and half werewolf. A small price ter pay fer the greater good.”

      “Nothing about this is great or good,” I said. “It’s cruel, and something tells me it is going to cause them a lot of pain.”

      “Yes, it will be painful, but tis fer the greater good.”

      “What is wrong with you? You are repeating things like a broken record. What did they do to you?” I yelled.

      “They did nothing ter me, Max. Tis me.” She put her hand through the beams and tried to touch me, but I pulled back away from her touch.

      “If it’s really you, then let us go.”

      Her gaze lowered to the floor.

      “Maria, you have the power to stop this.”

      “Ah can’t. Ahm part of all this. Nothing else worked. Ahm sorry that yeh can’t see that what we are doin’ is goin’ ter change everything fer the better. The princes and princesses need ter change, then the kings and queens will follow.”

      I shook my head. “Not like this.”

      “I really hoped that yeh would’ve wanted ter help us, Max. But since yeh don’t want ter, yeh give me no choice. We need yer X-Gene.”

      What Commander Hendrix had told me in the Moore jumped to the front of my mind. How the shadowed had found a way to steal an X-Gene. “No, you know what my X-Gene is to me.”

      “Then join us.”

      “I can’t. What you are doing is not just. It’s not good. It’s why you are called the shadowed.”

      “We are called the shadowed by the kings ter put fear in people’s hearts. They are the shadowed, not us. They rule behind a curtain. A curtain that is covering secrets. Way too many of them, ter be honest. We try ter expose those secrets, and all our good and just attempts have failed. Now we have ter play by their rules. They wouldn’t think twice about killing a hybrid if it meant snuffing out the truth.”

      “You are lying,” Beatrice said. “My father is just.”

      “Just, oh, Princess. Ah can tell yeh stories about yer father that would make the hair on yer arms raise. He is everything but just.”

      “All lies. The shadowed speaks nothing but lies,” she yelled.

      “What ah meant by yeh being too young ter understand.” She sighed. “A’ll give yeh some time ter think about my offer. If yeh want ter live, join us. If not, ahm sorry, Max, but yeh won’t make it.”
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      The second that the door closed, the volume in Tobias’ voice came back. “How the fuck can she do magic in here, but I can’t?”

      “Are you deaf? The sigil up there is hers, idiot,” I said.

      “I’ll have your tongue for calling me that. Just wait until we get out of here.”

      “Oh, shut up, Tobias,” Beatrice said. “You are such a prick.”

      Heath laughed, thinking that it was hilarious. I didn’t even know that he’d woken up.

      His sister was lying in the crook of his arm like a lost lover.

      “Shut up, all of you, you are giving me a headache,” James said. Guess all of them were awake.

      I shook my gate’s door. There was no entrance, no keyhole. Just more magic.

      The beams were made from fae metal, too. The strongest in Beaumoore.

      It was useless. My heart broke as I kept seeing Ben in my mind’s eye. He’d saved my life as Gabriel’s mom tried to kill me. I couldn’t believe that she was the falcon.

      Why did she leave him in the Witches’ Court? Why didn’t she take him with her?

      I looked at Heath. Gabriel was his cousin, too.

      “Don’t look at me like that. That hybrid is nothing to me.”

      Tobias laughed. “I know how you feel, man, but he has your family’s blood flowing through him, too. It explains why the mongrel is so strong in his wolf form.”

      Beatrice pushed her foot through the beam and kicked Tobias’ cage.

      “Hey, stop that,” Tobias hissed.

      “Watch what you are saying,” Beatrice snarled.

      “Oh, sorry, I didn’t know you were in love with the prince of the hybrids.”

      Heath cracked a laugh.

      “You are all idiots. If there is one that is going to save us all, it’s him,” Beatrice said.

      “Beatrice, seriously,” Rachel had opened her mouth for the first time, “It’s time you find your roar.”

      “Yeah, and it’s time you find another fuck buddy other than your brother.”

      James snickered.

      Heath growled as I rolled my eyes, turned around with my back facing them. They were idiots.

      Today was our five-month anniversary, and it could easily be the day that Ben died, too.

      We didn’t even get to the strawberries or cream. The tears rolled down my cheeks as I tried not to sniff too loud.

      Their bickering still carried on. Why the Eye made them royals, beats me. They were all bark and no bite.

      I tried to not think about Maria either, but she kept pushing to the front of my mind. I thought she was my friend. But I’d helped her to get stronger so that she could get back to the shadowed to keep on doing evil deeds. I was just as guilty as they were.

      The door opened, but I refused to turn around to see who that was.

      “Who is Maxima Lane?”

      “That would be her,” James answered.

      The guy didn’t speak or open my cage. But he sniffed. “Look at me, please.”

      “Why? You want to take my X-Gene. Why should I give you the satisfaction of looking at you?”

      “Because I would like to thank you for the kindness you showed Maria.”

      “Kindness. And look where it’s gotten me.”

      “I’m truly grateful and sorry that I can’t repay you. If your X-Gene wasn’t so important to our cause, I would’ve let you go.”

      “Whatever. Just leave me alone.”

      He didn’t answer.

      “Hey,” Heath yelled. “Are you going to feed us at least, or is that not part of your plan?”

      “You will go home soon. This is not meant to be a long thing. It’s a fast thing, as we know the Shield will come.”

      “Oh, and how do you know that?”

      “The Shield is not stupid. That is how I know. You’ll be back in the comfort of your castle with Mommy and Daddy soon.”

      “Fuck you. I’ll rip you to pieces if you come near me, you hear?”

      The guy laughed as Heath growled. The door closed.

      “Anytime you are ready to get us out of here, peaches,” Heath said.

      “Why should she?” Beatrice responded. “All you’ve done since we got here is bad-mouth the Shield. Maybe if you showed some respect, things would be different right now.”

      “Oh, Beatrice,” Rachel snipped. “Shut up.”

      I tuned them all out. I would not give the shadowed the satisfaction of letting them brainwash me.

      I knew there was some truth to Maria’s words. Especially in my case. If I was a witch and not a hybrid, Liz would’ve been in prison right now. But the way Maria tried to force a change was what I had an immense problem with, even if the royals were a colossal pain in my ass right now.

      I kept thinking about her words. Maybe it would be a good thing. If Ben was dead, I wanted to be too. I couldn’t imagine my life without him.
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      “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” I screamed and grabbed a cloth as I bled all over the fucking place.

      I wished Max was somewhere in the woods, stuck in a trap or some other reason that she couldn’t get back, but Jack was right. She was with the princes and princesses, and the shadowed were speaking about taking her X-Gene. Harvesting it would mean that she wouldn’t make it.

      A part of me wished for my aunt to be here right now. She would’ve guided me toward Max while I held the connection.

      I read through the book about the connection as I held the cloth to stop the cut from bleeding. Not that it would help, as I’d have to do this again and hopefully be able to speak to Max. I read the paragraph again on communicating with your Ahmdahney over long distances.

      I sighed. She was going to know, as she would hear my voice.

      It doesn’t matter. You need to find her. She needs to come back.

      I concentrated on that part and took a huge breath. The fact that my head had to be thought-free was almost an impossible task.

      If it wasn’t, there wouldn’t be a clear gateway for communicating.

      I sat on my mat and put the cloth down as my hand took the form of a dagger once more.

      I took a huge breath, trying to ignore the constant throbbing in my hand.

      I deleted my thoughts one by one until there was just me and my breathing left.

      I opened my mind and concentrated only on Max.

      I stabbed myself in the hand, and the white light came. I pushed past the white light and entered a white space.

      It was weird. Like I wasn’t in my body anymore.

      I looked around, but there was nothing.

      Max’s voice started speaking fast. Too many words, I couldn’t make out one sound.

      “Max,” I said.

      She gasped.

      “Don’t say my name out loud. Just listen. Reply with thoughts.”

      “How?” It was the only viable sound that came through.

      “It’s an old spell. I didn’t think it would work. Where are you?”

      “Cage” followed by “indoors” were the only two words that came through the mumbled sentences.

      The gateway wasn’t open. She had too many thoughts in her head.

      “Did you hear them speaking about a city name?”

      “None.”

      “Are all of you okay?”

      “Yeah. X-Gene.”

      “Calm down. We’ll be there soon. I’ll find you.”

      “Don’t leave,” she begged.

      “I can’t stay long. This spell is draining. I need my strength. I’ll check in later. Don’t listen to them. They are all liars, you hear? Pretend to join them if you think it will buy you some time.”

      Her words were so muffled and then two words slipped through.

      “Is Ben…” The rest trailed incoherently toward their vanishing point.

      I would not tell her like this that he didn’t make it. “Don’t worry about that. You need to focus on where you are so that the next time I make the connection, you can tell me.”

      “Okay.”

      “Focus on staying alive and keeping your X-Gene. I’ll be in contact soon.” I broke the connection.

      My mind pulled back to the present, and a gigantic ache threatened to split my skull in two.

      I grunted as I grabbed the towel and held it tight, crawling to my desk and opening the drawer. My fingers curled on the tube of Mayvils. I flicked the lid open and tipped two painkillers into my mouth, chewed and swallowed. That it would take care of the skull-splitting headache.

      There was a half a bottle of water on my desk, and I unscrewed the cap with one hand and drowned the bitter taste of the painkillers.

      I needed to get to Vincent, so he could give me one of Petunia’s elixirs that would heal my wound. I’d tell him I got injured at the ambush. I just hadn’t had time to fix my cuts yet. Hopefully, he would buy it.

      It took me a full five minutes to get from my room to the infirmary.

      He was still busy with students who had gotten hurt as I slipped past him to Petunia’s cabinet. I knew what I needed and how the vials looked.

      I’d gotten plenty of them in the past and grabbed three healing tonics and one of her energy refill tonics from the cabinet. Hid them in my pocket before Vincent even noticed that I was inside.

      My gaze fell on a gurney that carried one of the fallen underneath a blanket.

      I walked with huge strides to it and lifted the white linen. Ben’s ashen face greeted me.

      “He saved her life,” Connor’s voice came from behind me.

      I looked at him. “Whose?”

      “Max. Someone was trying to kill her. She had just transformed back from her beast, and Ben didn’t think twice and took the arrows that were meant for her.” Tears glistened in Connor’s eyes as he quickly wiped them away. “I want to come with.”

      “Connor, you are emotional and not ready.”

      “He was my best friend, Commander Hendrix.”

      “Dry your tears and don’t slow me down. I swear I will stab you in the leg and leave your ass behind.”

      “I won’t.”

      I nodded, and his gaze landed on my hand as I flipped the cork on the vial off and gulped down the mouthful of elixir.

      It was almost as vile as the painkillers I’d taken.

      I watched my wound close, threw the towel soaked in blood in one basket that carried a lot of other bloodied towels, and walked out of the infirmary.

      “Gabe?” Edward’s voice reached me as I walked out of the administration building. He exited the tower that led to Jack’s office.

      We rushed toward each other.

      “Beatrice got hold of her father.”

      “How?”

      “She is a telepath. A gift she shares with King Xiou. She gave him a direction but not a clear one.”

      “Alexis?”

      “She is waiting for us by the main entrance.”

      I nodded.

      “Connor?” Ed asked.

      “I said it was okay. He knows the risk.”

      “Gabe?”

      “He was my best friend, Commander Charles. Please,” Connor pleaded.

      “Fine, I’ll shoot you if you slow us down.”

      Connor lifted his hands. “Already got the lowdown. I won’t slow you down.”

      He walked faster, past us, and I shook my head.

      “If he dies—”

      “I know. But we both know that if it was me or you, and we were their age, the other one would’ve gone with. Let him do this. Something tells me it’s his way of dealing.”

      Alexis was waiting with a few Shield members.

      I cupped her behind the head and looked at her. Her eyes were rimmed red. I pulled her into my chest and gave her a hug. Ben was one of her friends. “You stay out of danger, you hear?”

      “I know the drill. What is McCullen doing here?”

      “To avenge his friend. And hopefully help to get the royal pricks back.”

      Laughter burst through her lips. “Sorry. I know it’s not—”

      “Don’t apologize for your laughter. Let’s go.”

      Her hands moved into circular motions as she guided her X-Gene to where we had to be.

      I jumped through first with my hands already forming a shield and a sword. Ed was right behind me, followed by Rick, Diego, Frank, and Caleb. Connor followed them.

      Alexis stepped through her portal last. I showed them with hand gestures to stake out the directions. I made sure that I was alone so that if I had to connect with Max again, nobody could ask questions.

      We just had to find them.
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      I tried to keep my mind as quiet as possible. That Commander Hendrix could tap through a spell in people’s minds shouldn’t have surprised me, but it did.

      He didn’t answer me about Ben, and it gnawed on my stomach. Was he even okay? He hadn’t looked okay the last time I’d seen him, but then again, Beaumond Academy was filled with magic. Dr. Nolan and the others would get Ben back from the brink of death. I had to hold on to that.

      Pretend to join them. If it buys more time, do that. I didn’t know how I was going to pull that off.

      It felt like hours since they had checked up on us.

      The door opened, and I shuffled up and sat with my back against the beams of the cage.

      It was a guy with a beard. I hadn’t seen him before.

      “Good, you are awake. It’s time.” It was him. The one who came to thank me for being so kind to Maria.

      “Time to kill me.”

      “You had a choice. You didn’t want to take it?”

      I sighed. “What if I’ve changed my mind?”

      “What?” Tobias sneered.

      “Max, no!” Beatrice also begged.

      “Shush,” the guy said, as I tried to ignore them. He looked back at me as Heath spoke under his breath. Something about being highly cowardly. Rachel agreed with him.

      The guy’s lips fanned into a smile. “Then we are extremely glad to have you, Max.”

      He opened my cage and helped me down. I still wore my harness that barely covered my butt. At least my breasts were covered with material as the others yelled insults after me.

      The place was definitely underground, and primitive as the walls had sharp rocky edges. I rubbed the cold from my arms and tried to dispel the goosebumps that seemed as if they would permanently cover my skin.

      They took me into a room that held a huge wooden table. How did they move with furniture around and nobody could… Magic. You grew up with witches, Max. You should’ve known that magic always traveled with them.

      “She changed her mind,” the guy said, and my gaze flickered from a comfy chair to Lowell Conri.

      “Oh, lovely,” Lowell said. “Welcome to the clan, Max. We have so much planned for you.”

      My lips quirked, trying to offer a smile, but I knew I was failing badly at it.

      Gabriel’s mom stepped forward. “I’m sorry about trying to shoot you.”

      I really should want to ring her neck, and the emotion clogged at my throat. If he died—I didn’t want to think about it.

      “Do you want something to eat?” she questioned.

      “That would be great, thanks.” A part of me felt like a betrayer, even if I knew none of it was real.

      I silently hoped that Gabe was lingering in the back of my mind, watching. Would he know what his mother even looked like?

      Sorry, I thought as thinking that would probably give him a clue who she was.

      She let me sit down at the table. Gabriel’s father collected all of the papers as the door opened and Maria walked in, pulling a cart filled with a meal that smelled out of this world.

      I looked back down at the table.

      Her betrayal was still at the top of everything.

      She put a tray in front of me.

      “Ahm glad that yeh—”

      “It doesn’t mean that I forgive you, Maria. You betrayed me the worst. Let them go. You don’t need them.”

      “Max? Ah told yeh why we can’t let them go.”

      “Let them go, or you won’t get me.”

      Maria rushed toward me and looked into my eyes. “Who are yeh communicatin’ with, child?”

      I pulled my chin out of her hand. “Nobody.”

      “Ah told yeh ah could feel telepathy.” She looked at Gabriel’s father, then sneered at me. “Who?”

      “They will be here soon. If you leave now, you might get away.”

      She shook her head. “Not without yer X-Gene.” Maria looked at the others. “She doesn’t want ter join us. She was just stalling. Take her nu.”

      “Maria, don’t do this,” I yelled behind her as Gabriel’s father came toward me. I kicked him hard on his leg and then launched a jab at his throat.

      A pair of muscular arms wrapped around me as Lowell choked. I tried to fling my head back, but the guy was ready for that. He squeezed me tighter, and I struggled to breathe. Laughter shook from the guy. “She is feisty.”

      I growled like a madwoman trying to get free as the idiot held on for dear life.

      Gabriel’s dad wiped the blood from his mouth. He was very patient for a werewolf; my head would’ve been smashed against the wall by now if it was any other werewolf.

      The one that carried me dragged me out of the room. I still protested, trying to get out of his grip.

      The hallway was cold, working against my adrenaline that usually kept me warm.

      Whenever my feet touched the ground, I tried to break free, but he would just lift me higher as if I weighed nothing and walked with huge strides to our destination.

      He walked with me into another room and threw me on a table. I jumped up, but a gigantic hand pressed hard on my body, pinning me down.

      He was a giant of a man. Had a mean scar over his one eye and down his cheek. The pupil was almost white, like glassy, and the other eye was a pale blue. A messy beard gave him that caveman vibe. “I’ve had about enough of you. Tie her up!”

      There was something familiar about him, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. His hair was raven black, with silver strands hiding in-between.

      Where did I know this guy from?

      They tied my hands with a struggle.

      “Max, seriously,” Maria yelled.

      “I will never stop fighting you. When will you grasp that?”

      The guy was at my leg, and I kicked my leg behind his neck and pinned him to my other leg, choking him.

      “Maxima, stop. Tis no use.” Maria spoke a spell and a stabbing pain hit me in the chest. It felt as if my heart was going to explode as I gasped for air. They tied my hands and feet with leather belts attached to the bed.

      I finally dragged in a breath, then coughed as I dragged in more breaths. My chest ached.

      “Look what yeh made me do. Yeh gave me no choice. Ahm not the villain ‘ere.”

      “You are one. Look where I am and what you are doing!”

      “Yeh lied ter us and we took yer word for it. They might save the royals, but they won’t be in time fer yeh,” Maria sneered as I looked at her. Tears blurred my sight. How did I sum her up so wrong?

      She looked away as she strolled toward the table where all her little tools waited.

      “I should’ve left you that day in the woods. You didn’t deserve to live.”

      “Ahm sorry yeh feel that way, Max.” She pulled a syringe full of whatever she had brewed. She squirted the extra to get rid of the bubbles.

      Gabriel’s mom came into the room. “She still communicating with someone?”

      “It has stopped nu,” Maria said.

      Gabriel’s mom bent down to me. “Who were you speaking to?”

      I would not give her the satisfaction of telling her it was her son, so I spit in her face.

      She slapped me hard. My cheek burned as she bent closer to me. “You know what is going to happen after we extracted your X-Gene?” A smile ran across her face. “You are going to die. And it’s going to be painful.”

      “Stop it. Go get a grip on yerself. Let me do my job,” Maria reprimanded.

      Gabriel’s mom stared at her and then she glided toward the door, opened it and left.

      The tears laid thick in my eyes as the guy with the scar stared at me.

      He gave me the creeps.

      Maria sauntered over to me again. Her back was to the guy, and she fiddled with my straps. It was tight, any tighter, and she would—

      She unclasped it, and my gaze flickered up to hers.

      She looked to the side, I guessed toward the guy, and nodded.

      “Bane, be a darling and come ‘ere.”

      “She will not get out of the contraptions.”

      “Ah said come ‘ere.” She waved her ringed hand, and he pulled closer.

      She stabbed the injection in his neck, and he doubled over.

      I unclasped my other hand and pushed up to untie my feet. Bane gurgled as Maria laid him down on the ground.

      “Did you have to use magic on me?” I said.

      “Ah had ter do what ah thought would show them ah wasn’t goin’ soft on yeh.”

      I jumped off the bed. “They will know if he wakes up.”

      “He won’t remember a thing.”

      “Maria?”

      “Max, go. See it as me repaying yer kindness. A’ll give yeh five minutes. Down the hall, on yer left, is a ladder; up the ladder is a latch. Yeh will get ter the back of the woods. Hide until the Shield comes.”

      I nodded.

      “Go!” she said, and I didn’t think twice. The Shield was on their way. I could feel it. I didn’t know how I knew it, I just did.

      I ran down the hallway. Where the hell was everyone? The ladder came to my left, and I climbed it. I reached out for the latch when a powerful grasp latched onto my feet.

      I got the one free and kicked as hard as I could. Something broke, probably a nose from the way the guy screamed. Giving me time to push open the latch and scramble out.

      I had to use beastly strength as the latch was quite heavy, and I partially transformed as I slipped out.

      The second I wanted to bolt, my human figure replaced the beast. There was no sign of the sigil anywhere, but I couldn’t push past to shift.

      I made a run for it, but when I got to the second tree, someone pinned me. I twisted around and scratched his face. I didn’t give a crap what they looked like or who they were.

      A powerful force slapped me, and I lost sight.

      The darkness consumed me as the guy grunted.

      Gabriel’s father was there as my eyes closed. “You did good, son. I’m proud of you.”

      Son?
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        * * *

      

      I woke up strapped onto the bed again.

      My mouth was glued shut with magic. Reason I knew it was magic was that I couldn’t open my lips and it felt very similar to that night Liz and her little squad dragged me out of bed.

      I couldn’t move this time. They made sure that my straps were properly tied.

      There was no sign of Maria. Shit, did they realize what she had done?

      Gabriel’s mom started with a ritual.

      Gabriel’s dad was right next to me. “You really think that you would’ve gotten away? You are such a stupid little girl.”

      I mumbled, but I couldn’t speak.

      “We would’ve taught you how to use your ability to its full extent, not this control jumbo shit Jack tries to teach you. Everyone knows the X-Gene is stronger when it’s not controlled.”

      My nostrils flared as his wife still muttered the words of a spell. She pulled up some liquid from a pot.

      “Hurry. I don’t like that she communicates with someone,” Lowell said.

      “If it was Gabriel, he would’ve been here by now. They are not coming,” she said.

      “You don’t know that,” Lowell replied.

      “I know my son. He would’ve been here if he knew where she was.”

      They feared their own son.

      Gabriel’s mom came closer and jabbed me in the neck. Fire seared from my neck, down my shoulders and arms, toward my chest. When it came to my stomach, I tried to scream, but because there was no opening for it to escape, it was muffled. Tears ran down the side of my face as I tried to suck up the pain as the fire rushed down to my thighs, calves, and feet.

      My back arched as the pain seared through my head.

      I heard faint grunts that didn’t belong to me in the back of my mind.

      Gabriel.

      Max, you okay?

      No. I sucked at lying. I tried. Sorry.

      Keep your eyes open. It’s all you have to do.

      I looked at his father, and Gabriel said nothing.

      His mother was still speaking the spell, and my gaze shifted to hers.

      Again, no reply came from him.

      I’m sorry, I thought as hard as I could and tried to make it a sincere thought, too. I don’t think I’m going to make it.

      No, no. You hold on. You’ve been through this before. I made it; I’ll make it again. Just breathe!

      I felt sleepy, and I knew it was the blood leaving my body way too fast or whatever she had jabbed into my neck that caused this drowsiness.

      Goodbye, Comma….
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      “Goodbye, Comma—”

      “No, no, no, Max!”

      There was no answer.

      “Max!” Again nothing. Fuck! I got pushed out of the white room and past the white light. I focused hard as a faint silhouette of trees passed me.

      It was as if I moved backward; I looked around me. Mount Sinai flashed past me, and I knew exactly where they were.

      “Gabe?” Ed’s voice came out of nowhere and at once, I slammed back into my body. I coughed as the blade was still in my hand.

      I pulled it out and grunted as I tried to suppress the aching pain that threatened to rip my skull open.

      The dagger shifted back to my hand as I tapped my pocket for one of the three vials I’d nicked from the infirmary.

      Ed was cussing profusely and wanting answers of why as I swallowed down the contents.

      “Enough!” I ordered. “I’m okay. We need to hurry.”

      “Gabe.”

      “I found a spell and connected with Max. Just needed something of hers.” I showed one of my bracelets whose hinge was broke and pretended it was hers.

      “A spell?”

      “It leaves me with a mother of a headache, and it’s a bit of a sadistic one, as I have to use pain to make the connection.” I prayed he believed me.

      “Where did you find this spell?”

      “In one of my uncle’s private libraries.”

      “When?”

      “A long time ago, okay? Can we please go? She doesn’t sound so good.”

      He nodded as I wiped the blood from my hand. The hole was almost closed. I disliked the way she kept saying sorry and wished I could see whatever she saw like the last time with my aunt. What had changed? Was it me? Me not wanting to embrace it? Or was it her rejecting me?

      I took the energizing elixir after as I walked with huge strides to the others. “Alexis. Mount Sinai, we need to hurry.”

      “Got ya,” she said, as everyone started packing up.

      “Spell,” Ed said, probably at Caleb or Rick.

      Alexis was already moving her hands into circular motions, and the woods I’d seen a few seconds ago through the connection appeared.

      I jumped through first, followed by Connor and the others.

      I didn’t wait as I headed toward the entrance of where I thought the latch was.

      They were underground. No wonder we’d struggled to find them.

      The trail ran onto rocky platforms. “Try to find anything that looks like a latch. They are here somewhere.”

      “Here?” Ed asked.

      “Trust me.”

      “We are going to talk about all of this.”

      I nodded, closed my eyes, and wanted to find Max. When I opened my eyes, a faint blue trail hovered close to where Connor stood. It disappeared just as Connor bent down.

      “Gabe,” Connor yelled. He’d found it. He stood right in front of a latch. “Something like this?”

      I cupped his neck, and the corner of my lips twitched. “Exactly like this.”

      I hunched down, and my hand shifted into a hook. I hooked onto the handle and from there, it was pure strength to get it open.

      Everyone helped when it was about five fingers off the ground.

      I jumped out of the way as the lid fell to my side.

      “You sure this is it?” Ed asked. “It’s way too quiet.”

      “This was what I saw.”

      “What you saw?” Alexis asked.

      “Ancient spell. Hate using it, as it makes me feel off-balance.” Stop, Gabe. Lying never got you anywhere.

      “Guess this is it,” Ed said, and his fire danced on his palm again.

      He went down first. I followed with the rest behind me.

      It was really dark down here, and a cold draft seeped into my bones. Ed was right; it was too quiet.

      Magic. I focused on my second ability.

      “Gabe?” Alexis asked.

      “Shh,” Ed stopped her.

      I opened my eyes and saw the blue lines behind the walls. I huffed as a spell was blocking everything from our sight.

      “Reverta Raru!” I yelled, and Caleb and Diego yelled it after me. Because they were pure blood witches, their impact made a lot more difference.

      Sound came through first as I started running down the hallway.

      A vague figure appeared. His voice sounded muffled, but alert. Footsteps and a blur of figures rushed down the hallways as the hulk of a man blocked my view.

      His voice was still incoherent. Like the guy spoke through a wall. I could barely hear a thing.

      He lifted his hand, and my shield sprung from my hand. It blocked whatever he used to hit me with. The others jumped forward at once.

      Rickus yelled another spell, and it was like their magic shattered. Everything came back at once. Ed helped me with the guy attacking me.

      He jumped on his back and got a great grip around his neck. I lowered my shield and got a good look at him. He had red hair and a beard. He was as tall as Ed. In my experience, they fell the hardest.

      “Find the royals now!” I yelled, and Alexis pulled Connor behind her as they ran down the hallway, checking each room.

      A rustle came out of a room, and I didn’t have time for this guy. I jabbed my knife in his stomach a few times. Diego was busy with another. Spells were bouncing off each other. Footsteps ran up behind me, and I turned around just in time to block a few kicks that my attacker launched my way. I kicked his back foot from under him, and the two of us danced.

      I grabbed his shirt and pulled him into me as my head connected hard with his. My hand turned into a sword and stabbed him from behind, through his spine. My other hand turned into a blade, and I cut his throat.

      I let go of him as I inched forward.

      Noise came from the one room.

      “We need to go, now!” someone yelled, and I kicked down the door.

      I stared into my mother’s face. Cold spread through me.

      Her eyes softened as she turned into a falcon and left. Lucious turned into a raven and left behind her.

      “Gabriel,” a voice said to my left, and I lifted my crossbow. I froze as Bane, my mentor and a guy I’d deemed as my father, stood there with his hands in the air.

      “We don’t have to do this.”

      My gaze was wild. No, it couldn’t be him.

      I shook my head, dazed, as I kept staring at him. He looked the same. The streak of grey in his hair was grayer, but he looked the same.

      Through the corner of my eye, Max lay with a white blanket drawn up to her chest. I walked backward toward Max without taking my eyes from Bane. My hand found her hand. She was cold to the touch, and my fingers fluttered up to her neck. There was a faint beat.

      “How, I saw you die…”

      “I wasn’t dead. They nursed me to health. It’s not what you think. These—”

      “Stop! You drained a sixteen-year-old of her blood. Killed her.” Tears clogged up my throat. I thought finding my mother alive was a tremendous blow, but finding Bane part of the shadowed was twenty times worse.

      “We needed her X-Gene.”

      I released my arrows, and Bane dodged them all. He threw his black cloak around himself and shifted into a crow, flying away. A trail of my arrows followed him, but he ducked and dove them all until he flew through the door. When did he learn how to turn into a crow? That wasn’t his ability, and I looked down at Max. It was hers. They’d stolen her X-Gene.

      I wanted to follow, but Max needed me.

      I turned to her. She looked so pallid. I tapped her hard on her cheek. “C’mon, stay with me.”

      She didn’t move.

      I felt her pulse again. It beat faintly against my finger. “Max!”

      She needed blood, and I pulled up my sleeve and pumped my fist. I took a syringe, not knowing if it was sterile, but something told me that I wouldn’t like it even more if she did not make it.

      The door swung open. “We only got the ones that were barely alive. The rest shifted into birds and—Gabe, what are you doing?”

      “She needs blood.”

      He yanked the syringe out of my hand. “You insane? You don’t know where that syringe was.”

      He heated the tip with his fire to sterilize it. “Besides, you are not compatible. I am.” He walked toward Max and touched her neck. “She’s weak.”

      “She isn’t dead yet.” I tried to grab the needle from his hand, not thinking straight.

      He pulled his hand away from me. “I’ll do it. Just get us to the academy fast.”

      I nodded. “Alexis!”

      “She is helping to release the royals from their cages.”

      “They okay?”

      “I don’t know. I came to check on you. Who were you shooting at?”

      I huffed as Ed put the needle into his arm and started preparing Max for a blood transfusion.

      “Gabe?”

      “Bane.” The word barely left my lips.

      “What?”

      “It was Bane.”

      “No, he died.”

      “He is not dead. He is with the shadowed. They didn’t kill him; they brainwashed him, made him believe he was draining a girl’s blood for the greater good.” I spat the words from my lips as if they were poisonous.

      “I’m sorry.”

      I didn’t even tell him about my mother. That question was for my uncle, and he was going to fucking give me the answers, the right ones this time.

      Ed worked fast, and I watched his blood flowing toward Max’s body. He picked her up as Alexis entered. “You called?”

      “Are the royals still alive?”

      “Yeah, is Max—”

      “Barely. We need to get her to Beaumond.”

      “They said that she was ready to join them.”

      “It was a tactic.”

      “Gabe?”

      “She tried to stall, Alexis.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I told her. Now, please get us back to Beaumond Academy.”

      She nodded, and her hands moved into circular motions. The piazza with the fountain stood gigantic in front of us. Ed walked through with Max.

      I stayed behind. “Get her to Vincent. I’ll help the royals.”

      He nodded and rushed toward the infirmary. Alexis kept the vortex open as I went to the others. Diego had Beatrice. Her chin wobbled as she saw me.

      I cupped her cheek. “It’s okay, princess. You are safe. Time to go home.”

      “My dad told you?”

      “He helped us tremendously,” I lied.

      She smiled as Diego led her to the portal. She walked through the vortex. I told Connor to follow them, so that they had someone on the other side.

      “She tried to join them. You should kill her now,” my cousin’s voice came from the doorway down the hallway. He appeared, walking with enormous steps toward me. “Where is she?”

      I squinted at him.

      “Gabe, don’t fuck with me today. She deserves to die.”

      I grabbed his collar and pushed him against the wall. “I’ll snap your neck, and I don’t give a fuck who you are. All you do is lie. I’m tired. Did you know my mother was still alive?”

      “What?” I heard Rickus.

      “My father—”

      “Your father will get his in due time. Answer me!”

      Tobias’ eyes actually grew wider as he stared at me. “No, I didn’t know she was still alive.”

      “I hope for you sake it’s the truth. Now go.”

      “She tried to join them—”

      “She was buying time. If you knew anything about the Shield, you would know that the members on it would never join the shadowed out of their own free will.” I let him go and nudged with my head toward the vortex.

      He huffed and walked toward the portal.

      Heath and Rachel walked past me without saying a word.

      “You okay?” Rickus asked me.

      “Everyone out?”

      “That’s all of them.”

      Time to go home. I turned around and walked to where Alexis waited for us.

      “The prince is not happy,” Alexis said.

      “I don’t give a flying fuck.”

      I stepped through after Rickus and Caleb, and last came Alexis. I needed answers, and I needed them fast.
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      I walked past Tobias who was venting on the phone to his father. I rushed down toward the registration building. My legs pumped faster as I stepped inside. All the royals waited with blankets around them, speaking to Principal Jack as Master Conway gave them something for their nerves. To think that they were going to run a country one day was scary.

      Their parents would arrive soon to come and fetch them and ask questions I hope Jack and Timothy Holden had the answers to this time.

      I entered the infirmary. Vincent walked over as Ed downed a glass of orange juice.

      “You okay?”

      “More than okay.”

      “Is Max?”

      “She is getting a transfusion as we speak. I’ll be watching over her tonight,” Vincent said. “Are you okay?”

      I nodded as I brushed my hand through my hair.

      “Okay, do you know anything about six vials of elixirs that’s gone missing from my cabinet?”

      “You were busy; I needed them.”

      He sighed.

      “I needed them. I know how valuable they are to you.”

      He nodded as the corner of his lips curved upward. “I’m glad that you got them out of there. Max will be fine. I just don’t know about her X-Gene.”

      “They harnessed it, didn’t they?” I asked.

      He nodded.

      “So it’s gone?”

      “She wouldn’t be alive if it was. We need to find out the condition of her X-Gene and whether it will be able to strengthen by itself.”

      I nodded.

      “You need something?”

      “I need answers. You need anything from me?” I questioned.

      “No, but Jack might.”

      I turned around and walked back down the hallway.

      “Gabriel.” Ed followed me.

      “Go rest, Ed. Please.”

      “It’s not how it works. I’ll come with you.”

      “I’m okay.”

      “Stop saying that you are okay. Bane was like a father to you.”

      I sighed. There was no more strength in me to fight Ed too. We reached Jack who spoke to Alexis.

      “Gabriel, how—”

      “Can we please leave that for later? I need to get to my uncle.”

      “He’ll be here soon.”

      I sighed as I brushed my hands through my hair again as Jack reached us.

      “You look drained,” Jack said.

      “It’s because I am.”

      “Who is it?”

      My gaze flickered to Jack and squinted.

      “Alexis said that there was someone you knew.”

      “Bane,” I breathed out.

      “What?”

      I shook my head. “Please, not tonight…”

      He nodded. I walked out of the infirmary and laid down on the grass.

      “Gabe!” Alexis yelled as Ed rushed toward me.

      “Stop yelling, Alexis. I’m okay.”

      A sob pushed through her lips. She always cried after the adrenaline washed away.

      “It’s okay. You were great tonight,” Ed said. “We all could do with a good rest. Why don’t you go to your room, take a shower, and climb into bed?”

      “You sure?” She sniffed.

      “Yeah. You did enough tonight.”

      “Sorry, Gabe.”

      “I am. Go rest.”

      She walked away, and I wondered if she was emotionally ready for the things I sometimes put on her shoulders. A sniff followed her down the hallway that led toward the girls’ dormitories.

      Ed came and laid down next to me on the grass. We both looked at the stars. Everything looked so peaceful and yet in my heart, it was a turmoil of rampages.

      The popping sounds of witches entering the shield of Beaumond Academy reached my ears.

      Queens crying as they ran toward their children. The kings all wanted answers.

      “Guess our break is over,” Ed said as he sat up. I followed his lead.

      He got up first and lent me a hand.

      I saw my uncle hugging Tobias, who was still ranting in his arms.

      “Enough!”

      “He was out of line,” Tobias said.

      “He went through a lot with you tonight. That stress to find you. You are cousins. Don’t forget that.”

      He mumbled something as he saw me coming near him.

      “Thank you, Gabriel,” Uncle Matthew said.

      “I don’t want your thanks. I want answers.”

      My uncle squinted.

      “You see?” Tobias said.

      “I said enough,” Uncle Matthew replied.

      Tobias grunted, walked away before he disappeared through his ring.

      “What is this about?”

      “She is alive. Did you know?”

      “Who?”

      “My mother. And Bane was right next to her.”

      “Bane?”

      Tears welled up in my eyes. “Who is my father?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You said that she was dead.”

      “Gabriel, she is. I buried her.”

      I smacked my hand hard against the wall. “Stop lying to me. I saw her with my own eyes before she fucking shifted into the falcon.”

      My uncle just stared at me. “Lower your voice. I know you are angry, but I’m still the king of the warlocks.”

      I shifted back on the heels of my shoes and put some distance between us.

      “Come home, so we can discuss this like two adults in my office.”

      “Gabriel,” Ed spoke.

      “I’m fine. I’ll see you tomorrow.” My gaze shifted to the infirmary. “Let me know when there are any changes.”

      He nodded.

      My uncle took me by the arm, and we transported through his ring.

      The pull came fast. Before I could count to three, we were on solid ground in the castle’s backyard.

      I walked with him up the steps and through the iron doors, up the staircase in the foyer and down the hallway toward his office.

      There was no sign of Tobias. I knew I was out of line with him tonight, but he knew very well not to throw his title around during a time like that.

      I walked into my uncle’s office and plopped down in the chair in front of his desk.

      The door closed behind me, and the clinking of his whiskey trolley reached my ears.

      A few seconds later, a tumbler of golden liquid got placed in front of me.

      Uncle Matthew went to sit in his chair with a glass in his hand, too.

      “You sure it was her?”

      “Yeah. Lucious was with her.”

      My uncle froze.

      “I think it was him. They left fast.”

      “No, Lucious was here.”

      “I’m telling you what I saw.”

      “And Lucious was here. We had to work together to get the princes and princesses back.”

      I nodded.

      “What did she say to you when she saw you?” My uncle’s question penetrated my thoughts.

      “Nothing, her eyes said enough.”

      I brought the tumbler to my lips and took a sip of the liquid. It warmed my tongue and glided down my throat.

      “Is Bane my father?”

      “No, he is part djinn and part werewolf. I told you that.”

      “Then who is my father?”

      “I don’t know. Tobias said that the girl that got taken with them was ready to join them.”

      “She was trying to stall for time. She knew I was on my way. I told him that.”

      “Gabriel?”

      “They took her fucking X-Gene, Uncle. She almost died. Believe me when I tell you, she was stalling.”

      Silence lingered. “Will she be okay?”

      “She will live, but we don’t know what condition her X-Gene will be in. If it’s even going to work still.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      I sighed, as that was all I ever heard with Maxima Lane. “How did she die?” I asked.

      “We found her body in the lake. I’ve told you that.”

      “It wasn’t her.”

      “Then it was staged, Gabe. But I buried my sister eighteen years ago. I raised her son from that moment on as if he was my own.”

      I stared at the liquid in my glass. The tears were close by.

      “I can only imagine the disappointment you feel about now.”

      My shoulders shook as so many things washed over me. Disappointment was last. Betrayal was way at the top. Neglect and rejection followed a bunch of other feelings that I normally never bothered to let in as they would eat you like a virus if you gave them the time.

      A hand squeezed my shoulder, and I knew it was my uncle. “What do you need? Time away from the Shield?”

      “A break is the last thing I need now. Sleep. I need to sleep and something to eat. I’m starving.”

      “I’ll get them to prepare you something.” He walked to the door.

      “I’m sorry about the way I acted.”

      “It’s okay. You scared your cousin, but I’ll tell him you were beside yourself.”

      “Thank you.”

      I got up and went to my room. I needed a warm shower, some food, and then my bed.
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        * * *

      

      Gabby kept me company, asked a lot of questions that she probably got from her brother’s rant. She seemed satisfied with my answers.

      I left early the next morning and went back to the academy.

      Max was still asleep.

      “She is almost out of the woods,” Vincent said. “Just give her time to rest, Gabe.”

      I nodded and left her in his care.

      When I got to my room, Ed’s door opened and he gave me that look. The one that said he wanted answers.

      He followed me into his room. The door closed as I took off my vest. Silence lingered for a while.

      “Gabe, what spell did you use?”

      He was going to see right through me if I lied, but I couldn’t tell him the truth. I just couldn’t. Nobody could know.

      “Gabe?”

      I sighed but didn’t look at him. “Do you trust me?”

      “With my life.”

      “Then trust me that when the time is right, I’ll tell you everything. But right now, I can’t tell you more than that.”

      “Does this have to do with the thing you have to figure out?”

      “Ed, please?”

      He nodded and left it there. “Are you okay?”

      I huffed. “I don’t know. Finding out that my mother didn’t die…” Tears threatened to prick.

      “I can only imagine.”

      “Bane is alive. I froze.”

      “Gabe, it’s normal. He was your mentor, a father figure.”

      “Still, he could’ve killed Max.”

      “You really think that she stalled?”

      “I told her to stall. She was terrified of losing her X-Gene.”

      He nodded and squeezed my shoulder. “I’m here if you need to talk.”

      “I know. I appreciate it.”

      “Always, Gabe.”

      More days passed.

      I went to the three funerals. Even Ben’s. It was hard to give my condolences to Nico. He wanted to know how Max was.

      Of course, he knew her.

      “Still sleeping.”

      He nodded.

      I let them be and turned around and left.

      I checked in regularly on Max. She didn’t even get to say goodbye to Ben. How was she going to process everything without saying goodbye?

      I carved two more lines on my forearm. Bane wasn’t dead, and the one that I’d carved out for him belonged to Petunia now.

      I couldn’t believe that my mother had killed Zeke. Why?

      There were now ten lines on my arm. I covered it with a bandage. They’d all died on my watch. Every time I said no more, they jumped on there.

      Everyone got slowly back into routine. Everyone but Max. When was she going to wake up?
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      I opened my eyes. How was I still alive?

      “Max,” Scar spoke.

      “Scar?” I sounded tired. I felt cold.

      Her warm palm caressed my face. “You are like a cat with nine lives.”

      A tired chuckle slipped through my lips. “Still need to change into that one.” I remembered what they had been busy doing, and tears welled up in my eyes.

      “Who is part of the shadowed, Max?” Scar asked.

      “Hmm?”

      “They told us you knew someone who was part of the shadowed.”

      “Oh,” I sighed. “Maria.”

      “Maria, the Maria that lived in the woods? Meglers Maria?”

      I nodded. “She got her ring. There wasn’t any sign of Meglers on her face, and she was shedding off her old skin. She had a lot fewer wrinkles and her hair was darker.”

      “I’m so sorry. That type of betrayal.”

      “Don’t. It’s not your fault, Scar.”

      “I would never do that to you, you hear?”

      I nodded.

      “Sleep, you went through hell.”

      She didn’t need to tell me twice. The darkness pulled me under almost immediately. I had so many questions, but I guessed they’d have to wait till later.
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        * * *

      

      The next time I opened my eyes, all five of them were there.

      Scar got up and leaned over me. “How do you feel?”

      “I’ll get the doctor,” Will said and left.

      “Better. Still cold.”

      “It’s the transfusion.”

      “How did I get here?”

      “He found you,” Scar said. “Don’t ask me how.”

      The spell. I heard his voice. Ben, with the three arrows sticking from his back, filled my thoughts. “Ben?”

      Scar stared at me. Tears glistened in her eyes.

      “Scar?” Tears pricked in my own eyes as my gut felt all wrong.

      “I’m sorry, Max.”

      “No, no, please, don’t say it.”

      “A blood clot shot through his heart. There was nothing anyone could’ve done for him. I’m so sorry.”

      My chin wobbled, and I covered my face with the palms of my hands as my heart shattered. I struggled to breathe as a sob stuck in my throat.

      “Max,” Scar said. Giant hands grabbed me as Simon’s scent reached my nostrils. In two ticks, he pushed me up. The sob released from my lips and the cry freed itself. He pulled me to his chest and stroked my back, holding me tight in one arm.

      “I’m so sorry. He was too cool and way too young.”

      I cried until my eyes felt as if they were poked out of my sockets the way they burned. My throat throbbed. I cried until my chest didn’t want to release another sob. Until it ached.

      And then I fell asleep again.

      I kept waking up at intervals. Will and Cade were sometimes there and other times, it was Amy and Simon. Scarlet was always among them. Even Principal Williams came.

      Every time reality hit me that Ben was gone, I would cry. I was so tired of my tears, but the ache didn’t feel any better. It was just as raw as the first time when Scar had told me that Ben was gone.

      This morning, Principal Williams had plenty of questions. I told him about Maria, that she was part of the shadowed. And that Gabriel’s mother and father were there too.

      “His father?”

      “Yeah, the prince of the lycans. The one that everyone thought had died.”

      He squinted. “Lowell Conri?”

      I nodded.

      Principal Williams stared at the ground with his hands covering his lips in a triangle form.

      “Commander Hendrix doesn’t know?” I asked, knowing that he was there.

      “Nobody knew who his father was. I need to speak with him.”

      “Wait, nobody told you? Heath and Rachel also knew.”

      His facial expression slackened. “No, they didn’t tell us.”

      “What about the others?”

      “They are traumatized, Max. They were not prepared the way you were.”

      “His cousin?”

      He shook his head. What was wrong with these royals?

      “Do I still have my X-Gene?”

      “Vincent is drawing blood daily,” he said as he shook his head.

      My nose burned as the tears threatened to come again.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Max,” Scar got up from her chair and hugged me tight, “I’m so sorry.”

      

      
        
        GABRIEL

      

      

      Jack summoned me. I rushed to his office and knocked on the door before I entered.

      He looked up from his desk.

      “You summoned me?”

      “Sit down, Gabriel.”

      I pulled out a chair and plopped into it.

      “Maxima is finally awake.”

      Fresh air filled my lungs. “She is?”

      He sighed and put his hands behind his head, leaning backward in his chair and staring at the wall.

      “Vincent found any trail yet?”

      He shook his head. “That’s not why I summoned you.”

      “What is it?”

      He unhooked his hands from behind his head and let them rest on the table. “It’s about your father.”

      A lump formed in my wind pipe. “What about him?”

      “I know who he is.”

      I huffed. “If you say Lowell Conri—” It was the only thing that made sense. That the crown prince hadn’t died.

      “You knew?”

      I shook my head. “I thought it was Lucious. My uncle told me that he was here. After a while, I realized that Lowell didn’t die.”

      “Your cousins knew, and none of them said anything.”

      I chuckled. He said cousins. Meaning that Hansel and Gretel were also blood. “The crown prince of the wolves is my father?”

      He nodded. I got up and rushed down the steps. All of them knew and none of them had said anything.

      The bell rang for lunch. Students assembled toward the dining hall.

      “Gabe, Gabe, Gabe,” Ed said, holding me back by my arm. “Calm down. What happened?”

      My gaze searched for that motherfucker and his sister.

      “Talk to me. What did Jack want?”

      “Gabriel,” Jack’s voice came from behind me just as Heath walked by with his arm around his sister.

      “Gabe?” Ed tried again.

      I pulled myself out of Ed’s grip as Heath came closer. I walked up to him with huge strides, pushed him from Rachel, hard against the wall. “You fucking asshole. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      Heath laughed.

      “Gabriel, stop!” Rachel yelled, but I didn’t give her any of my attention.

      “Gabriel, let the prick go.” Ed was right behind me, trying to get me off him. “He is not worth it.”

      “You really think that I would tell you that we are related? I’d rather kill myself before admitting that, runt. And don’t you dare get any ideas. I don’t care who your father is. You can’t claim my throne.”

      “What?” Ed said.

      “I don’t want your fucking throne.”

      “Good, as no runt would ever sit on it.”

      I pushed him against the wall again. “If I wanted your throne, or any other throne, I would have it. Why didn’t you tell me you knew who my father was?”

      “I just told you.”

      “You are a fucking asshole.” My hand shifted into a blade and stopped inches from his face.

      “Gabriel, stop!” Rachel was beside herself.

      “Enough!” Jack said as Heath’s sister tried to push between us.

      “Gabe.” Edward grabbed me from behind. “He’s not worth it. Let him go.”

      I glared at Heath and then my blade retreated. I shoved him into the wall before releasing him.

      “One day they will harness your X-Gene, just like that fucking traitor,” Heath grit out through clenched teeth.

      I didn’t think and kneed him in the stomach.

      He grunted, doubled over, and landed on the ground. I went in for another kick when Edward and Dex held me back.

      “Walk it off, Gabe,” Jack said as Ed pushed me away from him.

      “The crown prick isn’t worth it,” Ed said.

      “You are fucking insane,” Rachel yelled. “My father will hear about this. I swear.”

      I didn’t pay her any attention as I walked away.

      “They are scared, Gabe. They will say anything not to lose the throne.”

      “I’m a hybrid, Ed.”

      “Yeah, who has royal blood on both sides. Both sides. You are like the prince of the hybrids.”

      I hadn’t thought about it like that. “I need a fucking drink.”

      “After that information, me too.”
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      It was a miracle that I was still alive. I didn’t know that one could live without the X-Gene.

      My magic worked again, but I guessed it was because I had Commander Charles’ blood flowing through my veins once more. It felt good, but it would not last, just like it hadn’t lasted that time after the Run.

      Scar took me to Ben’s grave. There wasn’t a tombstone on it yet, just a heap of ground and some flowers. Two heaps lay next to him. They were all hybrids, and it was akin to an honor for them to be buried on Beaumond ground.

      “I’m so sorry, Max,” Scar said. “Storm is taking his death just as hard. They were really great friends.”

      “He had plenty of friends. How are Connor and Matias taking it?”

      She shook her head.

      A sigh escaped my lips as the tears threatened to roll down my cheeks again. I wiped them before I could break down in full sobs. I couldn’t believe that he was gone.

      I visited Ben’s grave every day after that. I told him about my day. How everything felt different now that I didn’t have my X-Gene anymore.

      How I hadn’t gone to training yet as I felt so tired. I didn’t know if it was from the transfusion or the fact that he wasn’t there, or if it was attached to me not having an X-Gene.

      I wished that I had died, then at least we could’ve been together.

      “I’ll try to come and visit again tomorrow, okay?” A sniff left my nose. From the corner of my eye, I saw someone walking toward me.

      Why can’t they just leave me alone? I wiped my tears and tried to pull myself together.

      I got up and was ready to leave.

      Gabriel stood in front of me. “Why are you not at training?”

      “What’s the use? I don’t have my X-Gene anymore.”

      “Stop feeling sorry for yourself. You are alive, and you won’t connect with your X-Gene if you sit and sulk at Ben’s grave every day.”

      My gaze flickered up to his cold green eyes. “What don’t you get? I don’t have my X-Gene anymore!” I yelled at him, not caring whether or not he was a commander.

      Heath and Rachel were telling everyone that I was a traitor for trying to join the shadowed, and now everyone was giving me that look.

      “You wouldn’t be alive if you didn’t have your X-Gene anymore. Come back to training and find it again. You are the only one who can.”

      He turned around and walked away.

      Tears glistened in my eyes. Was it the truth? It had to be. Why else would he want me back at training?

      Not to feel guilty, the voice in the back of my head replied. He wasn’t fast enough this time.

      I told Ben goodbye and then went to my room.
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        * * *

      

      Another week passed. I was waiting in the infirmary for the results of my latest bloodwork.

      All five of my friends had come with me today. They all found a spot as I paced.

      Simon grabbed my arm and pulled me into his chest. “You are making me nervous. Just relax, okay?”

      I didn’t want to argue with them anymore. It was draining.

      The curtain opened, and Vincent walked in. He stared at me. I knew it. It was gone.

      The side of his lip curved.

      My heart felt as if it was going to stop. “You found something?”

      “I found something. It’s not as strong as it used to be, but it’s enough to keep you at Beaumond for now.”

      The tears threatened as everyone cheered.

      Scar exhibited her excitement as she came and hugged me. Amy was equally excited. Thank you, I mouthed at Dr. Nolan, and he nodded.

      We all left the infirmary in high spirits.

      I couldn't believe that there was still something there. I just needed to find out what.
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        * * *

      

      Every day I trained hard, and I had yet to connect with my X-Gene.

      The year’s end was a few days away. Exams were brutal, but I thought I’d passed.

      Scar and Amy couldn’t stop speaking about the summer. What we were going to do? Yes, we. Scar had invited me to go to her place for the summer. Dianna even phoned to invite me herself.

      Dr. Nolan kept confirming that there was something there. But it was up to me to bring it forward, to get it back to whatever was left of it. Whether I could shift again, that was still a riddle.

      Tonight was our year-end dinner.

      I’d finished packing when six o’clock arrived, then I walked with Scar and Amy to the dining hall.

      I still stared at Ben’s empty seat. His presence lingered around the table, and I missed him immensely.

      Principal Williams got up from his chair, and everyone fell silent.

      “This year came with a lot of ups and downs. The good, the bad, and the horrible. We lost Jenna McCowan, Lewin Chong, and Ben Vogue. They will forever be in our hearts and in our thoughts. But we also gained plenty. Every day is a gift, and we shouldn’t look back to what was, but to what is and will be. Appreciate the person sitting next to you, as we do not know whether we will have them tomorrow.” He looked at me. “Times are changing, and I know it’s scary, but I truly believe that if we stick together, ask for help, then nothing can harm us. We want you to enjoy your summer break. Rest up. You all deserve it.”

      Everyone applauded and right after that, he said grace, and we dug in.

      That night I struggled to sleep. I didn’t know if it was because tomorrow was the last day of school and that at twelve we would go home, or if it was about the unknown with my X-Gene. I doubted that I ever was a patient person. Maybe with others, but never with myself.

      I got up, as I knew it would be a waste to try to fall asleep again, and decided to put on my training gear. There wasn’t a breeze in sight as I walked down the path toward the training hall.

      I opened the door, and Gabriel was busy. I turned around, feeling the heaviness in my gut.

      “It’s fine. You don’t have to leave,” he called, and I turned around, walking down the steps.

      He grabbed his towel that was lying on the ground and wiped the sweat glistening on his skin. “You need it more than me.”

      I put down my water bottle and unzipped my jacket. He stepped closer. “I’m sorry about Ben. I know you two were close.”

      Close? I nodded. I couldn’t even say thanks, as it wasn’t something to be thankful for.

      “You need some help?”

      “I don’t know. To be honest, I hear what Dr. Nolan is saying, but I still feel the same.”

      “Give yourself some time.”

      “What if I’m never going to be able to do anything with my X-Gene?”

      “Then we cross that bridge.”

      “I tried to find that spell you used. What was it called again?”

      He looked at the ground, and I could swear that his jaw muscles were pumping. “You won’t find it in the books here. It’s a spell that was in an ancient book in my uncle’s library.”

      “Tobias is your cousin?” I asked. Didn’t know why, as I knew he was. Maybe I didn’t want him to leave. It felt so stupid.

      “Yeah, but don’t say that too loud, please.”

      A chuckle pushed through my lips. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize for laughing, Max.”

      “I feel so guilty.”

      “I know how you feel. But life goes on.”

      I nodded.

      “Yell if you need anything?”

      “Thanks.”

      He walked up the stairs and left. When the door clicked shut, I closed my eyes and tried to get in touch with whatever was left of my X-Gene.

      I focused and tried to suppress the surrounding sounds, tried to suppress the ache that Ben had left in my chest. I tried to connect with my inner self, with my X-Gene.

      Silence. Just deafening silence.

      I refused to give up. Dr. Nolan had found something in my bloodwork. It was there. I just needed it to work.

      The silence snuffed out my thoughts and my wants, and finally…

      A tiny shriek, like a chirp of a bird, sounded in my ears. It was followed by a distant growl. Then a squeal of a bat and a whistle of an eagle. They were all here.

      When I opened my eyes, I wasn’t in the arena anymore. I was way up in the clouds.

      It was weird, though. There was no wind under my wings, and my hands automatically tapped over my body.

      I still wore my training outfit.

      I looked around. A thousand tiny lights flickered below. The mountains were on the horizon.

      A gasp of air filled my lungs as the realization of what was happening hit me. I could see through the animals’ eyes. Not as cool as shifting into one, but still amazing.

      Dr. Nolan and Principal Williams were right. I still had a connection to my X-Gene. It was up to me now to develop it further.

      Who knew? Maybe this was twenty thousand times better than shifting into one.
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      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, didn’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 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 chirped 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 did not 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 was 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 the king of the lycans.

      I teleported with Uncle Matthew through his ring just as Lucious said my name.

      We were on solid ground in no time.

      “He is trying, Gabe.”

      “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 disconnected the call and chucked my phone on my bed. The corner of my lips curled up as I started taking 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?

      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 that 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 asked. 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 powder and puffing?” Ed’s voice came from the couch.

      Alexis laughed as I just 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 the couch.

      “Where is 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’s what she said.”

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

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

      Alexis laughed. “She’s 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 some men in her life other than you.”

      “She has you too.”

      Alexis twirled her petite-looking hands in circular motions. Loud music crept 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 closer 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 her.

      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, wearing a tight green shirt with black tights.

      If Amy was here, her brother was near. My gaze landed on him and Will when Cade threw his head back. His laughter overpowered the music for whatever Will had told them.

      “Gabe?” Ed spoke louder.

      “Sorry, what?”

      “You want a beer?”

      “Yeah, beer will be great.”

      Ed left 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 decided anything yet from Lucious?”

      “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’s 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 I noticed Edward 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

      

      

      I’d never known how amazing my freedom from Sierra truly was. Scar woke me up early this morning with a giant birthday cake, and then we met the guys at a nearby coffee shop for breakfast.

      They’d all gotten me gifts, which I wasn’t used to, but the gesture brought tears to my eyes. Tonight they came with us to Kraken Lake. The ambience was more or less what I’d assumed a party at the lake would’ve been.

      We had watched fireworks going off the past hour, just coloring the evening sky.

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

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

      “I’ll suck them dry.”

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

      They all took my mind off how much I missed Ben’s presence. Some days were better than others. Today was a good day.

      “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 owned other clothes than your uniform.”

      “Scarlet,” Commander Charles said with a smile.

      “Holy crap. Commander Hendrix?” Scar laughed as Amy pulled her shirt from her body.

      “Scarlet,” Commander Hendrix mumbled.

      I looked at Amy, who kept staring at Commander Hendrix. Her gaze flickered to mine at the same time as someone who smelled extremely intoxicating plopped down 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 Edwards laughed, stealing both our attention. Simon and Cade were in hysterics too 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.”

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

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

      Heatwaves 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 knew he’d lied to me about the spell.

      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 had 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, just 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, then 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-strapped bracelet.

      I leaned over to grab my bottle of cooler when a hand grabbed my wrist. 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’ve 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 asked as I kept staring at the fine chipping 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 he’d chipped away. Goosebumps spread over my skin as I knew 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 my hand go 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 had 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 as my cheeks glowed 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’d had with Will and Simon. Cade joined them as Amy shuffled closer to me as Scarlet also retreated from her discussion she’d had 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.

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

      Why would he give me something as exquisite as a Mildew Stone?
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      SHIFTED: BOOK I

      

      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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      CURSED: BOOK II

      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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