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    Introduction 
 
      
 
    It’s been three months since they took me and I’ve never felt so alone in my life. 
 
    I miss my friends and my family. I miss Rylan. Graduation is just around the corner and I’m probably going to miss that too. 
 
    Why is graduating from The Guard Academy so damn hard? Every time I get close, someone is right there, ready to take it away. 
 
    I’ve been kidnapped, tortured, and I’ve battled it out. All for what? To be taken away by the people I’m supposed to trust most, to have my life dictated to me, and to be their poster girl.  
 
    I don’t think so. 
 
    I will not stand for it anymore. I’m going to take back what’s mine and beware if you get in my way. I’m done being their prisoner. It’s about time the world learns, once and for all, that you cannot mess with Bianca Moore.  
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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    I sit here in my prison cell, carving yet another line into the wooden bed post, keeping track of the time my sorry ass has been locked up here. Two and a half months I’ve been stuck here as a ‘prisoner’ of The Guard Headquarters and there’s not a thing I can do about it. They expect me to be happy about it like it’s some kind of privilege that out of all the members of The Guard, it’s me they’ve chosen to represent them as their special little poster girl. Yeah, right. 
 
    My days drag by from the moment I wake up until the second my head hits the pillow at night. I get up each morning at precisely six am. I carve a line into the bed post, have a quick shower and get dressed into the most ridiculous skirt suit I have ever seen. I then twist my long hair up into an ‘elegant’ bun, which if you knew me, you’d know ‘elegant’ is not one of the many words I’d use to describe how I do my hair. I slip on a pair of black flats and head to breakfast, where I report to the annoying Mr. Richards, aka, my prison guard. And just like the day before and the day before that, I eat next to nothing then am escorted to a study hall where I sit for ten hours of my lonely day while lecturer after lecturer goes over my training, and might I mention, it’s not the good kind of training I’m used to. It’s the pen and paper, slow and boring type of training which does my head in. 
 
    The Guard have hand chosen me for my current celebrity and skills in combat in hopes of becoming their poster girl who’ll willingly be shipped around the world to all our Academies, boasting about the Combat Program and convince the young women of The Guard to consider a lifelong commitment to the front line, just like I have. But instead of actually being on the front lines, where I so clearly belong, they have me here, learning how to be a much less enthusiastic version of myself. 
 
    Today I’ve got some lady going over how to properly pull an audience in, which I know I have no problem doing. In fact, I would say it would be one of my many beautiful talents, but no, this woman here wants to go over an algorithm she put together to ensure my success. So, here I sit, trying my hardest not to fall asleep while pretending to scribble random numbers and equations into a notebook which mean absolutely nothing to me.  
 
    Following my poor excuse of what The Guard like to call my ‘training’, I head down for dinner where I eat basically nothing as I’ve hardly burned any energy, except for wasted brain power. I’m then allowed to use the gym facilities for twenty five minutes, which including the time it would take to get back to my room, get dressed and hit the gym, that leaves me with roughly ten minutes, so instead, I head back to my room with my body itching to kick something. 
 
    I push the old creaky wooden door open and flop down on my bed. My body is desperate with the need to move, to get out of here, and put myself into action. But after two and a half months of not training my body, hardly eating, and being cooped up in this little room, my body is beginning to fail me. I’ve lost weight, my muscle tone is deteriorating, and my will to fight the system is disappearing. 
 
    I pull off my ridiculous skirt suit and place it down in the washing hamper, knowing the cleaning staff will be through first thing in the morning, making sure to wake me up in the process.  
 
    I pull on a pair of shorts and a training crop and lay down on the floor to put myself through a yoga session and a few strength exercises that I can manage in my minimal room. Which consists of a few sit ups followed by some push ups and maybe a few squats if I’m lucky. As for my combat work, I can pretty much kiss that all goodbye. Though, I know it’s there in my muscle memory. After all, with Rylan’s training, I consider myself the best, but without my constant strength and agility work, I’ve got nothing. 
 
    An hour later, my head hits the pillow and a silent tear falls down my face as I long for my old life, the easy one where I could get away with murder, the one where my best friend and boyfriend were always there by my side. Hell, I even miss the boys.  
 
    Ahh, my poor friends. I can only imagine what they’re going through at the moment. Jacinta would be stuck in the library with her nose inside at least three books, trying to figure out a way to appeal The Guards decision. She would have Trey and Daniel by the balls helping her, and Rylan, well he’d be beating the crap out of a punching bag, feeling as helpless as me. 
 
    I didn’t think it was possible, but after the spectacularly crazy last few months we all shared together, we somehow grew from being best friends into the tightest family I could possibly imagine, and it’s killing me now not having that family with me. 
 
    The moment I entered this hell hole, every device was taken away from me. My phone, my laptop, and even my trusty iPod. The Guard Headquarters is in a secret location and with the threat of the Fey declaring war against us, you know, after they kidnapped me and Rylan killed their Queen, The Guard aren’t taking any chances.  Though, I highly doubt the Fey are intelligent enough to be able to track the GPS on modern devices, but, rules are rules. 
 
    I’ve gone from having everyone I love right by my side, every moment of the day to not being able to hear their voices. To say I’m feeling a little lonely would be an understatement. I roll over in my cold bed and curl up into myself, imagining Rylan’s strong, familiar arms wrapped around me and wishing that things could go back to how they used to be.  
 
    I fall into a dreamless sleep, clutching my bullet chain that hangs religiously around my neck. It’s the one thing I have with me that manages to ease the pain of being away from the man I love. 
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    I am miserable. I can literally feel the depression coming on. It’s been three long months and it’s driving me insane. 
 
    I’ve got to get myself out of here. I get up, making sure to carve in yet another line on my bedpost and get myself ready for the day. I make my way down the hall and consider all my options. Running away? Faking my own death? No. I know for a fact I’ll end up back at The Academy, and The Guard will drag me straight back, kicking and screaming.  
 
    It seems my last and only option is to make The Guard regret choosing me for such a public role. I will fail. I’ll make myself look like an absolute fool in front of the academies they send me to, making not only the combat program but The Guards training look like a waste of time. They’ll have no option but to send me back. Well, fingers crossed that’s what they do with me. The only downfall is not only could I ruin my chances of getting on the Front Lines following graduation, but it may also take months of terrible acting to get me to that point. 
 
    But today, my only goal is to get in touch with the outside world. 
 
    I make it down to their version of a cafeteria, though it is completely clinical, nothing like the modern and cosy one back home. I push open the door and come face to face with Mr. Richards. He runs a hand through his black hair and quirks an eyebrow at me. “You’re late,” he demands. Ugh, tell me something I don’t know. 
 
    I groan with having to deal with this guy so early in my morning. I swear, if he wasn’t such a drop kick, he’d probably be a half decent guy. I mean, he’s kind of cute. Maybe all he needs is a girlfriend to lift his sour mood. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry. I think I’ve got a tummy bug,” I lie as I put one hand on my stomach and the other to my mouth while pretending to gag. 
 
    He steps back immediately. “Ugh,” he cringes. “Go get yourself fixed up in the infirmary,” he dismisses. On second thoughts, this guy definitely couldn’t handle having a girlfriend. 
 
    I give him a weak nod and turn on my heel. Awesome. Step one. Complete. Now for the exciting part.  
 
    I head down the hallway to the infirmary and slide through the door. I put on a show about my unwell stomach and the nurse ushers me off towards a bed before making me comfortable and letting me know the doctor will be right in to check me out. 
 
    I thank her and send her on her way. Ten minutes later, a woman with short, pixy hair and a white lab coat comes strolling into the room. “Who have we got here?” she asks. 
 
    “I’m Bianca,” I tell her, still holding my stomach. 
 
    “Ah, of course, I should have known. I’m Dr. Mandoza,” she introduces. 
 
    “Huh?” I ask, taking a closer look and immediately seeing the similarities. “Do you happen to know the Dr. Mandoza at The Academy?” 
 
    Her face brightens immediately. “Yes, dear, she’s my sister,” she practically sings. “Do you know her well?” 
 
    “Sure do,” I smile. “She’s been mending me up for years.” 
 
    “If the stories are all true then I wouldn’t doubt that for one second,” she laughs. 
 
    Relief rushes through me knowing there’s at least one person in this place who I can have a nice conversation with. “Yeah, unfortunately, they’re all true. The good, the bad and the ugly,” I confirm. 
 
    “Oh dear,” she laughs. “Now, what can I do for you?” she asks as she looks me over. 
 
    “I seem to have a stomach bug,” I say, feeling slightly guilty for the lie. 
 
    She steps forward and motions to my stomach. “May I?” she asks. 
 
    I give her a slight nod and watch as she steps forward and places her hands on my stomach. She applies pressure and quickly changes to a new position with a frown marring her pretty face. 
 
    “Hmm,” she says. “Well, there isn’t too much I can do for the bug, just make sure you keep your fluids up. You may have to take a few days off training, but I can give you a certificate for that,” she tells me. “What I’m concerned about,” she continues as her eyes roam over the rest of my body. “Is for a combat student, you seem to be quite underweight and not holding much muscle. Tell me, is this normal for you?” she asks. 
 
    I glance away as the emotions hit me hard and do my best not to break down. “No,” I tell her. “I’ve been here for three months for a training program and my guess would be that I’ve lost about ten pounds in that time,” I explain. 
 
    “Right,” she says full of concern, taking a seat at the edge of the bed. “What about your meals? Are you keeping up with your physical training?” 
 
    “No, I’m scheduled twenty five minutes after dinner, but by the time I get dressed and ready, it’s really not worth it, so I do what I can in my room, which isn’t much,” I tell her. “As for food, I have breakfast at 6:30am, a small lunch for ten minutes at midday and then dinner whenever they decide I’ve suffered enough,” I explain. 
 
    She thinks it over for a short while. “That would be fine,” she sighs. “If you were anyone but a combat student,” she scoffs, clearly unimpressed. 
 
    “What difference does that make?” I ask, slightly confused. 
 
    “Your body is used to training for long hours each day, so you have a fast metabolism to keep up with you,” Dr. Mandoza explains. “Now that you’re not training and not eating nearly as much as you used to, your metabolism is working overtime. It’s draining you of your stored body fats and causing you to lose weight.” 
 
    “Great,” I scoff with as much sarcasm as possible. 
 
    “Is there something else you’d like to discuss? Is everything ok?”  
 
    “No, I’m fine,” I say with a fake smile. “I just miss home.” 
 
    “Ah, I see,” she nods. “Now, there’s no point in hanging out here. Why don’t you head back to your room and take the next few days off.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I smile as I get up off the bed. I wait patiently and put on a show of holding my stomach as she leaves the room. The moment she’s gone, I stick my head out the doorway and look up and down, taking in the layout of the room. The main entry is to my left and the break rooms to my right. Bingo. 
 
    Once the coast is clear, I slip out of the room and head for the break room, hoping there’s no one inside. I quietly push the door open and slip inside, sending up a thanks when I find the room empty. 
 
    I quickly search the room and do a little dance when I find the nurse’s handbag with her cell phone sitting right on top. Forgive me father, for I’m about to sin. I grab the old brick phone and slip it into my pocket. 
 
    I prepare myself with a hand over my stomach and one over my mouth as I make my way out of the break room, just in case I need to fake looking for the bathroom. I exit the room without needing to lie anymore and make my way out of the infirmary and back down to my room. 
 
    The moment I enter my room, I slam the door closed behind me and flick the lock. I sink to the floor not willing to waste a single moment before dialling Rylan’s number. 
 
    I hold the phone up to my ear and wait anxiously as the call connects and instantly takes me to voicemail. “You know what to do,” his message says. The sound of his deep voice immediately calms me and gives me just that extra bit of will to keep going. 
 
    “It’s me,” I say to his message bank. “I miss you. Call me on this number when you get this… I love you.” I hang up the phone as a wave disappointment takes over me. God, what I would have given to be able to talk to him. 
 
    Next, I dial Jacinta. It rings once before her velvety voice appears on the other side. “Hello…?” she says hesitantly, unsure of the unknown number. 
 
    “You have no idea how happy I am to hear your voice,” I cry, immediately breaking into tears. 
 
    “Oh, Bianca,” she sobs. “Where the hell are you?” 
 
    “I’m still at The Guard Headquarters. They took my phone and laptop so any form of communication with the outside world is gone,” I whine. 
 
    “Well, that explains why I haven’t heard from you in three months,” she comments, flatly. “So, what have you been doing there?” she asks. 
 
    “No. Don’t make me talk about it,” I pout. “Tell me about school, the boys, Rylan. Damn it, tell me about Rylan.” 
 
    “Ok, ok,” she soothes. “Calm down.” 
 
    “Get on with it,” I demand. 
 
    “Alright,” she laughs. “So, school is school. Just ordinary, nothing exciting is happening. Nora is being a bit nicer and classes are boring.” 
 
    “Ok, what about Trey?” 
 
    “You know Trey, he’s just going with the flow. He’s been in the library with me every day searching for something we could use to get you out of there, but we’ve pretty much been through every book twice,” she says as her tone drops with regret. 
 
    “It’s ok. I’m working on something. Hopefully, I’ll be back there sooner rather than later,” I tell her. 
 
    “Really? What’s the plan?” she asks. 
 
    I cringe knowing I really don’t have anything solid. “I’m just going to keep screwing up and eventually they’ll send me back.” 
 
    “Bianca,” she whines. “That’s the worst plan you’ve ever come up with. You had better plans in kindergarten.” 
 
    “I know,” I tell her. “But I really have nothing to work with here. Now, stop getting distracted and fill me in on Daniel.” 
 
    She groans but gets on with it. “Daniel’s been a little weird actually, distancing himself a lot, but I’m not sure if it’s because of the whole mutual dad thing or if he’s just missing you. Maybe it’s a bit of both.” 
 
    “Damn. Tell them I love them both,” I say, desperately wishing I could do it myself. 
 
    “I will,” she promises then goes quiet. 
 
    “How’s Rylan?” I murmur. “I tried to call him, but it went to voicemail.” 
 
    “Umm…,” she starts and I can practically hear the cringe in her voice. 
 
    “Spit it out,” I demand. 
 
    She lets out a sigh. “So, the first month, he was really angry. The boys said he was back to being the asshole instructor from the beginning, but a whole lot worse, and they would see him working out a lot in the gym and out in the field,” she explains, instantly tearing my heart in two. “Then about two months ago, they called him to trial for taking us on the rescue mission into the Fairy Kingdom. That went on for a few weeks and even with our testimonies, they still ruled against him, but not too badly. He’s been put on suspension for three months, so he still has just under two months left to go. He had to leave campus and isn’t allowed to have any communication with any member of The Guard.”  
 
    “Damn,” I whisper. “Where did they take him?” I ask with a little hope that they have him stashed here. 
 
    “I don’t know. He was told to disappear into the human world for the three months, but don’t worry about him. He’s strong and knows what he’s doing,” she tells me. “And don’t blame yourself. He declared to the whole court that he would have done it a million times over, so I’m pretty sure the whole council know he’s in love with you, they just don’t know how far that actually goes.” 
 
    “Shit,” I cringe. “God, I miss you all.” 
 
    “We miss you, too,” she sighs. “How is it you’re on the phone?”  
 
    “Ha,” I laugh. “I faked a tummy bug and stole the nurse’s phone. It’s one of those really old ones, so I’m not too sure how long the battery is going to last,” I mention, pulling the phone away and checking the battery life. “It’s at eighty percent, but I want it to last a few days and I should call Mom. I’ll probably turn it off after that, so I’ll message you when I can,” I promise. 
 
    “Ok, get your ass home as soon as you can,” she demands. 
 
    “That’s the plan,” I laugh. 
 
    “Love you,” she says with a sigh. 
 
    “I love you, too. I’ll be home soon,” I tell her with every bit of confidence I possess. 
 
    “Good,” she says and I hear the smile in her voice. 
 
    I reluctantly end the call with a sigh and crawl into the center of the floor and flop down on my back. I go over everything Jacinta’s just told me with a broken heart and I can’t help but feel this is all my fault. It’s irrational, but I can’t help it. If I’d been more prepared that day at the mall when I was taken by the fairy knight, I never would have been in that situation and Rylan would never have had to rush to my rescue with my friends. 
 
    We would all be back at The Academy. I’d be wrapped up in Rylan’s arms planning new and exciting ways to kick his ass during training, while Trey and Jacinta make out on the couch, and Daniel groans and grunts at everyone.  
 
    I sigh as I wonder what the hell is going on with Daniel. Why would he be distancing himself so much? I send Jacinta a quick text asking her for Daniel’s number as I just don’t have the mental capacity to memorize that shit. She replies immediately and I get started on a new text. 
 
    Bianca – Hey loser, it’s Bianca. What’s up with you? I miss you. 
 
    I hear nothing back from him and decide I should check in with Mom. I dial her number and as expected have to leave a message. “Hi Mom, it’s me. I know you’re probably working, but I just wanted to check in. I’m safe and I’m ok. I miss you heaps and I know you worry, so I’m sorry about that. I may or may not have stolen this phone and don’t know what the battery life is like, so I’m going to turn it off. Send me a message if you can’t get through. I love you.” I end the call and put the phone down. 
 
    I go to turn it off when a text comes through from Daniel. 
 
    Daniel – WTF? You disappear for three months and you’re asking what’s up with me? Are you ok? 
 
    Bianca – I’m fine. Don’t change the topic. Spill it, buster. What’s going on? 
 
    Daniel – Nothing. All good here. Just get your ass home. 
 
    Bianca – You’ll spill it sooner or later. I’ll get it out of you even if I have to beat it out when I get back. 
 
    Daniel – I look forward to it ;) 
 
    I turn the phone off and get back to my day. I do my best to clear as much space as I can in my room. I grab the bedside table and shuffle it into the small bathroom and spend at least thirty minutes trying to get my bed to stand up on its edge before dashing out of the way when the mattress begins to fall. I push the bed frame right up against the wall to give myself room to move and then raise the mattress so I can use it as a punching bag. 
 
    I would look like the biggest moron to anybody looking in, but lucky me, I’m all alone in this hell hole. I use my new found space and the mattress to get a decent workout in until it’s time to leave for lunch. 
 
    I head out a few hours later and make my way to the cafeteria to eat the biggest meal I can possibly get my hands on. Being sure to make my appearance at a different time to my usual schedule. I eat what my stomach can manage and head out, deciding to do a little exploring. 
 
    I exit the cafeteria and turn right down a long corridor and push through a few more doors before getting myself well and truly lost. I make a few more turns, taking in all my surroundings when I hear the steady footfalls of someone approaching. I dive into the closest broom closet and keep the door cracked so I can keep watch. 
 
    The footsteps grow louder as the person approaches and I peer out the cracked door. The person passes and I study his tall frame. No, it couldn’t be. 
 
    Holy crap. 
 
    I push the door open. “Brett,” I call out urgently to the current leader of The Guard and the man who just happens to be Rylan’s father. 
 
    His head snaps in my direction, slightly startled to find someone in the previously empty hallway. “Bianca?” he asks, studying my face. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I ask, realizing afterward what a stupid question that is considering he’s the leader of our people and if anyone was looking for him, here would be the best place to look. 
 
    “I should be asking you the same thing,” he comments. His eyebrows pinch together as he glances up and down my body, then curiously over to the broom closet. “What’s going on, Bianca?” 
 
    “I’m really sorry, I know I should be grateful for this… opportunity,” I start. “But you’ve got to get me out of here,” I beg. “Please, I’m going crazy here. This isn’t me.” 
 
    He quickly looks over his shoulder and then over my head, checking the area is cleared before taking my elbow and leading me into an empty room. “I know, Bianca. Believe it or not, but I have tried, a few times actually, however decisions such as this must be voted on and ultimately decided by the Council.” 
 
    “Damn it,” I snap. “Where the hell does that leave me? I’m going insane here,” I sigh as I look up into his eyes that seem so familiar to me. 
 
    “Hang in there,” he says, putting a hand on my shoulder. “If all else fails, I’m sure Rylan will find a way to break you out.” 
 
    “You realize how bad of a message that is coming from the leader of The Guard,” I laugh. 
 
    “I do realize this, but I also want what’s best for you and from the looks of it, being here is not that.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agree. “Thanks though, you didn’t need to risk speaking up for me.” 
 
    He gives me a tight smile. “I kind of did,” he laughs. “Rylan reached out to me for the first time and instead of wanting to talk things through, he offered to take the leadership if I could get you out.” 
 
    “What?” I screech. “No, he can’t give up the Front Line for me like that.” 
 
    “I’m afraid he would give up his own life for you given the chance,” he comments. “But don’t worry, I told him no. I don’t want him accepting this position for someone else. In order to be successful here, he needs to want it, to accept it himself. So, until that time comes, no matter how much I want him to take it, I won’t allow it.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I tell him, relieved to know Brett has his best intentions at heart for Rylan. 
 
    He gives me a nod. “Alright, you best get back to your room and work on whatever plan it is that I’m sure you have to get out of here,” he smirks. 
 
    I can’t help but return his grin. For a guy I met only once, he seems to know me better than I know myself. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “Bianca,” Dr. Mandoza greets me a week later as she walks through the door. “What deadly illness are you faking today?” she smirks. 
 
    I can’t help but smile back at her. In the last week, I’ve been here at least three times. It didn’t take her long to realize I just wanted someone to talk to. “Ah, I think it’s Pneumonia,” I grin. 
 
    “Oh, Bianca,” she laughs as she takes a seat beside me. “How are you really doing?” she asks, taking pity on me.  
 
    “Better now that I’ve got someone to talk to,” I tell her honestly. “I’ve converted my room into a gym, so at least I’m not so desperate for a workout.” I want to tell her that I’m happier now that I was able to talk to my friends, but that old phone didn’t last too long. After three days, the battery finally gave out, though considering how old it is, I should be thankful I got any time at all. But I can’t tell her as there are signs all over the infirmary asking if anyone has found a lost phone. 
 
    “That’s excellent dear. You seem in good spirits,” she smiles as she reaches forward and gently places a supportive hand on my leg. 
 
    Dr. Mandoza allows me to stay and chat, but when the infirmary starts getting busier she has no choice but to send me on my way. I hop up off the bed and make my way out of the infirmary, deciding on some lunch before heading back to my room for a workout. 
 
    I reach for the door of the cafeteria, only to have the handle pulled out of my reach as the door is opened from within. I step back out of the way to allow the person to easily pass by me, but can only stare in shock as I look up at an equally shocked Phillip Cooper. What on earth is he doing here? Last I checked, he had absolutely nothing to do with Headquarters. 
 
    “Bianca,” he greets warily with narrowed eyes. “What are you doing here?” he asks, probably thinking everything is about him and I’m here to spill all his awful secrets, which I must say, are pretty damn scandalous and could ruin his reputation within The Guard. Though, after the last time I saw him, I could understand why he would suspect I’d be here to do just that. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you like to know,” I grin, deciding to have a little fun with him. After all, he deserves it after the way he has treated Jacinta over the last few months, not to mention, the way he has treated Daniel who we have recently discovered is also his son and Jacinta’s half-brother. 
 
    I look past him into the cafeteria and notice the room is swarming with men in suits. “Ah, just come from a meeting, have you? They look important, I better go introduce myself,” I smirk as I slip past him into the room, knowing he wouldn’t come after me in fear of making a scene. 
 
    I giggle to myself as I make my way deeper into the cafeteria. I grab a sandwich and fill all my pockets with as many muesli bars and muffins as possible. I grab a bottle of water and make my way back to my room. I strip out of my ridiculous skirt suit and into my workout gear then fix my hair into a pony tail. 
 
    I push the mattress back up against the wall and get started on my workout. My body gives in quickly and I hate how weak it makes me feel. I let the mattress fall back to the ground and slump down on it as sadness takes over me. I sit there for the rest of the afternoon, wishing there was something here for me to do. 
 
    A knock sounds at my door and I drag my feet as I make my way to open it. I peep through the little hole and groan as I see its Mr. Richards waiting on the other side. Just great. I open the door with as much of an attitude as I can possibly manage. “Can I help you?” I ask, wishing he would go away. 
 
    He looks past my shoulder and notices the odd state of my room, but chooses to ignore it as he hands me a slip of paper. “The Guard has decided you have had enough training and will be starting your assignment as of next week,” he explains, then indicates to the paper. “This is a schedule of the Academies you will be visiting in your first week.” 
 
    Yay. I glance down at the paper and notice there must be at least four different academies, all in different countries. How do they expect me to get to all four academies within the five day school week? Do I even get to sleep? This is ridiculous.  
 
    I groan as I close the door on Mr. Richards face. This sucks. Why does it have to be me who does this? As if there isn’t someone out there who would love to have this job.  
 
    Another knock sounds at my door and I huff as I make my way over to it. Seriously? Is this guy that daft, he can’t sense when he isn’t wanted. I rip the door open. “What?” I snap at him, then shut up immediately as I notice it isn’t Mr. Richards but Brett Norrington waiting at my door. “Crap, I’m sorry. I thought you were someone else.” 
 
    Brett smirks at me in fascination. “Wow, I’d hate to be that poor bastard,” he laughs then looks over my shoulder into my room, the same way Mr. Richards had with the same look of confusion. “What’s going on with your room?” he asks. 
 
    “I had to improvise. I don’t get the training time I need,” I explain. 
 
    “Right,” he grins, apparently entertained by my little quirks. “Listen,” he starts, as his face turns to the one I recognize as our leader and not my maybe future father-in-law. “I know you stole Nurse Cathy’s phone, it was on the surveillance footage,” he scolds, with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    Crap. Totally busted. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I say, turning around and heading back into the room. I dig through my underwear drawer and curl my fingers around the cold metal of the phone. Dreading giving it back, even though the battery is dead, it’s still my only link to my friends and family. I stand before Brett with my hand outstretched towards him. 
 
    He looks down at the phone with his lips pressing into a tight line before looking up at me. “Thank you for your honesty, but I thought you could keep it,” he grins as he brings his hand out from behind his back and produces the charger. “Don’t worry,” he grins before sending me a wink. “I deleted the footage.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” I gasp in shock then launch myself forward into his arms and hold him in a tight hug, completely overwhelmed by his kindness. “Thank you so much,” I nearly cry. 
 
    “Its fine, Bianca,” he says, awkwardly stepping out of my hug. “Just don’t tell anyone and I expect you to give it back when you finally get out of here.” 
 
    “Of course,” I say, stepping back into my room in embarrassment, hoping to avoid giving this man any more spontaneous and awkward displays of affection. But, seriously, his eyes are exactly the same as Rylan’s, though apart from the gold speckles that Rylan has. Every time I lay my eyes on Brett, I’m reminded of how much I miss Rylan. 
 
    “Good,” he smiles. “I best be going. I’ve got a lot of work to tend to,” he says then turns and takes a step down the hallway. 
 
    “Oh, Brett,” I call after him. He stops and turns back to me with a questing eyebrow. “Can I ask you a question?”  
 
    “By all means,” he says as he steps back to my room. 
 
    I look up and down the hallway, making sure there’s no one around to overhear. “I saw Phillip Cooper here today and I was wondering why. I mean, he really doesn’t have any reason to be here, does he?” I ask. 
 
    Brett’s lips pull into a tight line. “It’s all politics, Bianca,” he sighs. “Phillip is hoping to take over leadership once my reign is over. However, as you know, Phillip only has a daughter, so without a male to continue on in his line, I’m afraid he’s not a strong candidate,” he explains. 
 
    Whoa. Interesting. Phillips secret is the one thing that could help him take over leadership, but would also destroy his reputation and keep him from taking the leadership. Sucks to be him. “That’s interesting,” I murmur. 
 
    “Indeed, it is,” Brett says, just as thoughtful, which makes me wonder if he already knows. “But it’s irrelevant. I have all faith that Rylan will come to his senses and claim his rightful position as leader.” 
 
    “Hmm, I don’t know,” I say, hoping to not offend him. “Suits and meetings aren't really his thing. He was born for the front line, just like I was,” I explain. 
 
    “Yes, that’s what I’m afraid of,” he murmurs. “But you’ve seen firsthand what an amazing leader he makes.” 
 
    “I know, he’s a force to be reckoned with,” I sigh, recalling how he lead the front lines into battle just a few months ago. He was utterly amazing and no doubt proved that the leadership is where he belongs, as long as he could continue in the Front Lines at the same time. It would be perfect for him. “I better not keep you any longer,” I say. 
 
    He gives me another friendly smile before heading off down the hallway. 
 
    I don’t waste a single second before diving back into my room and plugging the charger into the phone. I sit and wait by the phone, watching as the battery slowly begins to fill. 5%, 10%, 30%. Yep, I’ve waiting long enough. 
 
    I dial Jacinta’s number and sulk as the call rings out then glance at the clock and realize she would be in the middle of class. I start dialling Mom’s number when Jacinta calls back. I hit the answer put the phone to my ear. 
 
    “Jacinta,” I say with absolute joy. “Happy Birthday for yesterday. I’m so sorry I missed it. I was hoping I’d have found a way to be back home by now.” 
 
    “That’s ok,” she sighs. “You can make it up to me when you get back. As long as you’re safe, that’s all that matters. I’m so happy you called.” 
 
    “Yeah, the battery on the phone died then Brett came around. Scared the crap out of me saying he knew I was the one who stole it, but instead of getting me in trouble, he gave me the charger,” I laugh. 
 
    “Seriously?” she laughs. “That’s awesome. Sorry, I missed your call. I was in class,” she explains. “I had to fake a headache because I used the bathroom pass ten minutes ago.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I laugh. “Tell me everything I’ve missed.” 
 
    Jacinta instantly launches into her run down of the boys and her classes, she tells me how Trey is now ranked first in the Combat Program and how he feels awful about it. Apparently, Daniel is still distancing himself.  
 
    I then tell Jacinta all about running into her father and what Brett had said about it, which apparently is news to her. I explain about my assignment and tell her all the places I’ll be going, though she isn’t sure whether to be excited about the academies I’ll be visiting or upset that I’ll be further away.  
 
    After a good half hour, I let her go then leave Mom another voice mail letting her know I’m still safe and mostly healthy.  
 
      
 
    ---------- 
 
      
 
    I stand at the cafeteria doors after finishing my breakfast with Mr. Richards scowling down at me. “Will you hurry up? Your flight leaves in ten minutes,” he scolds. 
 
    “Fine,” I grumble as I dawdle behind him. He struts off at a pace that even I’m impressed with as he looks down at a clipboard. He makes it to the end of the hallway where huge glass double doors open out to the runway. He steps through the doors and briefly checks over his shoulder to make sure I’m still behind him. 
 
    “Right, the jet will be taking off in ten minutes. You’ve got a five hour flight north,” Mr. Richards explains. “You‘ll have to get dressed and ready in the on board bathroom as you’ll be landing in the Academy grounds and heading straight into the seminar. Once that is completed, you’ll be back on the jet and flying another few hours east. I suggest you get some sleep on the flight.” 
 
    “Right...,” I grumble, dreading the week before me.  
 
    As I walk out on the tarmac, I peer out at the magnificent view to see hundreds of homes which I can guarantee are occupied by members of the Guard, all in neat little lines surrounded by a huge golden gate. I scoff as I notice that beyond the gate is nothing but grassy hills with one road in and one road out. Talk about being paranoid. No supernatural will ever risk getting in here, even if they did, they would be spotted miles before reaching the community. 
 
    “Bianca,” Mr. Richards scolds as he stands by the jet. “Get in.” 
 
    Oh. Right. 
 
    I bring myself back to the task at hand and make my way up the stairs into The Guards extravagant jet. Wow. Just wow. This thing is huge. I swear, it must be fit for a king. I must admit, if I’m going to be held here against my will then at least I’m doing it in style. 
 
    The jet takes off and out of pure boredom, I fall asleep. 
 
    I’m woken a few hours later by Mr. Richards. “Bianca,” he says as he gives my shoulder a shake. “You need to get yourself presentable. We’ll be landing in thirty minutes.” 
 
    “K,” I grumble as I pull myself up out of my seat. I rummage through my bags and pull out a brush and a change of clothes. I make my way into the tiny bathroom and quickly get myself dressed before brushing through my hair and splashing some water on my face. 
 
    Before I know it, the jet touches down and I’m ushered out the door. I have a look around and am surprised to see the Academy is nearly exactly the same as the one back home, though I don’t know why I would be surprised, they’re all built by the same people so why wouldn’t they have the same layout? 
 
    The academy is in the middle of their school day, roughly an hour away from their lunch break. I walk through the school with my team of handlers behind me and the weirdest feeling of Deja vu circling through me. I walk past the combat room to see they’re in the middle of a session. Mats lay out along the ground as their group of seniors face off against one another. An instructor struts around the room, the same way Rylan does and the deepest need to get in there and spar with them slams through me. 
 
    I stand by the door and watch for a brief moment before Mr. Richards ushers me away. As expected, I’m lead to the assembly hall which from the noise coming from within, I’d assume the whole junior campus is here waiting to watch the famous Bianca Moore make an absolute fool of herself. 
 
    The doors open and I look around. There must be at least two hundred juniors all waiting and watching. Their sharp gazes lock on me, probably wondering what I’ll do. Before I know it, their principal is calling the students to attention and getting the seminar under way. 
 
    I’m called to the front and deliver the speech that was so carefully written for me and follow up by asking if there are any questions. Hands fly up everywhere and I quickly figure out that if they aren’t asking about training with Rylan Neill or wanting to know about the fairy battle then they’re asking for a demonstration. 
 
    I glance over to Mr. Richards who gives me a tight nod and mouths for me to ‘make it quick’. I get straight to it, but stick to easy moves that can be done in heels and a skirt, and as expected, I get all the ooh’s and ahh's that I’ve learned comes any time someone new sees what it is I’m best known for. 
 
    Following my demonstration, I’m whisked away. We by-pass the combat room with the seniors and once again I find myself watching in on the lesson. 
 
    “Hey, are you Bianca Moore?” a demanding voice calls from within the room. 
 
    I look around and quickly find the source of the voice, but the second my name was mentioned, the whole room became quiet and all eyes fell on me, including the instructors. “Yeah,” I confirm. “That’s me.” 
 
    The guy steps forward and comes closer so he doesn’t have to yell. His eyes bore into mine and I’m instantly reminded of Daniel with his flirty eyes and cheeky smile. “Are you really as good as they say you are?” he asks with a challenge in his voice.  
 
    “Well,” I reply as I step deeper into the room with my group of morons following behind. “I am the only female on record to ever be ranked top of the class by half yearly examinations,” I boast. 
 
    Wannabe Daniel smirks at my comments. “Maybe your standards aren’t as high as ours,” he suggests with a wink and getting triumphant grunts and grins from the boys around him. 
 
    “Really?” I ask as I walk deeper into the room. “You realize I’ve been mentored by Rylan Neill, right?”  
 
    “Yeah,” he shrugs. “He isn’t as great as the stories make him out to be.” His friends and instructors scoff around him, clearly thinking he’s wrong. “I don’t mean any offence, but look at you. You’re tiny, the guys at your Academy must seriously lack talent if they can’t beat you.” 
 
    I walk closer to him with a smirk on my lips. I kick my heels off and look towards his instructors. I distantly notice Mr. Richards groaning from the back of the room, most likely checking his watching. “Do you guys have any pants or something I can wear so I can teach this guy a lesson.” 
 
    The instructors grin and send one of the students into a supply closet who comes running back out with a pair of pants. “Are you serious?” the guy asks. “I don’t want to hurt you,” he says as I pull the pants on under my skirt and shimmy out of it. 
 
    “I’m so serious. I haven’t trained for over three months and I’m dying to kick some ass,” I explain. “And from what I saw earlier, I’ll be laying your ass out,” I laugh. 
 
    “Alright,” he grins as he steps up to the training mat. “An easy win always does wonders for my ego,” he says. “The name’s Brax, by the way.” 
 
    “Well, Brax,” I smirk. “You’re about to become very well acquainted with the training mat.” I explain. 
 
    “Doubt that,” he grins as he lashes out and takes the offence. I instantly jump into action, feeling my body come alive for the first time in months and even though I’m at the weakest and smallest I’ve even been, I’m still proud to know I can definitely beat this guy. And that just shows how amazing Rylan is as an instructor. 
 
    I block another advance before switching to the offence. “Come on, Brax. You’re going to have to do better than that,” I say as I connect with his shoulder. He grunts in pain as the rest of his classmates cheer along. “Just for curiosities sake, what are you currently ranked?” I ask, sending a powerful round house kick towards his head which he narrowly misses. 
 
    “First,” he tells me as I block another hit. 
 
    “Even better” I grin as I get past his defence once again.  
 
    His instructor begins calling out demands to help him along but it’s no use, he has nothing on me. I push myself harder and block each and every advance so I’m just playing with him. Hearing a cough from Mr. Richards in the background, I wrap it up. I kick him once to the chest and send him flying backward. Brax lands on the ground with a thud and looks up at me in awe. 
 
    “Wow,” he grins. “It seems I owe you an apology.” 
 
    “Don’t sweat it,” I say walking over to him and helping him to his feet. “After three months stuck with those guys, I really needed that, so thanks.” 
 
    “No problem,” he winks, “Are you sticking around for a bit? What do you say to a date? I could really get used to a fine chick like you.”  
 
    Before I have the chance to shut the poor guy down, his instructor steps forward. “Thanks, Bianca,” he says, reaching his hand out to shake mine. “I’ve been trying to get these guys to focus harder for a while now but after their first ranked just got his ass handed to him, I have a feeling each of these boys are going to start showing a bit more dedication.” 
 
    “It was my pleasure,” I smirk, taking his hand and giving it a firm shake.  
 
    I turn and walk towards the door, collecting my skirt and heels in the process then hear Brax calling out once again. “So it’s a date then?” he asks. 
 
    I turn around to face him but continue walking backward towards the door. “What’d you score for your target accuracy?” I call out. 
 
    “93%,” he says, almost puffing his chest out in pride. “Top of the class, of course,” he announces. 
 
    “Ooohhh… Sorry, Brax,” I cringe. 
 
    “Why?” he asks. “What’d you get?”  
 
    “98%,” I grin. 
 
    “Damn,” he says as the room echoes with surprised and awed gasps. “Looks like I’ve got some work to do to be good enough for a girl like you.” 
 
    “That you do, Brax,” I tell him as I finally reach the door.  
 
    Annoyed with my display, Mr. Richards takes my elbow and spins me around so I face the road in which the jet sits. “That was completely unprofessional,” he scolds. “But as frustrating as you are, Bianca, I now know never to get on your bad side,” he tells me. 
 
    “Glad you finally worked that out,” I tell him as I board the jet. 
 
    We take off, and just like that, the rest of the week drags by like a broken record. New Academy each day, same scenario. A bunch of students, not interested in the combat program, but interested in Rylan Neill, a speech that has absolutely no ability to draw in anyone’s attention and a group of handlers following me around like a bad smell, making sure there are no repeat performances in the combat rooms. 
 
    At the end of the week, the jet finally drops me back at Headquarters. I head straight to my room after deciding to skip the council meeting and go straight to sleep knowing they’re going to be extremely pissed off, but I just can’t find it within me to care. This is not me. Going from school to school giving a boring repetitive speech after long exhausting flight only to then be held back from my training. I need to get out of here.  
 
    My body is growing weaker and weaker even though I’ve been doing some training in my room, it just isn’t enough to keep me strong. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Marcus, one of the few High Council Members scowls down at me in anger. “How dare you miss our meeting and waste my time,” he spits, trying to hover over me to inflict some kind of fear or intimidation as we wait alone in the council chambers, but seriously, does he know who I am? I’ve faced down Vampires, been kidnapped by Fairy Knights and fought in battle. Does he seriously think I’ll be frightened of him? A good for nothing, power hungry, old man. I don’t think so. 
 
    Hell, I’ve been trained by Rylan Neill. Nothing frightens me anymore. 
 
    “I wasn’t aware of the meeting,” I lie with a scowl on my face as I relax further into my chair. 
 
    “Do not lie to me child,” he yells. His face turns beet red moments before his hand flashes across my face with a sharp slap leaving a burning sting behind. 
 
    I let out a shocked gasp and place a hand on my face. Did he just hit me? I slowly get up out of my chair as I narrow my eyes on him dangerously. His face drops in surprise, though I don’t know if it’s shock at what he has just done or maybe it’s fear of knowing I’m not afraid of him, and I know for a fact he has witnessed just how dangerous I can be.  
 
    How dare he hit me. I slowly stalk towards him and get the satisfaction as he reluctantly takes a step back. I know I shouldn’t risk it, after all, he has the power to destroy me. He could take away my future with a flick of his dirty fingers. “I think you owe me an apology,” I tell him slowly, making sure he understands just how serious I am. A fleeting thought crosses my mind that Rylan would definitely disapprove of this, I can just imagine the look on his face. 
 
    “I don’t owe you a damn thing,” he snaps, reaching out his hand to push me back. I catch his hand with a quick flick of my wrist and instantly turn it on him, bending it back to the point it may break. His knees buckle and he falls to the ground in pain as I continue. “Let go of me, you wretched child.” 
 
    “You will never lay a hand on me again,” I say, enjoying as he calls out in pain when I twist his arm back just that bit further. “Got it?” 
 
    The door to the council chambers opens with Alistair and Jackson walking in. They take in the view before them, notice the red hand print across my face, and wait patiently for me to finish. I smile sweetly at them as Marcus lets out another grunt of pain. Knowing this is getting nowhere, I let go of his hand with a push. He sprawls out across the floor as I turn my back and walk towards my chair.  
 
    I leisurely take my seat as Jackson and Alistair take theirs. We all wait patiently as Marcus gets to his feet, scowls at me and makes his way out of the room with an annoyed huff. 
 
    “That was a dangerous move, young Bianca,” Jackson says with a curious raised eyebrow. “Marcus doesn’t take well to threats.” 
 
    “No, what’s dangerous is thinking anyone can lay a hand on me without any consequences because of their position. Marcus learned that the hard way,” I explain. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Jackson says with a nod of his head. “Marcus needs to be knocked back a few pegs and I love that it was done by you, no less, but be warned, Marcus will retaliate. Keep your eyes opened.” 
 
    “I think I can handle myself,” I grin. “Considered me appropriately warned.” 
 
    “Excellent,” he says as his tone turns a little more serious and disapproving. “Now, why don’t we start this meeting over,” he suggests. 
 
    “Wonderful,” I say with a sickeningly sweet smile. 
 
    “Good,” Alistair starts. “Now, as you’re fully aware. A progress meeting was held last night to discuss your first week. With or without you, the meeting went on and to say we are less than thrilled with your performance so far would be an understatement. We're expecting more from you,” he explains. 
 
    “Have you considered that maybe it’s the content of the seminar which is letting you down and not me,” I explain while doing my best to bite my tongue. 
 
    “How so?” Alistair asks. 
 
    “Look, I’m going to be straight forward with you,” I start, getting nods from the men in the room to continue. “As I explained to you months ago and have attempted to do time and time again since the moment I got here. Young people don’t respond to being talked at. They don’t care for seminars, they want to see if for themselves. Take it from me, I’m eighteen and I have a younger sister who’s a junior. What’s going to inspire them is seeing someone they can relate to in action.” 
 
    Jackson looks at me with a stern eye. “And as we have explained to you, time and time again, that is not how we have decided to progress with this matter. The Guard pride themselves on their high standard of professionalism. If the young ones wish to see a demonstration, they can talk with their on-campus instructors,” he says. “We have invested too much time and effort into this program for you to fail us now.” 
 
    “So, what you’re telling me is that you refuse to make any changes and that you’re content with wasting everyone’s time?” I ask with an annoyed raised eyebrow, imagining the groan I’d be getting from Rylan. 
 
    “No,” Alistair snaps. “Your attitude is what needs changing. You’re walking a thin line already, Bianca. I’d suggest you get your act together and start putting in a real effort. After all, you’re here for the long haul.” 
 
    I can’t help but roll my eyes. I’d break out of here if it didn’t mean risking being kicked out of The Guard and ending up living in the human world. 
 
    They take my silence as giving in to their commands. “Right, go back to your room and rest up. You’ll be flying out again come Monday morning.” 
 
    I groan as I get to my feet and make my way out of the council chambers. 
 
    For once, I do as I’m told and go straight to my room, though it’s not like there’s much else for me to do around here. I pull the phone out of my bag and try Rylan’s number but as expected, it goes straight to voicemail. I dial Mom next. 
 
    “Bianca?” she asks. 
 
    “Hi Mom,” I smile. “It’s nice to not be talking to your voicemail for once.” 
 
    “Oh, I know, darling,” she says. “How are things going? How was your first week?” 
 
    “It’s awful mom. I absolutely hated it. I sit on the jet all day, go and do the seminar, answer the same old questions then get scolded by Mr. Richards saying ‘You can do better’. It’s bull. This isn’t what I’m meant to be doing.” 
 
    “I know, Sweetie. Just hang in there. I’m sure it will get better.” 
 
    “It won’t, mom, but don’t worry, I’ll find a way out of here.” 
 
    “Bianca,” she scolds in that disappointed motherly voice. “You’re going to get yourself in trouble.” 
 
    “I couldn’t get in much more trouble than I did this morning,” I scoff with a wicked smirk as I fall back onto my mattress on the floor. 
 
    “What did you do?” she demands. “It’s already bad enough that you're far away, I couldn’t bare it if you were sent to live out your life in the regular world.” 
 
    “I know, mom, but I couldn’t help it. Marcus hit me and I just kind of snapped. It’s been a hard week.” 
 
    “That man hit you?” she gasps. 
 
    “Yeah, don’t worry. I’ve had worse during training but he now knows to never touch me again,” I explain. 
 
    “I can only imagine,” she groans. “But that’s beside the point. Unless you’re in combat, no one should ever hit you. You need to report it.” 
 
    “Who am I going to report it to? Marcus is a High Council Member. Both Alistair and Jackson already know and did nothing, they didn’t stop me from nearly breaking his wrist through.” 
 
    She lets out a frustrated sigh, knowing things are definitely going to get worse from here on out. “Just be careful and try to keep out of trouble, if not for your sake, do it for mine and Millie’s.” 
 
    “Alright, I’ll try,” I groan. 
 
    “Good,” she says and I can practically hear the relief in her voice. “I have to get going. Work has been killing me this week.” 
 
    “K,” I sigh, wishing for once she would be able to sit and chat for a while. “I won’t keep you.” 
 
    “Keep your chin up, beautiful girl. I know it’s hard but remember I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too,” I say as I end the call. 
 
    With nothing else to do, I spend the rest of my day texting Jacinta, falling in and out of an exhausted sleep, and snooping through Nurse Cathy’s phone which manages to give me hours of entertainment as it seems Nurse Cathy is having one hell of a dirty affair. 
 
      
 
    ---------- 
 
      
 
    Monday morning is like Deja vu, I get up and eat a quick breakfast before Mr. Richards ushers me out to board the jet, which is precisely where the Deja vu ends. A shocked gasp comes flying from my mouth as I step inside the jet to find Marcus waiting patiently. 
 
    His eyes narrow on mine as I make my way deeper into the jet and settle myself into my designated seat. “So glad you could finally join us,” he scolds as he makes a show of checking his watch. 
 
    “No problem,” I smile, though I know my sarcasm isn’t lost on him as his eyes narrow even further. 
 
    I sit down and patiently wait as the jet prepares for take-off with an un-easy feeling in the pit of my stomach. I have no doubt this has something to do with the retaliation Alistair and Jackson warned me of. If only I could figure out what he’s up to and beat him at his own game. 
 
    That feeling follows me the whole flight, right up until we land at today’s Academy. Mr. Richards stands from his seat and as professionally as ever, ushers me off the flight. I watch him from behind and notice the tension in his shoulders and the extra effort he puts into holding himself and realize he’s putting on a show for Marcus. God, what a suck up. 
 
    I double my stride and quickly catch up beside him. “What’s Marcus doing here?” I ask quietly. 
 
    Mr. Richards hastily looks over in fear and visibly relaxes when he notices Marcus is still on board the jet. “As far as I’m aware, Marcus is here to over see and evaluate your work,” he explains. 
 
    “Seriously? That’s bullshit and you know it,” I scoff. 
 
    “Bianca, it’s really none of my business why he’s here and quite frankly, I don’t give a crap. All I know is that if you make me look bad in front of a High Council Member again, I promise you, I will make your time at Headquarters a living hell.” 
 
    “Too late, Richards, It’s already a living hell,” I smile innocently as I give him a wink. 
 
    “Good, I’m pleased,” he snaps. 
 
    “What crawled up your ass today?” I question. “Usually you only get this snappy after I’ve screwed up the seminar.” 
 
    “For your information, you’ve already screwed up. You didn’t show at the meeting on Friday night, which of course, made me look bad and now Marcus is here, which could only mean, you must have screwed up even further. So, forgive me if I don’t find your presence particularly endearing today.” 
 
    “Dude, you must be seriously overdue for a vacation, either that or you really need to get laid.” 
 
    Richards stops at the assembly hall’s door and turns on me with venom in his eyes, which after spending the majority of the year with Rylan, it’s nothing to be frightened of at all. In fact, it tends to bring out a little smile of my own. “Get your ass inside and give the best god damn seminar your infuriating little self can possibly give and the get your ass back on the jet,” he orders as his face begins to turn red with anger. 
 
    He storms past me into the room and I try my best not to break into laughter. 
 
    I follow on behind, taking in the room that looks identical to the one back home and of course, all the other ones I’ve visited lately.  
 
    I take a seat upon the stage and look out at the junior class to see all their young eyes staring back at me. I watch as their teachers attempt to quieten them down and notice out the corner of my eye, Marcus slipping into a room by the side of the stage. Five minutes pass before he comes back out and gives the Academy Principal the nod to get started. 
 
    The principal gets up and introduces us to the juniors, making sure each and every one of them understands what an honor it is to have a visit by a High Council Member. Marcus gets up and introduces himself with as much charm as ever while making himself out to be an absolute hero. He talks a little about our mission before finally introducing me. 
 
    The juniors applaud and I watch as a young girl in the front row, clutches her friend's hand as her eyes light up in excitement. I give her a small smile before getting to my feet. I walk out past the podium and down the steps so I’m directly in front of the students.  
 
    I get straight into my speech, delivering it with as much of my Bianca Moore bravado as possible. Especially after I told Mom that I would try not to get in trouble, for her sake and Millie’s, so why not put a little effort in? 
 
    I’m wrapping up my speech when I see Marcus get to his feet on the stage behind me. He makes his way down the steps and stands right beside me, placing a hand on my shoulder and looking out at the students with a huge smile. “We have organised a surprise for you all this afternoon,” he boats as the room burst into excited gasps and snickers. 
 
    I so desperately want to join in with their excitement, but I know he’s up to something, some kind of payback. 
 
    “Bianca here, has recently suggested that the best way to gain interest in the combat program is for ones like yourselves to see the skills and talent in action,” he starts. “So, what do you say? Would you like to see the only first ranked female The Guard has ever seen give a brief demonstration?” The room erupts into excited cheers and has boys all around jumping out of their seats, throwing their hands up and volunteering. 
 
    Where the hell is he going with this? 
 
    Marcus waves off their offers of help and asks for someone to help clear away the podium to allow proper viewing of the stage. He indicates with a wave of his hand for me to go and stand on the stage, so I do so with a little hesitation due to the look of complete satisfaction in his eyes. 
 
    I stand front and center, watching and waiting for whatever it is that he has planned. “Alright, everyone please take your seats,” he says and waits patiently for the rooms undivided attention. “Now, let's allow you to make the rules here,” he says to the students as he pulls a sheathed dagger from his pocket. “Being a top ranking student, should Bianca be allowed to use a weapon or should we see the true talent that lays beneath and see if we can make it difficult for her?” 
 
    As one, the room all call out that it should be made difficult. Anxiety slowly begins to trickle down my spine. What is he doing? I look over to my group of handlers and even notice Richards on his feet, watching over the scene before him with questions in his eyes. He catches my gaze and clearly must see the confusion reflected in my own eyes. He shrugs before looking towards Marcus. 
 
    “Shall we meet Bianca’s opponent?” Marcus ask as the door to the side of the stage opens before two men of The Front Line appear. Great, I’m facing down two fully trained weapons of The Guard. The two men step out from the door way when I realize they won’t be my opponent.  
 
    No, it’s not possible.  
 
    Why would Marcus do this?  
 
    A vampire stands snarling behind the two men with his wrists and ankles bound and his fangs on full display for everyone to see. My first thought is for these children. Why would Marcus bring a vampire into the middle of the Academy? An academy filled with hundreds of children. Why the hell would he endanger their lives like this? I mean, is this even legal? 
 
    I realize I’m going to have to kill this vampire and it’s going to have to happen in front of all these students, students who are way too young and innocent to witness such brutality. It just isn’t right. But I have no choice, either I kill the vampire and rob them of their innocence, or I can fail. The vampire will kill me, rob the children of their innocence and most likely kill a few other people before someone is able to get close enough to kill him. 
 
    I hear the students gasping in fear as the vampire comes into view. I see the question in their eyes. Do we run? Or is this a standard demonstration? I notice a few of the students with excited looks on their faces, probably not grasping the true seriousness of the situation and most likely thinking that vampires aren’t all that bad if a High Council Member brought him into a school. My eyes lock with the young girl in the front row who not moments ago was excited about seeing her hero in action, but that excitement has changed to fear and my heart shatters for her. 
 
    I notice Mr. Richards looking on in horror as he breaks away from our group and makes his way forward, but what’s he going to do? He comes closer to the stage and stops just shy of the steps, completely confused and unsure of how to handle this. After all, this is Marcus, A High Council Member, he can do whatever he pleases. 
 
    I distantly notice a few of the staff members silently getting to their feet with white faces and opening the emergency exits. I watch on as their principal pulls out a phone and immediately begins dialling a number, though I doubt Marcus has noticed, he’s too excited as he studies the vampire who I’m sure he’s brought here to kill me. 
 
    “Let’s get the show on the road, shall we?” Marcus announces. 
 
    The two guards hesitantly step away from the vampire and releases their holds on him. I turn to face the vampire who stares me down like he hasn't had a drop of blood in weeks, which, I’m now positive he hasn’t.  
 
    What the hell am I going to do? I’m in a skirt suit and high heels. What does he expect me to do? Deliver my speech to the vampire? 
 
    The Vampire doesn’t even give me a second to work out my plan of attack before he flexes his arms and legs and breaks out of his binds. He slams into me the very next moment and I stumble back into my heels. I hear the screams of the children around and want to throw up, knowing the fear they must be feeling and hope to God that the staff members in the room have the brains to start evacuating the children. 
 
    I instantly push back but with my lack of training over the last few months, my weight loss, and these ridiculous heels, it’s not the best mix for bringing this monster down. The vampire snarls as I throw a punch. He quickly blocks it and follows it up with one of his own which knocks me right back into the wall. Crap, this guy is strong. 
 
    I bring my knee up and nail him in the stomach, but it doesn’t do much, so I try again and this time get him in the junk, which, being a vampire, shouldn’t actually affect him, but a male can’t help the natural reaction. I hear a few cheers of support around the room, but don’t have the time to dwell on it. I use my two seconds to get some space from the vampire and get my back off the wall. I hastily look around the small space for anything that can be used as a weapon and come up with nothing. I briefly wonder what happened to the dagger that Marcus had before though now realize it’s most likely well and truly hidden away. 
 
    The vampire is back on me in an instant and the students gasp and scream as one. He lashes out and I jump back in my heels. Crap, my heels. I bring my leg up in a round house kick with as much force as possible which has him falling backward and my skirt tearing right up the seam. My heel flies off my foot with the momentum of my kick, but I quickly reach for my other heel to use as my weapon. It probably won't kill him, but it will definitely slow him down. Hopefully enough so I can break his neck. A grin creeps across my face knowing Daniel would probably make a comment about my torn skirt right about now.  
 
    Damn it. Hundreds of lives at stake. I need to focus. 
 
    I hear my support group calling out for me to ‘watch out’, helping me along the way as if I’m not standing right before the monster that’s trying to kill me. He recovers from my kick with his red eyes focusing in on the heel that I now hold in my palm. He snarls in outrage and lunges towards me.  
 
    I try my hardest to duck out of the way, but he is too fast. He’s on me in no time. I feel my body falling to the ground with the vampire on top of me. Almost as if it’s in slow motion, everything becomes very clear. I know the ground is coming up fast and from this angle, it isn’t going to be good. I clutch my heel in my hand with whatever strength is left in my body and bring it up with as much force as possible. I use all my might as I bury the pointed heel deep within his neck and tear the wound wide open. I see his eyes widen in shock, but don’t have a second to react as my body finally connects with the hard surface of the stage. 
 
    My head bounces off the ground and my vision blurs. A dark shadow crosses over my sight before a weight is lifted off me. Dizziness begins to cloud my mind and the sounds of the students screams haunt me as everything goes black. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    I wake with a gasp to find a body hovering over me. Crap the vampire. My arm snakes out from beside me as I punch him in the face with everything I’ve got. I desperately try to get up when hands grab me from all angles. What the hell is happening? What’s going on? I thrash against the hands. I have to get up. I have to kill the vampire. The poor kids. How long have I been out? 
 
    Crap. How many kids did he get to first? 
 
    “Bianca,” I hear a soothing voice say. “Calm down. You’re at Headquarters. You’re in the infirmary.”  
 
    What? 
 
    I blink a few times and actually take in my surroundings. Familiar white walls, familiar sounds of machines beeping, familiar bodies of Dr. Mandoza, Brett Norrington, and Mr. Richards. Thank god. I let out a breath realizing I’m ok as my gaze flicks back to Brett holding his nose. Oh shit. I just broke the leader of The Guard’s nose. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I gasp. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. I should have known better than to hover over someone who was just attacked by a vampire,” he says with regret as Dr. Mandoza rises from her chair and starts checking out his nose. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” she asks me as she looks back over her shoulder. 
 
    I quickly take a mental study of my body, apart from my head, I feel fine. “Alright, my head hurts, but apart from that I’m ok,” I say.  
 
    She gives me a knowing look and calls out for the nurse to bring in some pain killers. “That’s expected. You have quite a nasty bump back there,” she tells me as she gets back to addressing Brett’s nose. “Hold still,” she scolds. “This may hurt.” 
 
    I turn to Richard’s. “What happened? Tell me he didn’t get any of those kids?” I ask, searching his face for the truth. 
 
    “No, the kids are safe,” he tells me. “I saw you going down. I don’t know what possessed me to do it, but I just jumped and pushed him off you. He had your shoe all mangled in his throat, but he was still going in for the kill. I pushed him towards the two men who brought him in. They had no other choice but to take him out.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I say in absolute shock. “Why did you do that?” 
 
    “Honestly, I’ve been sitting here trying to figure it out myself, but I just can't. You infuriate me like you wouldn’t believe. All I can come up with is after putting up with you for the past three months if anyone gets to kill you, it’s going to be me,” he says. 
 
    “Thank you,” I say. “I really appreciate it, maybe I might even try being a little nicer now. Guess I owe you one.” 
 
    “Indeed you do, Bianca Moore,” he says. “Now that you seem to be ok, I need to get some reports done,” he says then stands and quickly exits the room, leaving me with Dr. Mandoza and Brett who still has blood seeping from his nose. 
 
    After quickly fixing himself up, Brett comes and takes the chair by my side, which Richards just left. “Bianca, I’m so glad to see you’re ok, but if you’re up to it, I’d like to ask you a few questions.” 
 
    “Go for it,” I tell him. 
 
    “Don’t worry, there won't be many, I’ve already got enough reports and statements from the witnesses, so I guess what’s not making sense is why Marcus would have done such a thing? Because I know I sure as hell didn’t approve that demonstration,” he says. 
 
    With a sigh, I tell him everything about the meeting I had with Marcus over the weekend and how I had reacted. 
 
    He lets out a disappointed sigh and apologizes on behalf of The Guard. “Marcus has got out of hand,” he says, shaking his head. “I’ll be calling a full council meeting and I think you should be there. It’s about time we discuss your involvement in this project,” he tells me. 
 
    “Seriously? Is there a chance I could go home?” I ask in shock. 
 
    “Yes, Bianca. A vote will need to be held, but it’s likely that in your situation, you may end up on the first flight back home,” he tells me. 
 
    “Wow,” I say as my hand automatically reaches up for the bullet chain that hangs around my neck. 
 
    “If you wouldn’t mind,” Brett says as he looks up at Dr. Mandoza, “I think it could be beneficial to Bianca’s cause if you were there to support her and answer a few questions in relation to her health.” 
 
    “Of course,” she says immediately with a beaming smile. “Anything. Bianca needs to be back at that Academy.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I say as a tear rolls down my cheek in relief. I grin up at Dr. Mandoza as she returns my smile with a knowing gleam in her eye. After all, returning home is the only thing I have talked about since the moment I left.  
 
    Jacinta, Millie, Trey and Daniel, Hell, I’m even happy to see Nora. Holy cow, this doesn’t seem real. Finally. I actually have a shot at going home. I could be with my friends and family. I could be there when Rylan gets off his suspension. Wow. I sink back into my pillow as my mind goes over every last possible thing that could affect my chances at this council meeting.  
 
      
 
    ---------- 
 
      
 
    Two days later and after a nasty concussion, I’m finally freed from the infirmary, only to be ordered to my room for a quick shower and to be present in the council chambers meeting hall in the next ten minutes. 
 
    I rush through my shower, not nearly getting the satisfaction out of it that I had hoped for, especially after sitting in an infirmary bed for the last two days. 
 
    I pull on a pair of jeans and throw my hair up into a bun. Precisely ten minutes after flying out of the infirmary, I find myself pushing through the door of the meeting hall. A huge oval table sits in the center of the room with tall backed chairs the whole way around.  
 
    Brett Norrington sits at the top of the oval with Alistair and Jackson on either side of him, important men in suits sit either side of them while Marcus sits at the very opposite end with the scrutiny of the twenty council members on him. I glance further around the table and see Richards sitting just off to the side of the room. 
 
    “Ah, Bianca,” Brett says. “Right on time. Please take a seat,” he adds, indicating to a seat a few spaces down from a scowling Marcus. Dr. Mandoza walks in right behind me and quietly takes the seat beside me while giving me a supportive smile. 
 
    “Thank you all for being here on such short notice,” Brett starts. “So, let's get straight into it. I assume each of you have been briefed on the matter?” he asks as he looks around at his men. They all give him definite nods and he gets the meeting started. “Marcus, the evidence against you seems quite damning,” he observes. “Anything you’d like to say?” 
 
    Marcus gets to his feet in outrage. “This whole thing is absurd. I cannot believe we are wasting our time on this,” he huffs. “The girl wanted to give the students a demonstration. She got what she wanted.”  
 
    “And you thought it was appropriate to endanger the lives of three hundred students in the process?” Alistair scoffs, “So you could prove a point?” 
 
    “She needed to be taught a lesson,” he shrugs then waves his hand in my general direction. “This child has no respect. I was doing us all a favour.” 
 
    “Marcus, I find it hard to believe that you see no wrong with your actions,” Brett sighs. “I’ve grown tired of your antics. You’ve backed yourself into a corner this time and we should have taken this vote a long time ago,” he announces. “Are there any objections to a vote?” he questions the council as he looks around the table. 
 
    Heads are shaken and mouths are zipped prompting Brett to continue. “Alright, all in favour of dismissing High Council Member Marcus of his duties, raise your right hand.” 
 
    As one, the table raises their hands. A unanimous vote. Marcus flies to his feet and points a finger down at me. “You’ll regret this, you’ll see,” he promises then grabs his suit jacket and storms out the door. Wow, my heart races in my chest. I can’t believe that just happened. A High Council Member just lost his position over a feud with me, given what he did was absolutely ludicrous and he deserved what he got, but wow.  
 
    The room is quiet for a moment as they come to terms with what just happened before all eyes turn in my direction. “Now, we have one more thing to vote on,” Brett says as he gives me a friendly smile. “Bianca has made it quite clear that it is not her desire to be a part of this program. I believe we can all agree that her skills are out in the field. While having Bianca as the face of the program is great and draws in a crowd, I don’t believe we will be successful without a speaker who is passionate about the position. Unfortunately, I believe we will fail if we keep Bianca on. So, with that said, I think it’s time we sent her home.” 
 
    A few of the men give nods of approval while others tighten their lips in consideration. An older man makes his case known. “I’m not sure I agree,” he says. “Wasn’t the purpose of all this to use Bianca for her celebrity?” 
 
    “If I may?” Mr. Richards says, rising to his feet. Brett gives him a nod to continue. “It was about using her popularity to help entice the students into considering the Combat Program, however, from my observations, the students are more concerned with her personal life rather than what she’s there to promote.” 
 
    “What are your thoughts, Bianca?” A council member asks me. 
 
    “Honestly? I don’t mean to be rude, but the whole program was ridiculous to start with. I’ve said it a million times. Kids don’t want to be told what to do, they want to be inspired. I think you should continue promoting the Combat Program because it’s an incredible program, but I think you should use someone who truly wants to be doing that with their life. That’s how your seminars are going to get the attention they need. I also think you should send me home, let me graduate and fight on the front lines which is how I’ll do my part in inspiring the children of The Guard,” 
 
    “Does anyone have anything else to add before we vote?” Brett asks. “Dr. Mandoza?” 
 
    “Yes,” she says with confidence. “I believe Bianca is right, and in my professional opinion, for her own health, she needs to be back at the Academy. It’s clear that she’s becoming unwell, her muscle tone is deteriorating, she has lost far too much weight and I’m sure her situation is weighing down on her mental health,” she explains. “Bianca has the potential to become the best warrior The Guard has ever seen, possibly even better than Rylan Neill. However, I am afraid that this course of action is forcing her in the wrong direction, one where she will end up living an unhappy, mediocre life. Bianca was born for greatness and I believe that each and every one of you can sense that within her.” 
 
    Wow, I can’t believe she just said that. She reaches out a hand and places it over mine on the table. ‘Thank you,’ I mouth to her. She gives me a warm smile before turning her attention back to the room. 
 
    “Thank you,” Brett says with a nod to Dr. Mandoza. “Shall we vote?” he asks the room. “All in favour of allowing Bianca to return to the Academy to graduate, raise your right hand.” 
 
    As one, every person at the table raises their right hand, sealing my fate. “Well, there you have it, Bianca,” Brett says. “You are a free woman. A flight will be organised to take you back to the Academy.” 
 
    “Thank you all so much,” I beam as I consider how inappropriate it would be to go around the table and give each of the council members a hug and a kiss.  
 
    I’m a free woman. I can’t wait to tell everyone I’m coming home. Things are finally looking up. All I need to do is wait for Rylan to finish his suspension and everything will be right in the world. 
 
    I get up from the table and make my way out into the hall with the rest of the council. “It’s going to be great not having to deal with you every day,” Richards says from beside me. “But I must admit, as much as I despise you, you seem to have grown on me.” 
 
    I can’t help but smile at the guy who has made every single one of my days here completely suck. “I’d like to say the same, but then I’d be lying,” I laugh. 
 
    He lets out an annoyed groan before giving me a quick nod and walking away.  
 
    “Are you ever going to tell me your first name?” I call after him. 
 
    “Nope.”  
 
    “Bianca,” I hear Brett calling out and turn towards him. He squeezes his way past a few of the council members who are getting into a heated debate about Guard politics before finally coming to a stop before me. “If it is alright with you, I’d like to accompany back to campus,” he says. 
 
    “Oh sure, I’d be honored,” I tell him. “I can’t thank you enough for this.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous. It was my pleasure. Just make sure you tell Rylan all about it, I could use the brownie points,” he says quietly then thinks better of it. “Actually, he’d probably hate me more when he discovers this is due to one of my council members.” 
 
    “You can’t win them all,” I laugh. 
 
    He gives me a bright smile. “You best say your goodbyes and start packing your things. I’ll come and get you when it’s time to leave, I’d expect in a few hours or so.” 
 
    “Ok, sure,” I smile. It’s not like I’ve got that many people to say goodbye to around here. 
 
    Brett gives me a nod before turning on his heel and leaves to join in with the political debate. I take a quick look around for Dr. Mandoza and realize she’s gone which really shouldn’t surprise me, after all, she has patients to look after. 
 
    I make my way down to the infirmary and lightly knock on her open door. She looks up at the sound and a bright smile graces her pretty face as she sees me. “Bianca, I’m so happy for you,” she beams, taking a step towards me and pulling me into her arms. 
 
    “Thank you,” I say as I wrap my arms around her. “Thanks for everything you’ve done for me. I honestly think I would have gone insane if it wasn’t for you.” 
 
    “Oh honey,” she sighs. “There’s no need to thank me, it was my pleasure. It has been an absolute joy getting to know you these past few months.” 
 
    “You too,” I smile. 
 
    “I don’t know how I’m going to pass my time now that there won’t be anyone coming in with fake illness,” she laughs. 
 
    “Oh, I think you’ll be fine,” I tell her. “I’m sure Mr. Richards will be coming in more often, now that he’s suffering from a lonely heart.” 
 
    She gasps in horror at having to deal with that man, though I know she really doesn’t mind him, after all, he wasn’t that bad, he was just doing his job. 
 
    “I better get going. I have to pack,” I explain. 
 
    “Ok, love,” she says. “Make sure to say hi to my sister for me.” 
 
    “I will,” I smile as I step out of her office. With one final wave, I close her door and rush down to my room with absolute joy, a feeling I haven’t been able to feel for over three months. 
 
    I barge through my door and quickly throw everything into my suit case, making sure to leave the skirt suit behind. 
 
    I grab the chunky old phone and quickly send Mom a message. 
 
    Bianca – I’M GOING HOME!!!!!! BTW, don’t reply. I should probably give this phone back now… Love you. 
 
    I sit on my bed, deleting any evidence that I’ve had this phone for the past few weeks when a knock sounds at my door. I spring up from the mattress and pull the door open to find Brett waiting for me. “It’s home time, kid,” he grins as he steps into my room and takes my bag like the gentleman he is. 
 
    I follow out behind him in with excitement rushing through my veins. We head up to the roof and quickly board the plane when an idea strikes. “Would I be able to ask a huge favour?” I ask Brett. 
 
    “Depends,” he says as he narrows his curious eyes on me. “What kind of favour?” 
 
    “Would we be able to make one stop before going back to the Academy?” I practically beg. 
 
    “A stop would require the jet landing at the airport and renting a car,” he tells me. 
 
    “Yep,” I say having already thought of that. 
 
    He’s thoughtful for a moment before completely giving in. “Fine,” he grumbles. “But I better not regret this.” 
 
    A few hours later, the jet touches down and we go about renting an SUV. I type an address into the GPS and we quickly get on the road. “Where are you taking me?” Brett asks. 
 
    “You’ll see,” I smile. 
 
    With a roll of his eyes and a deep sigh he sets his concentration back on the road. “So, what’s going to happen with Marcus?” I ask, a little unsure if I’m even allowed to be discussing this with him. 
 
    He presses his lips together before flicking his eyes back to mine. “I really wish you would have told me about the altercation you had with him much earlier,” he says. “I would have been able to prevent this had I known.” 
 
    “Don’t put that kind of pressure on yourself,” I tell him. “With all due respect, He was a High Council Member. I never in a million years would have thought he would have pulled the stunt he did. Shit like that just doesn’t happen.” 
 
    “True, I expect much higher standards from my council.” 
 
    “Yes, I would too, though at least now it has happened and Marcus doesn’t get the chance to do it to someone else.” 
 
    “That’s a very valid point,” he says. “You can sleep well knowing Marcus will be dealt with, there will be serious consequences for his actions.”  
 
    “Really? What kind of consequences?” I ask, always sticking my nose into other people’s business. 
 
    “Never you mind,” he says with a shake of his head. 
 
    A half hour later, he pulls up at the address and puts the car into park. “Where have you brought me?” he asks in distaste as he takes in the surroundings. 
 
    I don’t have time to answer as I’m already unbuckled and flying out the door. Leaving all my things behind, I rush up the pathway and find myself banging on the door. I hear footsteps from inside coming closer, the familiar twist of a door handle, and before I know it, the door swings open. 
 
    My heart swells and before I have a moment to fully comprehend what’s happening, I launch myself forward with wide arms. He catches me instantly and folds me into his body. 
 
    “Bianca,” he breathes into my hair. 
 
    I can’t help the sob that comes tearing out of me. “Rylan.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Home. 
 
    That’s the only way I can possibly describe the feeling of being in his arms. Home. 
 
    I hold onto him with every last ounce of strength I possess as I cry into his chest. His strong arms hold me to him, gently rocking me back and forth and letting me know I’m ok. “I missed you,” I murmur into his shirt. 
 
    “I’ve missed you, too,” he whispers. 
 
    After a few minutes of awkwardly standing in the doorway, I pull myself together. I step back and hastily wipe the tears off my face. “Sorry,” I grumble with an embarrassed smile. 
 
    He can’t help but smile back at me as he finally gets a good look at me. His smile quickly turns into confusion which then turns into anger and I know without a doubt he’s noticing the weight I’ve lost. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m so happy to see you, but what the hell are you doing here?” he demands. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” I say. “I don’t even know where to start.” 
 
    “Why don’t you start with explaining why Brett Norrington is standing in my driveway,” he asks as he looks over my shoulder to glare daggers at his father. 
 
    “Well, I’m going back to the Academy and Brett was the one who made that happen,” I tell him as Rylan raises a curious eyebrow. “He asked to escort me back to the academy until I talked him into taking a quick detour.” 
 
    He grins down at me with a wicked gleam in his eye. “Only you could convince the leader of The Guard to break the rules.” 
 
    “It was easy,” I boast. 
 
    He shakes his head in exasperation. “Come inside,” he says as he steps back into the familiar house that once belonged to his sister. “Looks like you’ve got a lot to tell me.” 
 
    With a smile, I step past him, but stop when a throat clears behind me. I turn back to find Brett a few feet closer with a raised questioning eyebrow. “How long is this detour going to take? I need to get you back to the Academy.” 
 
    I look up at Rylan who watches his father through cautious eyes. Tension fills him and I know he’s hating every moment of conversing with his father, but honestly, he’s done so much for me and Rylan just won’t understand until I get the chance to tell him all about it. “I’ll drive her back,” Rylan tells his father. 
 
    Brett looks down at me, also a little uncertain before looking back to Rylan, the tension between the two so thick I couldn’t cut it with a knife. “Are you sure? You could get in trouble if you’re seen.” 
 
    Rylan gives a definite nod which has Brett promptly turning on his heel and heading to the SUV. He goes to the back and pulls out my bags. I walk down to him with Rylan following behind and immediately throw my arms around him. “Thank you so much,” I tell him as he attempts to hug me back with his hands full of my bags. 
 
    “There’s nothing to thank me for, Bianca,” he tells me with sincerity. 
 
    “Really, there is,” I let him go and step back as he places my bags down on the floor. 
 
    My breath catches in my throat as Rylan steps forward and offers his father his hand. Brett looks down at it with longing before reaching out and giving it a firm shake. “Whatever it is you did for her, please know that I’m grateful.” 
 
    Brett gives a nod as Rylan hastily picks up my bags and takes a step back. “Oh Bianca,” Brett says right before he leaves. “Don’t think I haven’t forgotten about Nurse Cathy’s phone,” he says as he holds his hand out. 
 
    With a groan and a smirk, I dig into my pocket and pull out the phone. This little thing has been my salvation, my only lifeline and connection to my friends and family, though now, I won’t be needing it. I hand it over and give Brett a knowing smile before he turns and climbs back into the SUV. 
 
    “Come on,” Rylan says as we watch the SUV take off down the street. 
 
    We head back inside and I take a seat on the couch and grin as Rylan sits down right next to me. God, I’ve missed this. I snuggle into him as his arms come around me. “How’d you know to find me here?” he asks. 
 
    “I had a hunch. Jacinta said you had to live away from The Guard, so I figured this is probably the only place you would go that was still close,” I explain, giving myself a mental pat on the back for my awesome detective skills. 
 
    “So, you’re back for good?” he asks. 
 
    “Yep, had a council vote and everything.” 
 
    “Council vote?” he asks in concern. “You got yourself kicked out, didn’t you?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t,” I say. “I’ll have you know, I was actually quite well behaved… mostly.” 
 
    “Apart from stealing a phone,” he scoffs. A grin spreads across my face, threating to break my face in two. “How did the vote come about?” 
 
    “Do you want the long version or the short?” I ask. 
 
    “Better give me the long. I don’t want any forgotten details coming and surprising me later,” he says. 
 
    “Ok,” I smile as I get into it. I start right at the beginning, giving every detail of my time there. I even tell him about the ugly skirt suit and my faked illnesses.  
 
    Pride seems to swell through him as I describe the seminars I did and the spontaneous fight I had with Brax on that first day, right up until the part where I tell him about the meeting that took place with Marcus. A frown mars his handsome face and continues into a scowl the further I get through my story. 
 
    “He had you demonstrate on a vampire?” he growls, cutting me off.  
 
    “Yeah,” I confirm. 
 
    He gets up from the couch and begins pacing the room in anger while trying his hardest to get control of his emotions. “In a room full of students?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Fuck,” he curses and he takes a few deep breaths. “Go on,” he orders. 
 
    “Well, after not training for three months, you can pretty much guess how the ‘demonstration’ went. I ended up in the infirmary and was lucky that someone was able to take down the vamp. It could have gone very differently, though. That’s when Brett put the vote into motion. Marcus was dismissed from the High Council and I was sent home.” 
 
    “I bet that didn’t go down too well with Marcus,” he muses. 
 
    “No, it didn’t. He vowed that I would regret it, but Brett said there’ll be further punishment in place for him, so I doubt I’ll be regretting anything,” I grin. 
 
    “You’re telling me Brett is the good guy here?” he groans. 
 
    I give him a small smile and nod as he lets out a sigh and drops to his knees in front of me. “I’m so glad you’re here,” he tells me as he takes my hands in his. 
 
    I look deep into those gold speckled eyes that I’ve fallen so madly in love with. “Me too,” I smile, leaning forward and pressing my lips into his.  
 
    He takes control of the kiss and reluctantly pulls away. “I should get you back to the academy.” 
 
    “Can’t I stay? Just one night? It’s not like I’m going to miss any classes.”  
 
    “Fine,” he groans, even though I know he’s happy to keep me here. “But as soon as you’re back to school, you’ve got a lot of work to do, especially if you still want to graduate top of the class. I bet Trey would love to take that title off you.” 
 
    “I bet he would, but I still have two months before finals,” I grin as my legs uncurl off the couch and wrap around his waist to pull him in closer. “I’ll be ok,” I say as I free one of my hands to place on the side of his face, feeling the light stubble beneath my fingers, a stubble that drives me absolutely insane with need for him. 
 
    He groans as he climbs up on top of me on the couch. “I can’t wait until the year is over and I’m not your instructor anymore,” he says as he brings his lips down on my neck and kisses the sensitive skin. Far out, that feels good. I feel his lips curve into a grin as my body reacts to his touch. Need slams through me and I move my head so I can catch his lips on mine. The second our lips touch, the heat is turned up and my body springs alive, not only craving his touch but needing it. 
 
    I snake my hands down his broad chest, past his sculptured abs and up under his shirt to feel his skin on mine. I shimmy his shirt up between us and he’s more than happy to help me rid it off his body. I kick my shoes off and hear them clatter to the floor, next comes my shirt which has his hands quickly snaking under me and diving for the clasp of my bra. He looks to me for approval and with a quick nod, he unclasps it with the quickest flick of his fingers. His lips move back to my neck, enticing a moan to escape me. I reach down and unbuckle his belt then get to work on his jeans while he wastes no time returning the favour.  
 
    Unlike the other times we’ve been intimate, there was no time for thought, no time for Rylan to pick me up and take me to bed like he has done so many times before, there was no romance, no flowers or candles. Just pure, animalistic need for our bodies to become one, to become reacquainted. 
 
      
 
    --------- 
 
      
 
    I’ve said it before and I’ll say it a million times over. There is nothing quite like waking up in the arms of Rylan Neill.  
 
    The sun’s rays spill across the wooden floorboards, picking up the little speckles of dust in the air and creating a vision that you only ever see in old photographs. What a beautiful, perfect morning. I could definitely get used to this. Graduation is only two months away and this fantasy will become my reality. 
 
    Rylan’s arms tighten around my body. “Morning,” he grumbles as he nuzzles into my hair with a groan. 
 
    I roll in his arms and bring myself nose to nose with the most spectacular sight I’ve ever seen. “Morning,” I smile as he brings his lips down on mine. 
 
    He breaks the kiss, but doesn’t move away. “Sleep well?” he asks with hooded eyes as his lips move against mine. 
 
    “Mmhmm,” I sigh. “Best sleep I’ve had in months,” I tell him honestly. 
 
    His lips lift up into a perfect little smile making my heart skip a beat. “Me too.” 
 
    “Good,” I grin. 
 
    “So, back to school today,” he says, rolling us over so he hovers above me. 
 
    My mood immediately plummets to ground zero. “I was in a really great mood until then,” I tell him. 
 
    His eyebrows crease in confusion. “I thought you wanted to go back to the Academy?” 
 
    “I do,” I tell him as I sling my arms up and around his neck. “I just don’t want to be there when you’re here.” 
 
    A small smile graces his lips as emotion fills his eyes. “It’s just one month and I’ll be there, pretending I don’t give two shits about you while I kick everyone’s asses.” 
 
    “That sounds perfect,” I laugh as my stomach begins to rumble. Damn, way to ruin a good thing. Though, I don’t know how I could possibly be hungry after Rylan spent the night forcing as much food as possible down my throat, trying to help me gain weight back. 
 
    “Come on, why don’t we have a shower then I’ll make you breakfast,” he suggests as he climbs off me then pulls me to my feet and groans when the sheet falls to the floor to reveal my body, butt naked apart from the bullet chain I wear around my neck.  
 
    Rylan’s hands wrap around my body, sliding down until they firmly rest against my ass before grabbing it and lifting me. My legs wrap around his waist as my lips meet with his. He walks us into the bathroom and deposits me onto the vanity while he leans into the shower, waiting for it to warm. Not a second is wasted before he pulls me back into his arms and steps into the shower. 
 
    An hour later, we’re finally dressed and ready to leave. A sadness fills me, knowing that this is the last time I’ll see him for a few weeks, but I still have the next few hours in the car with him. He packs my things into the back seat and opens my door to help me climb in. Once he’s in, he turns the key and we’re on the highway before I know it. 
 
    I sit in silence, lost in my own thoughts when Rylan reaches over and laces my fingers through his. “What’s up?” he asks with worry etched into his perfect face. 
 
    “I just feel bad. I feel like it’s my fault you got suspended,” I tell him. “If I didn’t get myself in that situation then you wouldn’t be stuck in the human world.” 
 
    “Stop it,” he demands. “You didn’t get yourself in that situation. You were taken. You’re not at fault. It was my decision to go after you. I was the one who agreed to take minors off Academy grounds, not that they gave me much choice,” he smirks as he recalls the memory. “But I would do it a million times over if it meant keeping you safe.” 
 
    “I know you would,” I tell him. “I’d do the same for you.” 
 
    “I know, but I’m too good to get myself captured by Fairy Knights,” he teases while giving me the sexiest wink imaginable. 
 
    My jaw drops and my hand flies to my chest as I feign being wounded by his teasing. “You know I could have taken them and I would have if they weren’t about to kill Kaylee,” I tell him. 
 
    He smirks over at me. “I know. I trained you that way.” 
 
    “Pft,” I scoff. “Take all the credit for my awesome skills, why don’t you,” I laugh. 
 
    His eyes sparkle with mirth at my sassiness as a particular gas station passes by, followed a few moments later by a rundown motel. I look up to see his attention on the same motel before he glances down at me with a knowing look in his eyes. He gives my hand a squeeze, but nothing needs to be said. We know exactly what the other is thinking in this very moment. 
 
    We pull off the highway and I sigh as I realize I’ve only got a few minutes left with him. Goodbyes suck. “This is going to have to be quick,” he tells me. “We can’t risk being seen together and I can’t have anyone notice me here.” 
 
    “Ok,” I say, looking down at my hands. 
 
    “Hey,” he says, reaching out and lifting my chin to meet his eyes. “It’s only a few weeks and then I’ll be back. You’ll be so busy catching up on missed work, you won’t even notice I’m not there.” 
 
    “Yeah right,” I scoff. “Kind of hard when you’re the one who’s usually teaching me.” 
 
    “Suck it up, princess,” he winks. “You’ll be ok.” 
 
    “I know,” I groan as he pulls into the Academy parking lot and stops in the furthest possible spot. “I’ll miss you,” I tell him as I refuse to let go of his hand. 
 
    “Yeah, you’ve made that pretty clear,” he laughs, thinking he’s some sort of comedian. “I’ll miss you, too,” he says as he pulls me over into his lap and kisses me with everything he’s got. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too,” I whisper. 
 
    “Good,” he says. "Now go kick some ass, maybe learn a few new things to keep me on my toes.” 
 
    “Easily said than done,” I grin, opening the door and hopping off his lap. I walk around to the back door and reach in to grab my bags. A tear slips down my face as I look up at the man I love. “I’ll see you later,” I whisper. 
 
    “I’ll see you later,” he murmurs with a sad smile. 
 
    I close the door and step back as I watch him peel out of the parking lot, taking my heart with him. 
 
    I wipe my eyes and let out a shaky breath. It’s only a few weeks and he’s right, I’ll be fine. I’m Bianca Freaking Moore, the top ranked student in the Combat program and I’m going to stay that way. I've just got a shit load of work to make sure I do. 
 
    But first things first. I need to surprise my best friend. 
 
    It’s the middle of the day so Jacinta would be in classes right now so I can sneak into my room, dump my bags and hopefully all my electronics would have been sent back to me by now. Without my phone, I have no way of knowing the time so I glance around the corner to check there are no students out and about.  
 
    The coast is clear so I start walking in the direction of the girl's dorm room. “Bianca,” I hear my name being called. I groan as I instantly recognize the sound of Miss Layton’s whiny voice. I stop in my tracks and slowly turn to face her, plastering on a fake smile for her benefit. So much for my awesome ninja skills, I couldn’t even see her when I scanned the area, looks like I have some serious work to do. 
 
    She walks straight up to me and wraps her arms around me in a tight hug. “It’s so wonderful you’re back,” she smiles as she finally lets me go. “I was so happy when I heard the news this morning.” 
 
    “Uh… yeah,” I smile. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Was that Rylan’s SUV I saw just now, dropping you off?” she asks with big excited eyes. 
 
    “Ah, no. It was Brett Norrington’s,” I lie. 
 
    “Oh,” she says as her whole face deflates, making me want to punch her in the throat for having a crush on my boyfriend, though, I can’t blame her, he’s the hottest thing to ever happen to The Guard. "Brett dropped you off personally?” she asks in surprise. 
 
    “Yeah,” I say. “He wanted my input on the seminars so they can work on bettering it,” I lie once again, though at least this time it’s only a half lie. I mean, he did actually ask for my input. 
 
    “Oh, ok,” she smiles. “Well listen, I know there have been some big changes for you so I just want you to know that my door is always open if you need to talk. I’m a great listener.”  
 
    “Ok, I’ll keep that in mind,” I tell her, knowing there’s no way in hell I’ll be sitting in her office spilling all my secrets. 
 
    “Great,” she purrs then looks down to my bags. “I better let you keep going,” she says as she squeezes my shoulder then promptly disappears, leaving me motionless and trying to figure out what just happened. 
 
    I shake it off and make my way back to my room, this time avoiding getting caught by anyone. I drop my bags at the door and sprawl out on the floor, throwing things around the hallway as I search my bags for my keys. Finding them at the very bottom, thankful that I ‘forgot’ to hand them back when I left. I stick them in the door and turn the lock. 
 
    I fall into my room with a sigh. I’m finally home in my own room with my own bed that I notice Jacinta has been currently using as her own personal dumping station, though they’re all books which I’m sure are probably all Guard Law books that she’s been borrowing from the library in hopes of finding a way to get my ass out of headquarters, but bless her heart for trying. 
 
    I haul my mess out of the hallway and look around the room in disappointment when I notice my electronics  aren’t here, though, they’re most likely at the student office. 
 
    I search through Jacinta’s bedside table and pull out her IPad, groaning when I realize the battery is dead. I sit on the edge of her bed and plug it in the charger, waiting until it has enough battery for me to turn it on, wondering how my life became this endless game of sitting on beds waiting for electronics to charge. 
 
    Two minutes later, I finally get the time. Perfect, it’s ten minutes before lunch. 
 
    I quickly strip out of my clothes and find my workout gear, figuring I may as well go straight to combat training after lunch. I mean, there’s no use sitting around another day doing nothing. I’ve done that for the past three months. It’s time to turn a new leaf. 
 
    I sneak my way down to the cafeteria, smiling as I hear the familiar sound of the bell ringing. I duck behind a post that gives me perfect view of the cafeteria and wait. 
 
    A few moments later, the seniors start trickling in from every direction and I wait patiently until I finally see the familiar mop of blonde hair. A grin creeps across my face at finally seeing my best friend. She walks straight past my post and into the Cafeteria. Following her comes Daniel with Nora hanging off him and a few moments after, Trey. 
 
    I watch as they all get their food and take a seat, except for Daniel who sits at a different table with Nora. 
 
    I make my move. I quietly walk into the cafeteria, keeping my head down with only Daniel spotting me from afar. His jaw practically hits the table as he looks at me in shock. I give him a brilliant smile and hold my finger up, motioning for him to keep quiet.  
 
    ‘Shhhh,’ I mouth to him. He gives me a nod, but I still see the wonder in his eyes and indicate with a flick of my head that he should go and join Jacinta and Trey. His eyes narrow on me as he properly takes me in, no doubt seeing the few changes that I’m not particularly proud of. He looks over at Nora, but gets up anyway with her following along. I think she’s a permanent attachment that I’ll have to get used to. 
 
    I grab a tray and fill it up with all my favourites before, turning around and heading to my old table. Whispers start around me as everyone starts noticing my presence, but lucky for me, Trey and Jacinta are lost in their own world. I finally make it to the table and feel like I’m about to burst with excitement. Daniel’s eyes follow me across the cafeteria, right up until I come to a standstill next to Jacinta.  
 
    I gently slide my tray across the table and take a seat next to her as she talks animatedly to Trey about the last few messages I had sent her the other day and how she misses me. Trey, might I mention, is so engrossed in his little love bubble with Jacinta that he hasn’t noticed me either. I glance over at Daniel whose eyes are sparkling with laughter as he takes in our friend’s complete and utter ignorance. 
 
    Jacinta’s story finally finishes and she turns towards her tray to start her lunch. She picks up her sandwich and takes a bite. A huge grin creeps over my face as she sits beside me chewing. She brings her sandwich up for another bite and I can’t take it anymore. I clear my throat beside her, giving her such a fright, she squeals as she loses grip on her sandwich and sends salad all over the floor. Her pretty head whips in my direction and she flies to her feet jumping up and down with her eyes widening a little further each time. 
 
    “Oh my god,” she screeches as I jump up beside her and into her arms. “Oh my god.” In the space of two seconds her excitement quickly turns into overwhelmed happiness and she holds on to me with everything she’s got. "Oh my god,” she begins to sob.  
 
    I hold her tighter as my own tears threaten to spill. By now, I know we have the whole room’s attention and I glance over Jacinta’s shoulder to give Trey a welcome smile, though he’s also watching me with narrowed, curious eyes as he takes in my new frame. 
 
    Once Jacinta has herself under control, I pass her off to Trey who happily takes her in his arms so Daniel can wrap me up in the biggest bear hug you’ve ever seen. “Missed you, pretty girl,” he murmurs into my ear as he squeezes the life out of me. “You have no idea how much.” 
 
    “Trust me, I do,” I tell him. “I missed you, too.” 
 
    He pulls back, allowing me to breathe, but holds me close as he latches onto my shoulders. “Things can finally go back to normal,” he sighs. 
 
    “God, I hope so,” I declare. 
 
    I’m grabbed from around the waist by Trey who folds me into his arms. “Good to see you back,” he grins. “Though, now I’m actually going to have to fight for that top position,” he winks. 
 
    “That you will,” I tell him as we all finally take our seats. 
 
    “Shouldn’t be too hard,” Daniel says, pointing out the obvious. “What’s going on? Where are all those sexy curves?” he asks, earning himself a well deserved scowl from Nora that he ignores. 
 
    “I’ll tell you all about it tonight,” I sigh. “You’re all coming right?” 
 
    They all give their own versions of a yes, with Daniel yelling. “Fuck, yeah,” while Trey just grunts a, “hmm,” even Nora hesitantly says yes. 
 
    “Good, because it’s operation Millie,” I grin.  
 
    Daniel smirks straight away, always on the same evil wave length as me while Jacinta, Trey, and Nora give me confused looks. I get straight into it, explaining the ins and outs of how the night is going to plan out when a shadow falls upon our table. “Sounds fun,” that strangely familiar voice says. “I’m in.” 
 
    I turn in my seat, gasping in shock. “Brax?” I ask, barely able to believe what I’m seeing. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I came to collect on that date,” he tells me with a smirk that if I wasn’t so crazy in love with Rylan, I might have found charming, though all it manages to do is have Daniel scoff at his attempts. 
 
    “Your target average improved yet?” I grin. 
 
    He cringes as he sucks in a breath. “Negative,” he says, dropping down into the seat beside Daniel. “But it will now.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask in confusion. 
 
    “After you so royally kicked my ass last week after not training for three months, I decided that if I wanted to be better, I had to train with the best. There was a spot open here so I got the transfer,” he explains. 
 
    My heart sinks knowing that the spot is only open because Luke is now dead after he was turned into a vampire during battle and then tried to turn me in the infirmary. Luckily Rylan is always there to save my ass and took him out before he could do the same to me. 
 
    “Wow,” I say, still a little in shock. “So, you go here now?” 
 
    “Sure do,” he says. “Which gives me plenty of time to try and win you over.” 
 
    All I can do is smile. What am I meant to say, ‘Sorry, I’m currently dating our instructor who’s on suspension right now, but I’m sure he will kick your ass for those inappropriate comments later’. 
 
    The lunch bell rings, indicating the start of Combat Training. Brax gets up and hurries to my side, offering to take my lunch tray to the bin. “Uh thanks,” I say as he picks it up off the table and beelines for the bins. 
 
    “Geez,” Daniel scoffs. “He lays it on thick. What do you think?” he asks, motioning his head towards Brax. 
 
    “I don’t know. I only met him once.” 
 
    “Yeah, we know,” he says. “It’s all he talks about. ‘Bianca’s smart mouth’, ‘Bianca’s sweet ass’,” he says, mimicking Brax’s tone. 
 
    “You should let him know you’re not interested,” Jacinta says beside me after giving Trey a kiss goodbye and making me long for an easy relationship with Rylan. 
 
    “Yeah, I will,” I say as Brax returns, allowing our group to head off to the training room. 
 
    I give Jacinta one last smile over my shoulder as she disappears around the corner with Nora. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Bianca,” Daniel encourages as he grabs my arm, gives it a twist and flips me over until my back smacks down against the training mat with a sharp slap. 
 
    I cringe as the pain rocks my whole body, but get up anyway, bracing myself for the next round. I hold my hands up, protecting my face and get in position. Daniel comes at me and I block his advances with pathetic little bumps of my fists. 
 
    I go on the offence, striking out my arm and aiming for his shoulder, but he swats me away like a fly. I groan as frustration starts to take over. Three months ago, I would have had Daniel on the ground begging for mercy, but now it’s like I’m just around to help the guys warm up before they face their real competition. 
 
    Daniel takes a step back with his hands raised. “Drink,” he tells me and quickly dashes off to the stage to grab his water bottle.  
 
    I flop down on the floor and look up just in time to see my own water bottle flying through the air, right towards my face. My hand flies up and catches the bottle moments before it smacks me in the face. I take a sip of water and look to my left to see Ben, our instructor bee lining for me. 
 
    “Welcome back,” he says with a smile.  
 
    “Thanks,” I grunt, still too frustrated at my performance to be able to pull a smile out of my ass for him. 
 
    “Things not going your way?” he asks with a raised eyebrow as Daniel returns, holding out his hand to help me off the floor. I let out a deep sigh as I reach up and take a hold of his hand. He hauls me up effortlessly and I turn to face Ben straight on. 
 
    “Noticed that, did you?” 
 
    Amusements lights his face. “Hard to miss when you’re over here groaning and grunting every time Daniel gets through.” 
 
    Daniel snickers beside me, earning himself a jab in the ribs which has him instantly crouched down on the floor in pain. “Seems like things are suddenly looking up,” I muse as Daniel gets back to his feet, rubbing his ribs. 
 
    Ben’s lips tighten in disapproval, but he knows there’s nothing he could have done to stop me. He set that one up for Daniel, he should have known better. “Listen, I’d like to take over your morning private sessions until Rylan returns,” he offers. “You have a lot of catching up to do if you’re going to graduate.” 
 
    “Really?” I ask as my afternoon starts to brighten up. “You’d do that?” 
 
    “Of course. You’re my student and I’d like to see you succeed.” 
 
    “Thank you so much,” I beam. “Can we start in the morning?” 
 
    “7 am in the gym,” he says with a nod. “Don’t be late,” he adds with a tone that would rival one of Rylan’s. He turns on his heel before I have a chance to respond and disappears within seconds. 
 
    “Wow,” Daniel says with an impressed grin. “What’s with all the instructors around here having a soft spot for you?” he teases. 
 
    “Because I’m just that amazing,” I say, giving my hair a flick to emphasise my point. 
 
    “Ugh,” he groans as I break out into laughter. “But on a serious note, you need all the help you can get,” he grins. “I haven’t been able to beat you this easily for months.” 
 
    I narrow my eyes at him and sweep my foot out like lightning while coming forward and giving him a push. He goes down like a sack of potatoes. “I couldn’t need that much help,” I laugh. 
 
    “I wasn’t ready,” he groans from the floor. I give him a cheesy smile before turning and taking a step onto the training mat, only I don’t go anywhere because Daniel grabs hold of my ankle and gives a hard tug as I try to step, sending me face first into the mat. 
 
    I flip myself over and dive for Daniel. “You’re dead,” I screech as I land on top of him, trying my best to hold him down. He moves quickly and before I have a chance to blink, he has me in a head lock. “Arghhhh, let me go,” I whine. 
 
    “Apologize first,” he demands. 
 
    “No,” I grunt as I bring my elbow back into his stomach making him double over and loosen his hold on my neck. I break through his hold and fly to my feet with Daniel just moments behind me and suddenly were facing off again. 
 
    After another ten minutes, we sprawl out on the floor in absolute exhaustion as our classmates continue their fights around us. I have to laugh as I think of what Rylan would be saying right now if he saw us. “What?” Daniel asks as he notices the smile spread across my face. 
 
    “Nothing,” I sigh. “Just happy things are going back to how they’re supposed to be.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he agrees. 
 
    “Speaking of,” I say, getting a groan from him as he knows exactly where I’m going with this. “Why weren’t you sitting with Jacinta and Trey? And why does Jacinta keep telling me that you’re not around much? And don’t even think of saying it’s because of Nora, because I call bullshit on that.” 
 
    He lets out a deep breath and sits up, resting back on his hands as I do the same. “Seriously, it’s nothing,” he says with a shake of his head. “She exaggerating.” 
 
    “Then what’s going on?” 
 
    “She’s still fighting with her dad and I can’t help but feel that’s my fault,” he says, then holds up a hand cutting me off. “She used to have a great relationship with him and I don’t want to be the reason that she doesn’t have her father in her life, so I’m backing off a bit.” 
 
    “Ok. Firstly, that is ridiculous. Jacinta’s dad, your dad, is an asshole and deserves every bit of karma that comes his way, and secondly, she’s your half-sister and one of your best friends and she needs you to be there for her because out of all her friends, you’re the one who completely understands what she’s going through.” 
 
    He presses his lips into a tight line hating being wrong before coming up with excuses to help save face. “Do you have any idea how nauseating Trey and Jacinta are without you there to act as a buffer?” 
 
    “I heard that,” Trey calls from across the room. 
 
    We both ignore him as I grin back at Daniel. “I know but quit making excuses.” 
 
    “Fine,” he groans, making me feel extremely accomplished. “I really missed you,” he tells me with his heart on his sleeve. 
 
    “I know. I missed you too.” 
 
      
 
    ---------- 
 
      
 
    “Can you help me clean this mess up?” Jacinta begs as I lay across the floor with my body aching from today’s session. 
 
    “Seriously?” I groan. “I didn’t make any of this mess. This is all you,” I say as I look around at the mountains of clothes and books she has scattered all over the room. 
 
    “Yeah, well it’s your fault it has to be cleaned. You’re the one who invited everyone over tonight.” 
 
    “You’re the one who lives like a slob,” I fire back. 
 
    “Argh,” she groans as she throws her top at me. 
 
    I break into laughter as I get up off the floor. “I’m kidding. I’ll help,” she gives me a pouty smile and gets straight to her task of removing the text books from my bed. “Daniel mentioned things are still rough with your dad,” I say. 
 
    “Yeah,” she sighs as she waddles across the room and starts making a pile of books by the door. “He’s still pissed that I invited Daniel to the meeting with him a few months back and hasn’t talked to me since, though it’s not like I’ve tried to reach out to him.” 
 
    “What about your mom?” I ask. 
 
    “She sends me the occasional message checking in, but I’ve realized that I just don’t care anymore. If they want to cut me out of their lives because I have some really amazing friends, then that’s their problem, not mine,” she says. “Besides, as long as I have you guys, I don’t need them,” she declares. 
 
    “Oh, well you better explain that to Daniel. The reason he’s avoiding you is because he doesn’t want to stand in the way of your relationship with you dad,” I tell her. 
 
    “Seriously?” she asks as if it is the most absurd reason for Daniel to be distancing himself. 
 
    “Yeah, well, apart from the fact that your love bubble with Trey makes him nauseous,” I laugh. 
 
    “Shut up, you’re such a liar,” she scolds. 
 
    “No really. That’s what he said.” 
 
    She rolls her eyes and gets back to her job. “How do you expect to get all those books back to the library?” I ask with my eyes widening in shock as she continues to pile it up to her eye level. 
 
    “The same way they got here,” she smiles sweetly. “The boys.” 
 
    “I should have known,” I laugh, realizing it is incredibly boring to clean your room without any music playing. “You good to finish up here? I want to check if my phone and iPod are waiting in the student office.” 
 
    “Yeah, fine,” she murmurs, ignoring me as she stuffs clothes back in her wardrobe. 
 
    I head out the door and rush off down to the student office to find a large box with my name on it waiting on the counter. A little squeal escapes my lips and I peek inside the box, double checking it’s my things. Yep. I scoop the box up and walk back to my room, banging on the door so Jacinta will help me inside.  
 
    The door opens with a grinning Daniel. “Pleased you could make it,” he says, stepping back and letting me pass. 
 
    I shuffle the box in my hands and nail him in the ribs once again for being such a smart ass. “You guys are early,” I comment as I put my things down on my bed and start sorting through it. 
 
    I groan as I find every piece of my electronics with dead batteries and being lining them up on my bedside table with their chargers. I briefly wonder how sitting on my bed waiting for phones to come alive has recently become my life. “Yeah, there wasn’t much to do so we thought we’d come early,” Trey says. “Hope that’s ok,” he adds as an afterthought. 
 
    “Too bad if it’s not,” Daniel murmurs as he flops down on the couch. 
 
    Jacinta instantly gets into him about his ridiculous excuses for avoiding her while I sit back on my bed, leaning up against the wall, happy that Nora and Brax haven’t shown up. It’s just like old times, the four of us together again, if only Rylan was here to finish it off. 
 
    When night finally starts to fall, the reason for us being here can finally come to light. “Did you bring them?” I ask Daniel, who instantly digs through a bag and pulls out three balaclavas before handing one to me and Trey. 
 
    “I don’t even want to know why you have balaclavas,” Jacinta murmurs as she watches us pull them over our heads in amusement. 
 
    “Simple,” Daniel explains. “I’m friends with Bianca. I figured they’d come in handy one day and I was right,” he boasts. 
 
    I roll my eyes as I pull a black hoodie over my head. “We good to go?” I ask the boys who are already climbing out the window. I look to Jacinta, “You’ll be ok?” I ask. 
 
    “Yes,” she groans. “This isn’t my first rodeo. Besides, it’s not like you’ve given me a hard job.” 
 
    “Whatever,” I laugh as I climb out the window behind the boys. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The three of us sneak off into the night, sticking to the shadows while doing our best interpretations of James Bond. Daniel flies around the corner, drops, and rolls until he’s safely hidden behind a post then makes some ridiculous hand gestures to Trey, telling him the coast is clear. Trey holds up his fingers in a makeshift gun, pretends to shoot into the night, before he pretends to tuck his gun into the waistband of his jeans before proceeding to drop and roll the rest of the way to Daniel.  
 
    God, they are idiots. But… so am I.  
 
    I follow behind, but unlike the boys, I’m a double agent. I hold my finger gun up at the boys and grin as their jaws drop. They play along and scramble to get their guns, but they’re too late. I shoot them down and laugh as they go down hard in true Trey and Daniel fashion. 
 
    I army crawl over to them and pretend to save them. Once they come back to life, we continue on with our mission, right down to the junior campus. 
 
    We hide in the bushes under the window, each of us taking turns peeking into the room above. I shimmy up the wall so I’m just tall enough to see past the window and into Millie’s room. Nothing. No one’s home, I guess it’s a waiting game now. 
 
    We sit for ten minutes in the bushes, giving me time to sort through all the messages that have been left on my phone over the past few months and do my best not to blow our cover as I laugh at all the meme’s the boys have sent me.  
 
    We hear a door opening from inside the room and we jump up at the same time to find Millie walking into her room, thankful that her head is down otherwise she would have spotted us immediately. She steps into the bathroom and we make our move. 
 
    Trey slides the window open and we all sneak in as fast and as quietly as possible. Millie comes out of the bathroom and we jump her immediately. She screams in fear as three masked people in all black come racing towards her. We grab her and she thrashes against our holds until Daniel raises his balaclava, making sure she sees who it is, gives her a wink and pulls his mask back down. 
 
    She relaxes instantly and allows us to play our ridiculous game as Trey ties her hands and feet together with rope. I stay quiet, not giving away my identity, though, I’m sure she probably thinks I’m Jacinta. Daniel picks her up in his arms and walks towards the window where we all attempt to slide her through without dropping her or getting caught. 
 
    Daniel is last out the window and throws her over his shoulder, she does her best to keep quiet, but can’t help the giggles. We stick to the shadows of the buildings as we dart back to the senior campus, fake guns and all until were climbing back through my window. 
 
    We sit Millie down on the edge of my bed and she looks up at her three captors, wondering what we have in store for her when the window is opened once again. Jacinta sticks her head through the window and thrust the pizza boxes through. Trey takes them then helps her climb in. 
 
    Millie stares at Jacinta in confusion then turns her gaze on me with a question in her eye. “Oh. My. God,” she squeals as I rip the balaclava off my head. She jumps up off the bed in excitement but as her feet are bound she instantly tumbles over and lands on the floor with a thud.  
 
    I go straight down after her as I wrap my hands around her. She does her best to hug me back with bound hands but really just nuzzles her face into my neck. “What did you do to get kicked out?” she asks as Daniel wraps his big arms around us both and lifts us onto the bed. 
 
    “Why does everyone assume I got kicked out?” I ask. 
 
    “Because you’re Bianca Moore. You can’t do anything without getting in trouble,” she laughs. “Now are you going to untie me so I can give you a proper hug?” she asks. 
 
    “Yeah,” I smile as I get straight to work. 
 
    Once I’m finished un-kidnapping my sister, we go and join the boys and Jacinta on the couch. We all curl up together and digging into the pizza as yet another piece of my life, falls straight back into place. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    “Faster,” Ben calls as I pummel my fists into the boxing pads. “Harder.” 
 
    Sweat drips down my back, but I refuse to give in. I can do this. I will succeed. I will not let the last three months affect my goal of graduating top of my class. I will pull myself together and make everyone proud. I know I can do this. 
 
    My fists continue pounding away as Ben continues to call out sequences. “Stop,” he says “Sprint.” 
 
    I take off like a bat out of hell, sprinting out the door of the gym, right out into the freezing morning air to the edge of the Academy boundary line and straight back again with my fist raised, ready for more. 
 
    After finishing my cardio, Ben puts me through a gruelling weights workout to help my muscle tone and even I have to admit, after three months of no weights, my body is aching and begging for a rest. I finish off my last set and collapse to the floor in exhaustion the second the weights leave my hands.  
 
    “Good job,” Ben says crouching down before me. “You’ve got a lot of work ahead of you, but if you keep this up, I think you’ll be ok,” he says. “But be warned, the boys have been working their asses off since you’ve been gone and they aren’t going to make it easy for you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I say as I take my drink bottle from his outstretched hand. “I figured that out during training yesterday.” 
 
    “Here,” he says, digging into his pocket and pulling out a piece of paper. I take it from him and quickly scan it to see a list of foods. “From now on, you’ll be on a strict diet,” he informs me. 
 
    “Diet?” I ask in confusion. “Aren’t I supposed to be putting weight on, not trying to lose it?” 
 
    “Exactly,” he says. “This is a specific diet created for that precise reason, so quit questioning me and just do it.” 
 
    “Fine,” I say as I shakily bring myself to my feet and grab my things. “I really appreciate this,” I tell him holding up the paper as we walk out of the gym together. “All of it.” 
 
    “I know,” he says with a smile. “Just don’t go falling in love with me like you did Rylan,” he teases. 
 
    My mouth drops in shock. How the hell does he know? There’s no way Rylan told him. “Um…,” I say, really unsure of how to broach the topic. Do I lie?  
 
    “Don’t bother explaining,” he says cutting me off. “I’ve been in love before, I recognize the signs,” he explains as I stand there gaping at him like a moron.  
 
    “Um…,” I try again. 
 
    “Don’t stress. I’m not telling anyone,” he says. “I’ve known for a while.” 
 
    “Really?” I ask. “How?” 
 
    He looks at me as if I’m stupid. “Bianca, I’m your instructor. It’s my job to keep an eye on my students and when the two of you are in the same room, it’s like there’s this electricity. Your classmates are fools for not seeing it,” he laughs. 
 
    “Ha, not all of them,” I laugh as I recall just how quickly Daniel had figured it out. 
 
    “Though it was startling obvious when he went after you into the Fairy Kingdom, even I wouldn’t take a risk like that,” he says. “No offense.” 
 
    “None, taken,” I say, still a little shocked at the turn of events here. 
 
    “It will be good to have him back next month,” he says fondly. 
 
    A smile spreads across my face. “That it will,” I agree. 
 
    He gives me a knowing smile and a roll of his eyes. “Go on, get out of here,” he tells me “You need to get ready for classes and rejuvenate your energy for this afternoon’s training.” 
 
    “On it, boss,” I salute before dragging my feet all the way back to my room where I promptly collapse into bed. 
 
    “No time for resting,” Jacinta says as she prances around the room getting ready for the day. “You’ve got a ton of class work to catch up on so you can graduate.” 
 
    “Damn it,” I groan, sitting up off my bed and practically falling into the bathroom. “I don’t remember training ever hurting so much,” I say as I start stripping for a shower. 
 
    “Seriously?” she laughs. “You don’t remember the nights you’d stay up for hours stretching after Rylan put you through excruciating workouts.” 
 
    “I was trying to forget about them.” 
 
    “You’ll be fine,” she tells me. “Just give it a week, your body will get used to it again.” 
 
     “I know,” I say leaning into the shower and turning the taps. “Just sucks.”  
 
    I spend the rest of the day working my ass off in class and receiving assignment after assignment from my teachers that should help me with my missed grades, though with how much work I’ve been given, I’ll be stuck in the library for the rest of my life, but I’m sure Jacinta will help me if I get stuck. What are best friends for, right? 
 
    I spend a good portion of my lunch with my nose stuck in books while simultaneously avoiding Brax’s shameless flirting. He decided that sitting with us is going to be his new thing which I don’t have a problem with, I’m all for new friends, but that depends if he dials down the flirting. I already get enough of that from Daniel, but something just seems strange how he has so quickly inserted himself into our lives. 
 
    I head off to Combat Training and decide that Ben wasn’t exaggerating, every single one of the boys have improved immensely in the last three months and getting up to their level is going to be one of the biggest hurdles I’ll ever face. Apart from Brax, I already know I can beat him with my eyes closed, but that isn’t going to stop him from improving, especially now he has Ben as his instructor and then Rylan next month. 
 
    Hmmm, Rylan. I know I only saw him yesterday, but, God, I miss him already. Training sucks without him. 
 
    Following training, I sit in the library for a few hours with Jacinta on my other side doing her own homework. She does her best at shooing away the boys when they come, complaining that we’ve been here too long and helps me get as much done as possible. 
 
    We detour past the cafeteria on our way back to our room and grab a quick dinner that we can eat on the way. The moment I see my bed, I fall face first into my pillow and that’s where I stay, shoes and all. 
 
      
 
    ---------- 
 
      
 
    My days seem to be on a repetitive loop. I wake early, train with Ben, go to classes, and train in the afternoon before Jacinta hauls me off to the library. 
 
    Day in and day out, it’s all the same. Though maybe it’s a good thing Rylan isn’t here, I’d be far too distracted. 
 
    I’ve been back for just over two weeks and I must admit, Jacinta was right. My body is finally getting back to its old self. I mean, training still sucks. Ben is working me harder than ever, but the pain seems a little more manageable. With his help, I’m starting to feel stronger and my punches are getting faster and sharper. My muscle tone is starting to come back and I can already see the difference when I look in the mirror, though, I still have a long way to go. 
 
    My body was itching to get into the shooting range and when I finally did, I was extremely disappointed. After my spectacular 97% average at the half yearly exams, my target average has now dropped to 94%. I guess, on top of everything else, I’ll be logging a few hours of shooting practice. Though let’s hope Rylan doesn’t find out when he gets back, I couldn’t possibly give him the extra boost to his ego knowing that he’s still on top when it comes to shooting averages. 
 
    Another thing I’ve noticed is Alex.  
 
    Right before I left, his best friend Luke was killed by Rylan after turning into a vampire. He was bitten during battle, a battle where the Fey and the Vampires worked hand in hand to attempt to bring down The Guard. It didn’t work of course, but after a long list of misfortunate events, I guess it was my part in the whole thing which brought the battle to us so soon. And I saw it in Alex’s eyes the moment I returned. He blames me. Even though I wasn’t the one who killed Luke, I wasn’t the vampire who bit him, and I’m not the fey who decided to bring the battle to us. Yet, to Alex, his best friend is dead because of me. 
 
    No matter how many times I try talking to him. It’s useless, he wants nothing to do with me. It’s not like we had anything to do with each other before, but now that my little sister is dating his little brother, Robbie, it kind of makes it a little awkward. I can just imagine what family Christmases would be like. Ugh. 
 
    It’s a Saturday afternoon and I sit in the library packing up my things. After a workout this morning and spending the last eight hours with my face in text books, I decide I’ve had enough and am thankful that tomorrow is Sunday so I can rest, though I might go for a run. 
 
    I throw my bag over my shoulder and head back to my room. I might spend the afternoon stretching while I paint my nails, maybe a little yoga too. I get to the door of my room just as there is a commotion at the entrance of the dorm rooms.  
 
    I look over my shoulder to see Nora barging past a few girls and heading right in my direction, looking completely distraught and on the verge of tears. “What’s wrong?” I ask as she tumbles into me. 
 
    “Daniel got hurt,” she says with urgency. “He… he was stabbed.” 
 
    “What?” I shriek before barging into my room and grabbing Jacinta and Trey. “We have to go. Daniel’s hurt,” I yell to them as I drop my bag and dash back out to Nora who has tears streaming down her face. “What happened?” I demand as I take off down the hallway with my friends close behind me. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have made him go,” she cries as she tries to keep up with us. 
 
    “I don’t care about your sob story,” I yell. “What happened to Daniel?”  
 
    “He was attacked in the bathroom,” she says. 
 
    “By who?” Trey demands. “There’s no way someone got the drop on him, not with his training.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Nora says. “He hasn’t told me anything. He just called me for help and I ran in to find him nearly unconscious on the floor.” 
 
    “What the hell?” Jacinta says with concern. 
 
    We make it into the infirmary and run past the nurse at reception. “You can’t go back there,” she calls after our retreating forms. 
 
    I run down the long hallway, getting a flashback of the last time I was in here with Luke attempting to turn me into a vampire. We hear Daniel’s familiar grunt of pain a few doors down and continue until we’re pushing through the door. 
 
    Daniel lays on the bed, beaten and bloodied while groaning in pain. Dr. Mandoza prods at his stomach, no doubt where his stab wound is and I find myself unable to look away. 
 
    Dr. Mandoza gasps at our sudden arrival. “You can’t be in here,” she scolds before she recognizes our faces. “Oh, it’s you guys. I guess there’s no point in telling you to go away. You’re just going to argue with me until I give in.” 
 
    “You know us well,” Trey smirks, a little calmer after seeing Daniel is still alive. 
 
    She lets out a deep sigh. “Well, you may as well make yourselves useful,” she says then indicates to some medical equipment on the far table. “Hand me that suture kit,” she asks as she begins cleaning his wound. I turn around and reach for the kit and hand it to her with a smile.  
 
    “Nice to see you again, Bianca. I heard you made a friend at Headquarters,” she says as she begins threading her needle and sending shivers all over my body. Ugh, there’s nothing I hate more than stitches, and trust me, I’ve had my fair share of them. 
 
    “I did. Your sister is an amazing woman,” I tell her. 
 
    “That she is,” she smiles as the needle digs into Daniel’s skin. My skin crawls as I watch, but for some reason, I find myself oddly intrigued. 
 
    Jacinta, finally having enough of the chit chat, caves into her inner demon before yelling out. “Shut up. What happened to Daniel?” 
 
    We all look at her in shock, but she doesn’t care as she continues gaping at her half-brother. 
 
    Daniel attempts to sit up in bed, but stops when Dr. Mandoza pushes him back down. “I don’t know,” he croaks in pain. “I left Nora to go and piss and out of nowhere some dude in a black mask comes and slams my head into the wall, and begins beating on me. I fought him off until he pulled the knife.” 
 
    “And you have no idea who it was?” Trey asks. 
 
    “Nope,” he replies. “But he was strong, his punches were trained. He knew what he was doing.” 
 
    Anger spurs through me. How dare someone lay a hand on Daniel. “So, you think it was a member of The Guard?” I ask. 
 
    “Yeah, for sure,” he nods as he scrunches his face up in pain at the movement. 
 
    We stay with Daniel while Dr. Mandoza finishes stitching him up then decide it’s time to leave when Nora comes in with soapy water and a sponge. Daniel grins and gives us a wink as we fiy out the door. 
 
    We head down to the cafeteria for some dinner and sit around the table eating when Brax sits down beside me. “How’s Daniel?” he asks. 
 
    “Don’t tell me the word has gotten around already?” Jacinta groans. 
 
    “Oh, Nah. I was at the mall. I saw them wheeling him out and he looked pretty bad,” he says. 
 
    “He’ll be alright, probably out of training for the next two weeks which also puts him out for his birthday. I guess that’s another 18th that’s going to suck,” Trey murmurs. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” I say. “I forgot his birthday was coming up.” 
 
    “Great friend you are,” Jacinta teases with a scoff. “That’s two for two. Are you going to miss Trey’s birthday next?” 
 
    “Shut up,” I laugh, bumping her shoulder with mine. 
 
    “So,” Brax starts as he looks to me. “What’s your plan for tomorrow? Are you finally going to accept a date?” 
 
    “Sorry,” I smile. “I already have a date with Jacinta and her credit card,” I inform him. “I’ve lost all this weight and now I need new clothes.” 
 
    Jacinta looks at me with a curious gaze. I told her just this morning that there was no way I’ll be spending my Sunday at the mall, after all, I have a bad track record with the mall. Her gaze turns into one of understanding as she slowly figures out why I want to go there and I know without even looking that Trey would have figured it out too. 
 
    “Give a guy a break,” Brax groans. “I’ll let you get away with it for now, but soon you’ll succumb to my charms,” he says with a wink. 
 
    “Don’t bet your money on it,” Trey says. “Daniel tried for years.” 
 
    “He mustn’t be as persistent as me.” 
 
    “Believe me,” Jacinta laughs. “He was.” 
 
    With a final wink, Brax gets up from the table and walks away with a smile. God, can you believe this guy?  
 
    “What’s his deal?” Jacinta laughs. “Does he not get the hint?” 
 
    “Nah, let him go,” Trey says. “It’s fun watching Bianca shut him down each time.” 
 
    Jacinta rolls her eyes at her boyfriend then turns her attention to me. “Are you sure you want to go to the mall? I mean, bad things happen when you go there and you haven’t been there since… you know.” 
 
    “I know,” I tell her. “But I have to get into the surveillance room. They might have footage of who attacked Daniel.” 
 
    “I guess, but Daniel said he was wearing a mask,” Jacinta objects. “And I doubt you’ll get footage from inside the bathroom.” 
 
    “Come on, babe. It’s worth the risk,” Trey says. “He’d do it for you.” 
 
    “I know, I’m 100% in. I just think it’s risky is all,” she says. 
 
    “True, but after Daniel helped come after me into the Fairy Kingdom, I have to do this for him. I owe you guys so much, so if there’s a chance we can figure out who did this, then I’m taking it,” I declare. 
 
    “Alright, to the mall it is,” she says. “But you’re not to move from my side. I’m not risking your life again.” 
 
    “Ok, ok, calm down,” I laugh. “Oh, and not a word of this is to get back to Rylan.” 
 
      
 
    ---------- 
 
      
 
    We sit on the bus waiting for the teachers to get their act together and get the show on the road when Brax climbs the stairs into the bus. The three of us groan as he smiles and waves. He drops down in the seat in front of me and turns around to face us all. “Hope I’m not intruding,” he smiles. “There’s not much to do here on a weekend so I thought I’d tag along.” 
 
    “No, not at all,” Jacinta says as I plaster on a fake smile. “Trey hates coming along without Daniel to talk to. We can get a bit carried away when it comes to shopping,” she laughs. 
 
    He chats the whole way there, but all I can think about is how we’re going to ditch him so we can break into the surveillance room. 
 
    By the time we get to the mall, I’ve finally pulled together a plan, an awful one, completely not worthy of the schemes and plots that I’ve had in the past, but a simple one that will get the job done. Jacinta takes hold of my hand while Trey hovers close in fears the fey might show up to kidnap me or a rogue vampire is waiting to drain my blood. 
 
    For my plan to work we actually go shopping to make our visit look authentic, but if I’m honest, it’s not a big problem. Jacinta and I go from shop to shop and I’m pleased to find Jacinta’s trust fund hasn’t quite been cut off just yet. She treats me to all sorts of shiny new things and I do my best to pick out a belated birthday present for her which is actually very hard as she won't quit hovering. 
 
    We head into one last shop and I look over my shoulder to check Trey and Brax stayed behind before I whisper to Jacinta. “You need to get Brax to help you take all the bags to the bus and then make a commotion, something big enough to distract security.” 
 
    “What?” she moans. “I don’t get to break into the surveillance room with you?” 
 
    “No, you don’t Miss ‘sure Brax, tag along’. You need to distract him so we can slip away,” I tell her. 
 
    “Fine, but how am I supposed to make a big commotion?” 
 
    “You’ll think of something,” I smile. “Be creative. You may as well enjoy it while you can.” 
 
    She rolls her eyes at me, but gives me a nod. We walk out of the store after purchasing a few more things and search out the boys who loiter around the front of the shop. “Hey,” Jacinta smiles as she approaches Trey and gives him a quick kiss. “I think we’re about done,” she announces. 
 
    “Finally,” Trey groans. “Can we get something to eat now?” 
 
    “Yeah sure, I’m starving. Why don’t you go to that place I like and order while I drop all these bags in the bus?” 
 
    “K,” he grumbles. 
 
    I hold out my bag. “Actually, Brax, do you mind taking mine with Jacinta. If I don’t go to the bathroom now, I think I’ll explode,” I grin. 
 
    “Sure,” he grins as if doing something for me is some sort of dream come true. He takes the bags from me and holds out his elbow to Jacinta like a gentleman. “Shall we?” 
 
    “Indeed,” she laughs as she places her arm in his then turns back to Trey. “I’m trusting you with my best friend’s life. If she dies in the next ten minutes, you can expect to be dead too,” she warns him. 
 
    He salutes her with a sarcastic grin and after rolling her eyes, she heads off with Brax. 
 
    “Well?” Trey asks as I stand there waiting for Brax and Jacinta to disappear around the corner “Aren’t you going to go pee?” 
 
    “No, you moron,” I laugh. “We’re going to go get that footage.” 
 
    “Oh,” he says dumbfounded. “So, that’s a no to lunch?” 
 
    “Correct,” I smile as they finally turn the corner out of sight. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Trey and I take off, trying our best not to draw attention to ourselves while also keeping out of view of any cameras, just the way Rylan taught us. We come to a door that reads ‘No Entry’ and decide this is our best bet in finding the surveillance room. Trey picks the lock in seconds and opens the door just enough for us to slide through. 
 
    We look around and come out into a maze of empty hallways. With no one around, we take off down the hallway. We pass door after door, but so far nothing seems like what we’re looking for. We turn one last corner and I come to a stop with a grin. 
 
    A door stands before us with an electronic keypad. Yep, that’s got to be it. Now, let’s just hope Jacinta’s distraction happens soon so we can get the door open. 
 
    Noises are heard from inside the room so Trey and I back ourselves into the room opposite the surveillance room, leaving the door cracked so we can get into the room the second the security team is gone. 
 
    The door flies open and three men in black tactical gear walk out leaving the door, slowly closing behind them. I dart out of the room, just in time to catch the door before it clicks shut. Making sure to keep my head down, I indicate for Trey to come out.  
 
    We gently push through the door, only to find two men waiting inside, looking at us like we’re idiots for trying to break in here. Assuming we’re just regular kids, they come for us. Within moments we have the men tied to their chairs, helping us break into their own system. 
 
    I have a laugh as I see the screen on the computer, zoomed in on Jacinta who’s surrounded by security while she holds her leg and screams in pain. I make a note to thank her for her acting skills later on. 
 
    Trey fumbles around on the computer for a while before I grow bored and take over. I find yesterday’s tape and quickly find the footage from the men’s bathroom, pleased and also a little concerned that they have footage inside the bathroom. I scan through all the bathrooms, which you would think isn’t such a big deal, but this place must have at least twenty mens bathrooms spread out over the place. 
 
    I finally find the correct bathroom and suddenly have Trey watching over my shoulder like a hawk. We watch the screen as we see Daniel enter the bathroom and head to a urinal making me desperately look away, but the figure entering the bathroom behind him has my eyes locked on the screen. 
 
    The man is in all black and has a mask covering his face, but also knows to keep his head down. He rushes Daniel and just like he said, slams his head straight into the wall. I cringe as I see his head bounce back. The man is on him straight away, but Daniel has Rylan’s training, he recovers instantly and quickly begins over powering him.  
 
    The blows they land on one another are nothing like the ones we hand out during training, this stuff is serious, this is the kind of fighting you use during battle. Daniel handles himself remarkably, but I focus my attention on the man. There’s something familiar about his fighting, but I can’t put my finger on it. One thing I know for sure is that this guy was trained by The Guard. 
 
    Even though I was expecting it, I still gasp when the guy pulls out a knife. Daniel’s back stiffens, but he continues on, attempting to disarm him. The man lands a devastating blow and instantly comes down over Daniel’s stomach with the knife. Trey grabs onto my hand as tears streak down my cheek. I watch Daniel fall to the ground in pain, holding onto his stomach in shock. 
 
    The man then crowds Daniel and begins beating on him senseless before exhaustion hits and he rushes back out the door. My heart breaks as blood begins to pool around Daniel. He struggles for a good minute as he tries to get his phone out of his pocket. He makes a call and moments later Nora comes running in. 
 
    Holy crap. 
 
    I wipe at my eyes as I try to pull it together. “Pull up the footage outside the bathroom. Maybe we see his face before he puts the mask on,” Trey suggests. 
 
    I do just that and see the man following him into the bathroom, but his head is down, knowing exactly how to avoid the cameras. I rewind hoping I can catch him off guard, but it’s no use, this guy knew what he was doing. In fact, I watch as the man follows Daniel for a good half an hour before the attack.  
 
    “I don’t get it. Why did Daniel get targeted? It clearly wasn’t random and Daniel doesn’t have any enemies,” Trey says. “There must be something we’re missing.” 
 
    “I know,” I agree in frustration. 
 
    “Come on, let’s get out of here,” he says, deflated. “The footage isn’t going to tell us anything else and those guys will realize Jacinta is faking it soon.” 
 
    “K,” I mumble. “One sec,” I say as I attach the footage in a new email and send it to myself before deleting any evidence that we were here. You know, apart from the two security guards who are tied to their chairs. 
 
    We rush back out into the main part of the mall and find Jacinta and Brax, still surrounded by men. Jacinta goes from holding her leg in pain to jumping up, giving her leg a wiggle and smiling as she informs everyone it suddenly feels better.  
 
    Brax’s eyes narrow in suspicion as he notices Trey and I approaching. The men around her all look on in confusion and Trey and I break into laughter at the comical scene playing out before us. Jacinta gives me a questioning look and I give her a quick shake of my head letting her know that we didn’t find what we were looking for, but I’ll give her all the details when we don’t have the tag-a-long. 
 
    “Alright, what the hell was that?” Brax asks as we all head to the food court, deciding we may as well get something to eat before security catches up to us and kicks us out. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I smirk. 
 
    He looks between us all, realizing none of us are going to talk. “Oh, come on,” he complains. “I can smell a scheme from a mile away.” 
 
    No one admits it, but all three of our smirks are confirmation enough. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    One more week to go and he is back. 
 
    The waiting is killing me and it’s not like we’ll actually get to be together when he’s here, but at least I’ll be able to see him every day. 
 
    I wonder how he’s going at Kaylee’s old place. What does he do with his days? Actually, stupid question. I’m sure his days are filled with nothing but training and researching new and improved ways to torture us. 
 
    Jacinta and I sit in the library late on Saturday afternoon as I finish off yet another assignment. A million down, a million more to go. 
 
    “What are we doing tonight?” she asks as we start packing up our books and pens. 
 
    “Well…,” I grin. “I sort of had an idea but we could get in heaps of trouble and we’ll need help.” 
 
    “What kind of idea?” she grins. 
 
    A few hours later, after night fall, we’re sneaking into the infirmary and creeping up the hallway. “You find a wheelchair,” I whisper to Jacinta, who’s looking around the room with wide eyes, petrified we’re going to get caught. 
 
    “Why do I have to find it?” she whispers back in horror. 
 
    “Because, I need to get Daniel and help him out of the bed. Unless… you want to help him? I mean, you’ll probably get trampled under his weight,” I tell her. “Oh, and I’m sure you’d love the job of helping him change.” 
 
    “Fine,” she grumbles as she steers off towards a storage room. 
 
    I continue tip toeing down the dimmed hallway until I get to Daniel’s door. I lightly knock before I push it open. His bruised face brightens at my appearance. “Hey, pretty girl,” he smiles. “What are you doing here so late?” 
 
    I don’t reply as I grin and produce a bag from behind my back and dump it onto his bed. He grabs the bag and quickly rifles through. “I should have known you’d try to break me out,” he sighs as he attempts to sit up while pressing a hand to his stab wound so he doesn’t break the stitches with his movements. “What’s the occasion? Millie has another secret boyfriend or do I need to go save your life again because in case you haven’t noticed, I’m not really in fighting condition here.” 
 
    “Shut up and get dressed,” I demand. “And no, I’ve haven’t been kidnapped recently so we’re all good, and even if I had, you’d be fine, you’re totally milking it now,” I tease. 
 
    “Oh sure,” he laughs. “I’d like to see how you’d cope being stabbed in the gut.” 
 
    “I’d handle it like a champ,” I say as I grab the bag and help him get his shirt up over his head, earning myself a few inappropriate comments about my chest being right up in his face. “Glad you’re feeling your old self,” I grumble. 
 
    “You never told me where we’re going,” he asks as I help him with his pants, giving him, even more, ammo to work with. 
 
    “No, I didn’t and I have no intention of it either.” 
 
    The door opens and Jacinta backs into the room, pulling a wheelchair with her. Daniel gives her a grin when she finally gets the chair in the position she wants. “I had a feeling you’d be here somewhere,” Daniel says. 
 
    She gives him a bright smile. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Pretty good considering Bianca just dressed me even though I’m perfectly capable of it,” he smirks as his playful eyes flick towards me. 
 
    “What?” I shriek. “Why didn’t you say anything?” 
 
    “Why would I?” he laughs. 
 
    I shake my head in exasperation as his eyes laugh at me in amusement. 
 
    “Where are we going, sis?” he asks, taking me by surprise as I still haven’t quite got used to the idea of these two being related, though, I should have, it was ages ago that we found out. 
 
    “Nope, don’t even try it,” Jacinta says as we begin helping him into the chair. “I’m assuming that since you don’t know, Bianca hasn’t told you on purpose and I’m more frightened of her than of you, so you’re just going to have to wait and find out.” 
 
    “Fine,” he groans as I stick my head out the door, making sure the coast is clear. 
 
    With a quick nod, Jacinta pushes Daniel through the doorway and gets the wheel stuck on the skirting. “Oomph,” Daniel groans, unintentionally making Jacinta feel like shit, though, I know he didn’t mean it and neither did she. 
 
    “Sorry,” Jacinta says with a frown. “This thing is hard to control.” 
 
    “I could push him,” I say with a wicked grin making them both narrow their eyes at me. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” Jacinta says 
 
    “Just a suggestion,” I chime as I peek around the corner to see a nurse walking our way. “Shit,” I whisper as I quickly glance around. “In here,” I push open a door to find a kid lying in bed with what looks like a broken arm staring up at me in shock. “Hey,” I whisper as Jacinta and Daniel quickly come in behind me. “How’s it going?” 
 
    “Uhhhh,” the kid says in confusion as Jacinta watches through the small window in the door. 
 
    “So, you broke your arm, hey?” I ask. 
 
    “Uhhhhhh, yeah,” he replies. 
 
    “We’re good,” Jacinta says and starts wheeling Daniel back out the door. 
 
    “Good luck with that,” I tell the kid, pointing towards his arm as I slip out the door behind Jacinta and gently close it behind me. 
 
    “So, how come you’re still in here if you’re feeling better?” Jacinta asks when we finally make it out of the infirmary. 
 
    “Dr. Mandoza doesn’t trust me not to train. This way she can keep an eye on me and knows I can’t make it worse, though, I bet she didn’t expect you two to break me out,” he grins. 
 
    “No, I bet she didn’t,” I grin. 
 
    We walk out past the training rooms, past the shooting range and past the very last building on campus. We walk the long way down towards the back of the academy’s boundary, partially because there’s a concrete path this way that makes it a hell of a lot easier to push Daniel. “I figured it out,” he says as Jacinta and I look down at him with raised eyebrows. “You’re the ones who planned the attack and now you’re taking me out to finish the job, probably somewhere that no one can hear my screams.” 
 
    Oh god. 
 
    “Stop trying to guess, you’ll find out soon anyway,” I tell him. 
 
    We end up far enough away from the academy that in the darkness, I have to pull out my phone to use the torch app. We end up in the back forest and stop right before a large clearing. Daniel looks up at me in confusion as I dash behind a tree, thankful that I found the one that I was at earlier in the day and grab the party hat that I had stashed here. 
 
    “HAPPY BIRTHDAY,” I yell as I pop the hat on top of his head and burst a party popper. He looks at me as if I am crazy, then over to Jacinta who finds a power cord and flicks a switch. I push Daniel forward a little so he can see clearly into the clearing. 
 
    The whole space lights up with the fairy lights Trey was able to steal from the storage rooms. Music is turned on and the whole senior class stands before us calling out ‘surprise’.  
 
    Daniel looks up at me. “Shit. A party in the woods?” he asks in complete shock. 
 
    “Yep, you only turn 18 once. It’s also a makeup for missing Jacinta’s birthday,” I say, glancing up at her to find her smiling back at me. 
 
    “Thanks, Bianca,” he says taking my hand and giving it a squeeze. “I needed this.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me,” I say, motioning towards the whole senior class. “All I did was have the brilliant idea, everyone had a role to play and looks like they all managed to pull it together, after all, I only told them about three hours ago,” I laugh. “Though, Nora is the one who was running around like crazy making sure all the little things were thought of,” I say, seconds before she steps up to him and plants a massive kiss on his lips. “Ok then,” I say to myself as Daniel gets lost in the kiss. “I’ll be going.” 
 
    I dash deeper into the clearing and have a proper look around. The place is awesome and makes me wonder why the hell we have never partied here before. We’re far enough away from campus that we won’t be caught by teachers, even if they do discover we’re missing, they’ll never find us here, well, unless someone has the brains to follow the power cord that has been connected through the nearest window in the back of a store room somewhere, you know, with a million extensions added onto it. 
 
    The lights hang in the trees around and it’s utterly breath taking, the only thing missing, is Rylan. 
 
    I head over to the drinks table and pour myself an orange juice with a splash of vodka, pleased to see that nearly everyone must have brought a bottle of something. I find Jacinta moments later and pull her onto the makeshift dance floor. 
 
    Brax comes and joins us while Trey dances up on Jacinta getting a little too sexy for a dance floor, but I can’t find it in me to care. After all, each of us are well and truly drunk. Though, I’m not that drunk that I don’t notice Brax getting closer and closer, but I manage to continue dancing while cleverly shuffling away from him each time, well, at least, in my current state, I think it’s pretty clever.  
 
    Daniel sits in his chair in the middle of the dance floor, showing off to anyone and anything that will show him the attention he craves. I feel bad that with the pain meds he’s been given, he hasn’t been allowed to have a drink, but it hasn’t stopped him from having the best night. 
 
    I’m absolutely exhausted but I just don’t care. The party finished about an hour ago, but we all sit in the clearing, not ready for the night to end. I must admit, with Nora and Brax weaselling their way into our group, I actually seem to be enjoying their company. 
 
    We sit and chat for another hour before Jacinta starts being over taken by yawns. “I think I’ll take her to bed,” Trey says, getting to his feet and pulling his sleepy girlfriend up beside him. 
 
    “K,” we all say, getting to our feet as well. 
 
    “I’ll take Daniel back,” Nora says. 
 
    “Nah,” Daniel objects. “I can’t take another night in the infirmary, take me to your room. I’ll go back in the morning,” he says. 
 
    Nora looks concerned for a while, but I see the longing in her eyes and the need to spend the night with him, even if it is just holding each other while they sleep. I resist letting out a sigh. I know the feeling. “K,” she mumbles. 
 
    “I guess I’ll walk you back to your room,” Brax says to me as each couple takes off in their own directions. 
 
    “Oh,” I say, a little surprised. “Sure.” 
 
    We walk over to the power cords and flick off the fairy lights, convincing myself that I'll come back down in the morning to start cleaning up the mess. Once again, I flick the torch app open on my phone to help guide us through the woods.  
 
    Brax places his hand on my lower back to help, but both he and I know that with my training, I’m certainly in no need of any help when navigating the woods, especially woods that I’ve grown up in. “You look like you enjoyed your night,” he says. 
 
    “Yeah, I had a great night,” I say as I step slightly out of his reach. “It was exactly what I needed after the past few weeks,” I tell him honestly. 
 
    “Nah, what you need is something to help take your mind off it all,” he says with a flirty grin. 
 
    Ugh. 
 
    “No,” I laugh as we finally come out of the woods. “The last thing I need right now is a distraction.” 
 
    He lets out a deflated sigh. “I admire your dedication,” he says. “I don’t understand it though.” 
 
    “What’s there not to understand?” I ask. 
 
    “Why you’re working so hard? You’ve already caught up to everyone else and surely you’ve done more than enough in your school work to get a pass in all your classes.”  
 
    “True,” I say. “I just want to be the best version of myself. It’s kind of something I’m doing for my dad,” I explain. 
 
    “Oh, cool,” he says, completely not understanding why it is such a big deal, but I’m not about to explain it all to him.  
 
    After what feels like the longest walk known to man, we make it back to my window and he steps in close to me. “I don’t know what’s holding you back,” he says. “But you should know, I really like you, Bianca, and I’m not going to give in just yet.” 
 
    “Brax,” I sigh. “I’m sorry, I’m just not interested in you like that,” I say, feeling like the wicked witch of the west as his heart breaks in two before me. 
 
    “I’m sorry to sound like a whiny kid but why not?” he asks. 
 
    “Sorry, Brax,” I say giving him a tight smile and dodging his question before slipping into my room. “Night. Thanks for walking me back,” I tell him. I close the window and pull the curtain just in case he wants to hang out by my window like a creeper. 
 
    I quickly get dressed and flop down into bed, pulling the cover high around my neck, feeling terrible for not giving Brax any answers just now and leaving him with more questions than what he started with, but what am I going to say? ‘Sorry Brax, I can’t date you because I’m actually screwing the most popular guy in The Guard,’ Yeah right. 
 
    I close my eyes, hating that my amazing night had to end on a sour note but the exhaustion is far too much for my body to fight and I fall into a much needed sleep, dreaming about Rylan’s strong arms holding me. 
 
      
 
    ---------- 
 
      
 
    My alarm sounds on Thursday morning, waking me out of a perfect dream. A dream that had a little something to do with me, Rylan and a bed. I groan as I reach over to turn off my alarm and drag myself out of bed. I can’t wait until the whole school thing is over. I’ll be able to get up whenever I want, train whenever I want, see my boyfriend whenever I want. It’s going to be magical. 
 
    I get dressed in my workout gear making sure to keep an eye on the time as Ben really hates it when I’m late, and unlike Rylan, he actually punishes me for it. 6:50 am. I better get going. 
 
    I sit on the edge of my bed and quickly lace up my shoes before flying out the door. 
 
    The fresh air of the morning hits me hard and I rush to the gym, not bothering with a jacket as I’ll just be taking it off in a moment.  A shiver rushes through me and I wrap my arms around my body, desperately trying to cling onto my body heat.  
 
    I push the gym door open with my ass and have a look around. Hmm, no Ben. The lights are on so he must be around here somewhere. I double check the time and realize I’m still a few minutes early so I sit down and get started with my stretching. 
 
    “Are you serious? You’re early for Ben’s sessions, but never mine?” A velvety, smug voice asks from behind me. 
 
    I gasp as I whip my head around. It couldn’t be. He isn’t due back until the end of the week, but here he is, standing right before me looking as sexy as hell. I fly to my feet and launch myself at him. He catches me with ease as he folds me into his arms. “Ben doesn’t let me get away with half the shit you do,” I grin into his hard chest. 
 
    “Is that so?” Rylan asks pulling back so he can look down at me with a matching grin on his own face. 
 
    “Mmhmm,” I say. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “You know that guy that was subbing for me?” he asks, then continues with my nod of confusion. “His wife went into labor late last night so I was released a few days early,” he explains. 
 
    “Seriously?” I smile. “You’re back for good?” 
 
    “I’m back for good,” he whispers as he lowers his face to mine and captures my lips in a passionate kiss. 
 
    “I missed this,” I tell him after I reluctantly pull myself away from him. 
 
    “I know but I’ll make it up to you tonight,” he promises with a sexy wink that has my knees threatening to drop out from under me. “For now, you need to show me what nonsense Ben has been filling your head with so I can fix it,” he teases. 
 
    “Ok but be warned, I’m probably about to kick your ass.” 
 
    “Not possible, Bianca,” he says coolly. “I’ve done nothing for the past three months, but train.” 
 
    “I can see that,” I comment as my eyes greedily travel down his body, noticing how his chest looks a little bigger and the hard lines of his abs, visible against the white shirt that wraps around his body, seem so much sharper.  
 
    I practically drool as I take him in, dreaming of reaching out and touching him, though I know nothing has changed. He’s still the same man he was before I left and our training rules are still in place. Training is serious and there’s no time for fooling around, but the second this session is ove, I’m coming for him. 
 
    “You done yet?” he asks with a raised eyebrow as he watches me blatantly check him out. 
 
    “Nope,” I smile, giving his chest one more longing look, wondering how much trouble I’d get in if I asked to see the back. My eyes travel up to his and I pull myself together. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “Just sparring today. I want to see where you’re up to,” he says. “Finish stretching and we’ll get started.” 
 
    “K,” I grin, ecstatic to have him back. I drop back down to the floor and continue with my stretching like a good little girl, but the thoughts flying around inside my head certainly aren’t good. I rush through my stretching routine just so I can get started on sparring and be close to him once again, to feel the heat of his skin under my fingers. 
 
    He narrows his eyes at me and gives me one of those boyish smirks that drive women insane. Knowing exactly what I’m up to as not once in the time he has known me have I ever been stingy on my stretching.  
 
    I step up before him and get straight into position. His gold speckled eyes sparkle back at me in excitement. “Come on, Miss Moore,” he grins as he raises his arms. “Show me what I’ve been missing.” 
 
    “With pleasure,” I smile before lashing out and giving it my all. 
 
    I update him on every little thing that has happened while he’s been away while managing to remain completely focused on his movements. I skip over Daniel’s party, but somehow he already knows, though, I don’t know why I’m so surprised, he always seems to know when I’m up to no good. 
 
    Rylan strikes out and something about it feels different, his strike is slower, less powerful and I know for a fact that he’s holding back. Afraid he will hurt me or maybe he thinks I’m not ready or strong enough yet. I don’t know, but it doesn’t sit well with me.  
 
    I quit chatting and push myself harder. I’ve been working my ass off for the past month. I know I’m not where I was before I left, but I’m getting close and if Rylan is saying he has improved his own training over the last few months, then I need to know exactly what I’m up against. Exactly just how high the bar has been set. 
 
    “Quit holding back,” I tell him. 
 
    “You’re not ready,” he says. 
 
    “I can handle it. I need to get better and that’s not going to happen if you’re holding back,” I grunt as I kick my leg out, which, of course, he easily blocks. 
 
    He lets out a pained groan and I realize I was right, he doesn’t want to hurt me. He’s torn between helping me improve and my safety. “Fine,” he says. “But if you even lose focus for just one second, you’re done for the day,” he warns. 
 
    I nod my head and concentrate on reading his body and predicting his next move. When he said all he’s done for the past few months is train, he wasn’t kidding. He’s become an even more lethal version of his old self and if I wasn’t struggling so hard, trying to keep up with him, I’d say it’s down right sexy. 
 
    I keep up with him for a little while, but my body easily tires which he picks up on straight away. “Your fitness is lacking,” he tells me as he strikes out again, as casual as ever like we’re not in the middle of an exhausting workout. 
 
    “I know,” I say, ducking under his fist.  
 
    Looking almost disappointed he steps back and lowers his hands. “Take a break,” he tells me. 
 
    I just stand there, not moving as the exhaustion from the past month begins to overwhelm me. “No,” I say through a sharp lump in my throat. “I need to keep going. I need to be better.” My traitorous body defies me and surrenders itself to tears. Embarrassment completely takes over me. How is it this incredible man is always around when I need to break down? Or maybe it’s just this man has what it takes to bring me to my knees. 
 
    Rylan launches himself forward and wraps me in his strong arms. “How much class work have you caught up on?” he asks as those familiar butterflies begin to flutter in my stomach at his touch. 
 
    “Nearly all of it,” I mumble into his chest. 
 
    He curses and pushes me back by my shoulders. “What you need is to give yourself a break. You’re going to end up sick in bed for another week if you don’t slow down,” he warns. “I’m assuming you’ve been working out on weekends too?”  
 
    I cringe and don’t answer, but I don’t need to, he already knows the truth. “Shit, Bianca,” he groans as he pulls me back into his arms and lets me dry my tears on his shirt. “We’re finished for this morning, go back to your room and sleep it off until training this afternoon. I’ll give you a pass for your morning classes,” he says into my ear. 
 
    “I can’t. I’ll get behind in class work again.” 
 
    “You can and you will,” he says. “Now go.” 
 
    I look up into his eyes not ready to leave him just yet, but he’s right. I’ve been working my ass off and not giving my body a moment to catch up with me. I reach up onto my tippy toes and gently place a feather soft kiss on his stubbled jawline, my heart melting as his eye soften. “Go,” he whispers. 
 
    I head over to the door, glancing back for one last lingering look and reminding myself that it’s real. He’s finally back and my world can completely go back to normal. 
 
    I walk back to my room feeling whole for the first time in months. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    I rush off to Combat Training and push through the big double doors, pleased to find, apart from Rylan and Ben, I’m the first one here. 
 
    My heart beats a little faster the second his eyes land on mine and that familiar smile crosses his face. God, I’ll never get enough of that. Ben clears his throat in the distance and my eyes snap to across the room to his. Shit, I need to be more careful. 
 
    “Bet you’re glad lover boy is back,” Ben teases, making Rylan’s eyes widen in shock, clearly having no clue that Ben has known about us all along. I may as well have a little fun with this. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” I agree, turning my eyes back on Rylan and fluttering my eyelashes while a dreamy look crosses my face. I let out a love sick sigh just to get the point across. 
 
    Rylan’s eyes grow hard as he shoots me a scolding look which makes a wicked grin strike across my face. Rylan turns back to Ben looking as if his whole world is about to come crashing down as he prepares to explain himself. 
 
    “Relax,” I laugh. “Apparently Ben here, has known about us the whole time,” I tell him while keeping one eye trained on the door, making sure no one is about to walk in on our sensitive conversation. 
 
    “What?” he says, snapping his eyes back to mine and questioning my sanity. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s pretty much how I reacted,” I comment. 
 
    “Oh please,” Ben scoffs, stepping forward towards Rylan and clapping a hand on his shoulder. “Anyone who can’t see that you’re madly in love with this girl is stupid,” he says as Rylan hesitantly nods along. “Quit freaking out on me, man. We’re good here. You’ve remained professional and haven’t shown favouritism in any way. So, as long as that remains the case, then I’ve got no problem with it.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Rylan says, turning back to me with relief in his eyes. “Thanks for the warning,” he grumbles. 
 
    “Hey, I got bombarded with it, I figured it’s only fair that you did too.” 
 
    He rolls his eyes, but his smart ass comment is cut off when the door flies open with Trey and Daniel sauntering in. Daniel groans a little too loudly when he sees Rylan and I have to choke down a laugh as Rylan shoots him a lethal stare. I can practically hear Daniel swallowing in fear and cursing under his breath while Trey breaks out in laughter beside him. Though, after everything we’ve all been through together, you’d think these two would get along a little better, but no. It’s never going to happen. 
 
    “You got released?” I ask Daniel as he comes in closer and pulls me into a tight hug. 
 
    “Sure did,” he says, lifting me off my feet and placing me back on the ground. “Where have you been all day?” he asks with suggestive raised eyebrows, curiously flicking his eyes between me and Rylan. 
 
    “Get your mind out of the gutter. I’ve been in bed. Alone,” I tell him. “Now, don’t change the topic. What’s going on with you? Are you allowed to train again?” 
 
    “Yep,” he announces, popping the ‘p’. “All good, though I’m sure it’s still going to hurt if I get nailed in the stomach,” he explains. 
 
    “I’m sure it would,” I laugh. 
 
    “Daniel,” Rylan calls, raising his hand and gesturing for Daniel to go and join him. Daniel gives me a funny look before taking off at a light jog and chatting with Rylan, though I assume, from the way Daniel is lifting his shirt and pointing out all his injuries, they’re discussing what he can and cannot do. 
 
    Brax shows up with a few other guys and comes to stand with me and Trey as we wait for the rest of the class to show up. “Whoa,” Brax says, looking at Rylan in awe. “Is that him?” he asks. 
 
    “Uh, by him, I’m assuming you mean Rylan?” Trey asks as he follows Brax’s line of sight. 
 
    “Yeah,” he says with wide eyes. “I can’t wait to see him in action.” 
 
    “Trust me,” I say with a wicked gleam in my eye. “There is nothing better on this earth than seeing Rylan Neill in action,” I say with a grin as Trey rolls his eyes at me, knowing I’m not referring to anything combat related. 
 
    “I bet,” Brax says, completely missing the joke and throwing his arm over my shoulder. “So, you want to partner with me today? I can show you a few new things,” he says with a sleazy grin. 
 
    “Oh sorry, I already promised Trey I’d pair with him. After all, Trey needs some real competition,” I grin as Trey goes along with it. 
 
    “You keep shooting me down, Bianca, but I just keep coming back. One day, you’re not going to be able to resist,” he says with a flirty wink. “And when that day comes, I’m going to blow your mind, baby.” 
 
    “Are we going to have a problem here?” Rylan’s booming voice echoes throughout the room. Brax instantly drops his arm off my shoulder and quickly looks around before realizing that Rylan’s scowl is focused on him. He stands a little taller and visibly swallows beside me in fear. I wouldn’t be surprised if he was shaking. 
 
    “Ah, n- n- no, sir,” he stutters out, making me squeeze my lips together, desperately trying to prevent the grin that is threatening to tear my face in two. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Rylan orders in that asshole instructor voice that everyone in this room, apart from me, has come to fear. 
 
    “I’m Braxton Willis, sir. The new transfer,” he explains. 
 
    Rylan very slowly looks him up and down making the poor kid nearly wet his pants in anxiety. “Right, Braxton Willis, seeing as though Daniel is on light work today. You’ll be paired with me.” Oh, geez. Brax doesn’t stand a chance. I guess this is what you get for flirting with a man’s woman, though it’s not like Brax actually knew what he was getting himself into. 
 
    “Shit,” Brax breathes before realizing he said that out loud. “Shit, sorry. I mean, ok. Fuck,” he cringes  
 
    “Get on with it,” Rylan calls to the rest of us while keeping his eyes narrowed on Brax. “You’ve got two months to make something of yourselves,” he adds before turning and heading towards Ben, who stands in the corner of the room fiddling with some weapons. I watch Rylan’s retreating form and from angle I’m standing, I see his cheeks lifting in a tell tale sign of a very amused smirk. God, it’s good to have him back. 
 
    “Shit. Hate to be you right now,” Trey laughs at a white faced Brax, before grabbing me and throwing me over his shoulder. “Let’s go, woman. I’ve got your ass to kick.” 
 
      
 
    ---------- 
 
      
 
    “You’re not going to the library?” Jacinta asks as I push my way into our room after Combat Training. 
 
    “No,” I say. “Rylan’s making me take a break so I don’t exhaust myself.” 
 
    “Rylan’s back?” she asks in shock. “And you’re just telling me now?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, sorry. You were gone when I got back from training this morning,” I explain as I trudge across our room and throw my bag down. 
 
    “Right…,” she says with curious eyes as she darts into the bathroom. “And I’m guessing that’s where you were during lunch?” she calls through the door. 
 
    “God, you and Daniel really are related,” I laugh as I recall the conversation I had with Daniel before training. “But no. I was in bed. Sleeping,” I tell her then go on to describe training and my interesting morning. 
 
    I strip out of my sweaty training clothes and wait patiently for Jacinta to finish in the bathroom before jumping in a quick shower.  
 
    I get dressed and walk down to the junior campus with Jacinta to get Millie, though this time we don’t kidnap her in such a dramatic way. I’m absolutely starving after missing lunch so we stop by the cafeteria before heading out to the back field to relax in the sun and waste away our afternoon. 
 
    We spend hours talking and laughing as Millie fills us in on all her adventures with Robbie and I must admit, the guy is starting to grow on me, especially after the story she told about the last date they went on, not that they can really go far, but at least he puts an effort in for her, though, who wouldn’t, she is an amazing kid. 
 
    My phone rings and I fish it out of my pocket to find mom calling. I hit speaker and both Millie and I call out. “Hi, Mom.” 
 
    “Oh, my beautiful girls. Are you together?” she says with a smile in her voice. 
 
    “Yes,” Millie says, sounding just as happy as mom does, then steals the phone out of my hands and chats away. 
 
    I lay back in the grass and close my eyes, relaxing in the sun as I listen to Millie tell mom all about the movie night we’ve planned for Saturday night when the warmth on my skin disappears. My eyes spring open to find a scowling Rylan hovering over me as he looks down at me while also blocking out my sun, which I must say, I’m not too impressed about. 
 
    “Whatever it is, I didn’t do it,” I tell him as Millie goes quiet beside me, listening in. 
 
    “Oh, so you’re telling me you didn’t go to the mall on the weekend, break into the security office, tie up the guards and steal footage,” he says. 
 
    “Uhhhhhh…,” 
 
    “Got to go, Mom,” Millie cuts in. “Bianca is about to get in trouble and I don’t want to miss it.” I hear my mother’s squawk through the phone before Millie hits ends. 
 
    “I’m waiting,” Rylan says. 
 
    Jacinta gets to her feet beside me and pulls Mille up with her. “We better let you two sort this out,” she says. 
 
    “Not so fast,” Rylan says to Jacinta. “Don’t act like you weren’t the one she put up to the task of creating a diversion.” 
 
    “Uhhhhhhh…,” she says, mimicking my earlier statement as she scrambles for some kind of excuse. 
 
    I also get to my feet to stand before a very cranky man. “It wasn’t us,” I lie. 
 
    “Bianca, I’ve told you a million times. You are a terrible liar,” he says. 
 
    “I agree,” Jacinta adds. “You really are.” 
 
    “Shut up. You’re worse,” I laugh then turn back to Rylan. “How’d you find out?”  
 
    “A complaint was made by the men who were tied up, though apparently, the students managed to keep their identities hidden the whole time, so no formal charges can be made.” 
 
    “Ok,” I say. “So, if they don’t know who it was, why are you coming to me?” 
 
    “Call it instinct,” he says. “I don’t need to see the footage. I just know it was you and I’m assuming, since Daniel was in the infirmary, it was also Trey.” 
 
    “Are we in trouble?” I ask with a cringe. 
 
    “Only with me,” he says.  
 
    Crap. I don’t know what’s worse. Being in trouble with The Guard or being in trouble with Rylan. 
 
    He looks over to Jacinta and Millie. “I’m going to steal her for a while,” he says then looks directly to Jacinta. “Make sure Millie gets back to the junior campus safely,” he adds, making my heart swell seeing just how protective he has become over my little sister. 
 
    Jacinta gives him a firm nod. “Of course,” she says then loops her arms through Millie’s and gives me a knowing smirk before taking off. 
 
    Rylan shoves his hands deep in his pockets and indicates with a flick of his head for me to follow him. We start walking back up to campus and I make sure to keep my distance so to other students, it looks innocent. “Are you mad?” I ask as he leads me up towards the combat room. 
 
    He lets out a sigh. “I really want to be. I hate that you went there again, especially without me to watch over you, but how can I be mad when I would have done exactly the same thing?” 
 
    “You know, I’m not living if I’m living in fear,” I tell him, feeling extremely philosophical and wise beyond my years. “And neither are you,” I add as an afterthought. 
 
    “Bianca, knowing that you’re safe is the only thing that helps me sleep at night,” he tells me as we round the corner of the combat building, plunging us into the shadows, finally hidden from the world. 
 
    “I know, I promise, after graduation, I’ll find a new mall to shop at,” I tell him. 
 
    He shakes his head in exasperation then leans down and kisses me. “Now, what’s the deal with Brax? Am I going to have to kick his ass?” he asks. 
 
    “He’s harmless,” I laugh. “But didn’t you already kick his ass?” 
 
    “It doesn’t count when he doesn’t know why I’m kicking his ass,” he smirks. “But there’s just something extremely annoying about that kid,” he says in frustration. 
 
    “I know, I feel it too,” I tell him, placing my hands on his rock solid chest and running them up around his neck. “I’ve already told him to back off. He just has a crush from when I did that first seminar with The Guard.” 
 
    “That’s the same kid?” he asks in suspicion, putting two and two together. 
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    “Hmm,” he says and is thoughtful for a few moments before looking down at me. “I have to go, but the second the sun goes down, I expect you at my place,” he says. 
 
    “Really?” I ask with a huge smile. “You were serious this morning about making up for lost time?” 
 
    “You bet your ass, I was,” he groans as he presses his lips into the soft skin of my neck. 
 
    “Can I stay the night?” I ask, mentally going through my underwear drawer and picking out the sexiest lingerie I have as my hands begin to roam over his body. 
 
    “Of course, but I have to leave early in the morning,” he warns. 
 
    My eyebrows pull down in confusion and I look up at him, my hands pausing on his chest. “Why?” 
 
    He grins down at me with a wicked sparkle in his eye. “Daniel’s Navigation Test,” he tells me. 
 
    “Shit,” I groan, feeling sorry for the poor guy. I can only imagine the torture Rylan is going to put him through. “Can you just remember that he’s one of my best friends and had a part in saving my life,” I say then add. “Oh, and just remember the fact that deep, deep down, you actually kind of like him.” 
 
    He lets out a sigh. “Is he still in love with you?” he asks. 
 
    “Nope,” I smile, knowing I’ve already won this round. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    There are two weeks to go until graduation and I have been doing amazing. I am completely back to my old self and more. My target skills have come soaring back with a vengeance and I would bet big money that my average will rival Rylan’s. 
 
    But my combat skills… wow. 
 
    If I might be so bold as to say, I am amazing. With Rylan’s return and his extra push in the right direction, it didn’t take long for my body to adapt and prove to everyone that Bianca Moore is a force to be reckoned with. I’ve spent every day for nearly the past three months working my body into near exhaustion. Studying the art of combat and making sure that I am the best, well apart from Rylan, though I must admit, if anyone in the Academy was going to be able to take him down, your best bet would be me. Is that too egotistical? Wait a minute… I don’t give a crap. I’m just that good. 
 
    As I had hoped, I have my pre-Headquarters body back, thanks to Ben’s diet plan which he’s been making sure I follow every chance he gets, and to say I look freaking amazing would be an understatement, well, judging by the way Rylan can’t seem to keep his hands off me. 
 
    So, to sum it up, life as I know it is everything I could have dreamed of. Every single piece of the puzzle has fallen right into place. There’s nothing more I could possibly want for. Brax successfully backed off, though whether that was from the sheer disappointment of constantly being shot down or if Rylan had something to do with, will forever remain a mystery.  
 
    In some odd twist of events, Jacinta and Nora have seemed to come quite good friends, though tensions are starting to build again now that finals are getting closer, after all, they are both fighting for the same position. Hell, even Nora has finally started to soften to me now that Daniel has pulled his head out of his ass and told her he loves her, which honestly was quite the relief for everyone. Oh, and I haven’t even been bugged by Miss Layton or sent to visit Ms. Peterson. 
 
    I am on a roll. 
 
    Graduation. Two weeks away and everything will change again. We will have our yearly examinations in a week and a half and the combat students will go through whatever ridiculous and outrageous trials the Guard deems entertaining enough for this years ‘show’, then we will have a party, much the same as the half yearly one where I will be crowned the top ranked combat student, you know, unless I majorly screw up my trials and put to waste all Rylan’s efforts in getting me so far. 
 
    Oh God, what a disappointment I’d be. 
 
    Just as I expected, Trey is still my number one competition, but he’s starting to give up hope. He knows I’m going to kick ass at the trials and has started to give in a little easier during practice, which sucks for me because I need him to give me everything he’s got. The harder he fights me, the more I push myself to win and the better I get. 
 
    With my speed, agility and newly found fitness, I’ve even been giving Rylan a hard time during training, though, nothing I ever do will be able to cancel out his sheer strength, combined with his agility. He’s a lethal weapon, but I will die a happy woman knowing I’ve kept him on his toes the last few months. I’ve even caught him in the gym a few times working on his own agility, trying to keep that lead over me, but I’ll catch up to him one day and it will be the best day of my life when I do. 
 
    Did I mention that two weeks also represents when Rylan and I can stop hiding our relationship? I mean, I love the whole sneaking around thing, it adds this extra thrill into the mix, but nothing will compare to the feeling of telling the world that I’m in love with the most incredible man. 
 
    I. Can’t. Wait. 
 
    So, now that everything is right in the world, this must be the part where I ride off into the sunset with my hunky combat instructor, get married, have 2.5 kids and maybe get a dog, right? 
 
    Wrong. 
 
    This is the part where the other shoe drops and my perfect little bubble explodes, which is exactly what happens when Jacinta and I and startled awake by Ms. Peterson’s nagging voice in the extremely early hours of the morning. The P.A system comes blaring to life with a high pitched squeal making Jacinta quite literally jump out of bed and look around in absolute terror, not that she can really see anything, only the dim light coming in through the window, cast by the moon that’s still fighting with the sun over who gets to shine. 
 
    Following the high pitched squeal comes that awful static sound and then Ms. Peterson voice. “All senior students, report to the assembly hall in ten minutes for an urgent announcement,” she says then finishes her message with another high pitched squeal. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Jacinta asks as she sits back down on her bed and rubs her eyes. 
 
    “No clue,” I say throwing back the blankets and groaning as the cool air hits my skin, making it crawl with goose bumps. “We better get up though, it must be important for her not to wait till the start of the school day.” 
 
    “Agreed,” she says on a yawn, proving once again that this blonde beauty is definitely not a morning person. 
 
    We get dressed and ready as fast as we can, which I must say, I’m definitely a lot faster than Jacinta. I make us each a coffee in our little wardrobe sized kitchen while I wait. I pour them into our little matching travel mugs and then make a third for Nora as I have a feeling she will be stopping by on her way out. 
 
    Just as I thought, a soft knock sounds at the door just as we grab our things to leave. I pick up the coffee and hand it over to Nora who smiles gratefully as she takes it from my hands. “You’re amazing,” she tells me as we head out into the freezing, dark morning. 
 
    “I know,” I tell her as I spot Rylan, his eyes searching me out. I raise a questioning eyebrow, wondering if he knows what’s going on, but he shakes his head and shrugs. Hmm, Rylan always knows what’s going on so it must be serious if he doesn’t. 
 
    We head into the assembly hall and I’m shocked to see High Council Member Jackson Lewis standing behind a podium with Ms. Peterson, but what’s more shocking is seeing Brett Norrington right there with them. Yep, it must be bad. 
 
    I glance over to Rylan who’s seeing what I’m seeing and watch as his eyes suspiciously narrow on his father, trying to work out what could have possibly brought him here. 
 
    I grab Jacinta by the wrist, being as careful as I possibly can not to spill her coffee and barge my way through the throng of students. I go right up to the front of the hall and take a seat, front and center before the podium, watching their mouths to see if I can make anything out. 
 
    Brett notices me right away and gives me a soft smile before searching the room and stopping when his eyes land on that one familiar face. His eyes linger on Rylan for the briefest moment before scanning the rest of the room. I don’t miss the longing in his eyes, that dream of having his son in his life but I think we all know it might never happen, though I do wish Rylan would give the guy a chance, after all, he is actually a really cool guy, well, as cool as a political guy can get. 
 
    Rylan comes and sits a few seats down from me, while Trey, Daniel, and Brax fill the empty seats between. “Thank you all for being so prompt,” Ms. Peterson say as the room falls to dead silence around me. “I know it’s early and many of you wish to get a few more hours sleep before classes commence this morning, so we will make this as brief as possible,” she says. “Do keep in mind that you will be graduating in two weeks. So, you need to treat this matter with the utmost care as if you were already a full member of The Guard,” she warns us all then turns her attention on Brett and gives him a nod as she steps away from the microphone. 
 
    “I second what Ms. Peterson has said,” Brett starts. “Firstly, thank you for all getting up and making you timely presence a priority. Secondly, do remember that though you do not graduate for another two weeks, you are all considered Members of The Guard in my eyes. Everything that will be discussed this morning could and most likely will affect us all in the near future.” 
 
    A few murmurs are heard around the room, but I know better and keep my mouth shut. I glance to Rylan to find his eyes already on me and from the look on his face, he may have already figured this out. Ms. Peterson gives one sharp look towards the students and has them all in silence for Brett to continue. “As you know,” he says, his eyes flicking to Rylan and making my stomach crawl with dread as I begin piecing this together. “A few months ago, the Fey Queen was killed during a rescue mission in the Fairy Kingdom and the fey retaliated with a ferocious battle. A few of you amongst us were there and will stand by my word, this battle was deadly. However, due to smart planning, the battle was held in our favour and majority of the fey fled the scene,” he explains, causing a rush of memories to swarm my brain while I do everything I can to try and keep them out. This is no time for a trip down memory lane. “ 
 
    As of three hours ago a new Fairy Queen was throned and our sources tell us that this new Queen is after our blood and will not stop until she has shed every last drop of it,” he says as shocked and fearful gasps fill the air. “Though the battle was put forward by the Fey, they believe they still have not avenged their former Queen’s death,” he explains. 
 
    Brett’s eyes sweep the front row, stopping on mine before moving onto Rylan. “This is where you all come in,” he tells a quiet room. “Their plan for the first battle was to attack the Academy. We believe they may attempt a similar thing, however with that said, we have no proof of this and who’s to say they won’t target the community or Headquarters. We just do not know.” 
 
    “Guards of the Front Lines will be sent here to help protect the academy in case of a threat, however, our available Front Lines need to be spread over all our vulnerable populations. Which means, as of now, each and every one of you is now on call to protect The Guard and our Children. In case of a threat, I expect all combat students in the line of fire, all FEDS students working behind the scenes to help eliminate the threats. If you are a student whose particular skills are rendered not useful, then I expect you to spread yourselves over the Junior and elementary campuses, doing what you can to protect our children,” he explains as heads around the room begin to nod in agreeance. “From now on, all combat students will be uniformed and carrying weapons. You can see Rylan or Ben following the meeting to receive these items.” 
 
    “I am truly sorry to cause you all fear. I understand you are all still extremely young, especially to be put under such pressure, however you have a duty to attend and I believe that each of you will do your absolute best,” he says with pain behind his eyes. “Now, I ask you all to return to your rooms, updates on the matter will be given as we receive them. Please do not stop living your daily lives in fear of an attack. We are being precautious and ensuring you are ready if the Fey come. Be cautious, familiarize yourself with the signs of the fey and keep your eyes open. Now, you may all be excused. Combat students, please remain.” 
 
    Jacinta gives my hand a hard squeeze before getting up and heading out of the room. I stay seated as the rest of my class mates come forward and meet us at the front of the room. Brett steps off the stage and stands before us, all the while Brax is practically going into shock as he takes in his near celebrity. 
 
    “Sorry to drop this bomb on you all,” he says, looking each of us in the eye. “As I mentioned, we will be sending members of the front line to help guard the Academy. At this stage, we are unsure of numbers but you can expect around thirty members coming within the next few hours. As for now, go and get yourself prepared and ready,” he orders. 
 
    We each nod and turn on our heels. “Rylan,” Brett calls making us both stop in our tracks. “May I have a word?” 
 
    My eyes flick to Rylan whose eyes are already on mine. I give him a small encouraging nod with a tight smile and without another word the two men head off into a private meeting room. 
 
    I follow behind Ben and the rest of my classmates to the same store room that I had been in the last time I prepared for a battle. Ben hands me a new uniform as my last one ended up in pieces and had to be thrown out. 
 
    I load myself up with weapons, mainly going for daggers and making sure to grab a few guns and plenty of bullets. The boys decide to get dressed right here and now so they don’t have to struggle to carry everything back to their rooms. So what the hell, I do too.  
 
    I strip off my top, leaving me showing off my bright purple bra, but I know I don’t have to worry about these guys, after the year we’ve had, these boys have become pretty accustomed to seeing my skin, after all, I practically train in a pair of short shorts and a training crop.  
 
    Daniel begins shuffling closer and boxes me into the corner, shielding me from sight. I’m about to ask why when I notice Brax openly gawking at me. Damn, what a perve. I’d forgotten he was here. 
 
    “Calm down, Brax. They’re just boobs,” I comment as the boy’s snicker around me. “Better turn around, I’m about to lose the pants too.” His face flushes bright red but turns around anyway, allowing me to dress in peace. 
 
    “Thanks,” I mutter to Daniel then grin as I take in all my boys in their uniforms. “Wow,” I say to Daniel and Trey, who are looking as handsome as ever. “You guys better go visit those girls of yours. I think they might appreciate these uniforms,” I say with a suggestive wink. 
 
    The boys give each other a funny look before discreetly rushing out the door. 
 
    I giggle to myself as I get back to loading my uniform up with weapons. Feeling a million times heavier, I walk out of the store room and have a quick look around. Still no sign of Rylan or Brett. Curiosity eats at me as I spy the door they talk behind. Damn, doesn’t look like they are coming out anytime soon. 
 
    I head back up to my room, making sure to knock on the door before I barge in. Hearing nothing come from inside, I push the door open and peek my head through. Thank god, the room is empty, Trey must have whisked Jacinta away to his room. 
 
    I go straight to my wardrobe and rip open my underwear drawer. I search through until my fingers close around the cold metal of Rylan’s dagger that he had given me before we went into battle. I study its designs and run my fingers over his initials that are etched into the hilt before I put it in place on my uniform. 
 
    I glance at the clock and realize I only have a few minutes before I’m due for my morning training session with Rylan, so I rush down to the cafeteria, grab myself a banana and head off to the gym. 
 
    I find Rylan already in the gym, pacing the floor with his head down, so lost in his own thoughts he doesn’t even realize I’m here. “Hey,” I say, making his head whip around in surprise. “You good?” 
 
    He doesn’t answer, just pulls his lips into a tight line and gives a slow shake of his head. “Start stretching,” he says, clearly not ready to talk about whatever it is that’s bothering him which I’m positive has something to do with Brett. 
 
    I sit down on the floor and get straight into my stretching routine. Rylan takes a seat on the bench in front of me while he waits. Not saying anything, just watching me stretch. 
 
    As soon as I’m done, we get straight into it. After twenty minutes, I’ve managed to flip him onto his back twice, get a kill shot through to his heart with a training dagger and managed to trip up his footing, something that has never happened before. After that, my concentration is completely gone. We’re not getting any useful practice done here. 
 
    “Stop,” I say, dropping my hands and stepping back. “I can’t concentrate when you’re like this” 
 
    He lets out a deep sigh. “Sorry, I know. I’m not all here,” he says as he sits down on the workout bench. 
 
    I climb up and straddle his lap and run my nails through his hair. He closes his eyes as my nails massage his scalp. “You’re the one always telling me to open up. Maybe it’s time for you to do the same,” I whisper. 
 
    He reaches up and catches my hands in his, bringing them back down between us. “Brett’s sick,” he says almost in confusion as he looks down at our linked fingers. 
 
    “By sick, I’m assuming you don’t mean the flu?” I ask as I feel my mood plummeting to rock bottom. 
 
    “No,” he says giving me an encouraging small smile. “He’s dying.” 
 
    “Shit,” I whisper as my head drops forward. 
 
    We’re both silent for a short while before Rylan drops the biggest bomb. “He wants me to come forward and take over Leadership.” 
 
    “What? That’s ridiculous. He already knows it’s not something you want to do.”  
 
    “You’re right, he does know,” he says. “But the candidates in line to take over are old school. They’re like Marcus. Every day would be the Dark War over and over again in their mission for dominance over the supernatural races. The Front lines would be seen as disposable pawns in their war,” he explains. 
 
    “Shit,” I groan, searching his eyes for some kind of answer. One, he clearly doesn’t have yet. “How long do you have to decide,” I ask. 
 
    “Not long,” he tells me. “Brett’s refusing medical attention so he’s going downhill fast.” 
 
    “What?” I ask confused. “Why?” 
 
    “The moment The Guard discover he’s unwell, he’ll be removed from his duties. He’s waiting for me to make a decision and depending on what I say, he will call a meeting and let them know about his disease so he can then get medical attention,” he explains. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “Honestly, I have no fucking idea. I literally have the fate of our people on my shoulders,” he tells me as he looks up at me with lost eyes. “What do I do, Bianca?” 
 
    “Is there really even a choice?” I tell him. “I’m going to support you either way, but I think we both know what the right thing to do here is.” He lets out another sigh and leans his forehead forward against mine. “Why don’t you sleep on it and talk it over with Brett,” I suggest. 
 
    He doesn’t say anything, just lifts his head from mine with gratitude in his eyes, finally looking a little more at peace. He opens his mouth to say something when the door flies open with Ms. Peterson barging into the gym. 
 
    I try my best to scramble off Rylan’s lap, but it's no use. She’s right there gaping at us and she’s not happy. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    “Get off him now,” Ms. Peterson demands as her eyes flick between us both. Rylan stands from the bench and I let my feet come to the ground. I take a step away from him and face Ms. Peterson. She narrows her eyes at me in anger. “I come down here to see how you’re going, thinking that this morning’s talk of the Fey would have been hard for you and instead, I find this,” she spits as her eyes flick between us again. “How long has this been going on?” 
 
    “Not long,” I lie as Rylan comes out with, “A while.” 
 
    I cringe as I watch Ms. Peterson close her eyes and take slow, deep calming breaths. She opens her eyes and steps towards us. “This ends here,” she demands. “I will not allow either of you to make a mockery out of my academy and tarnish its reputation.” 
 
    I look down at the ground, unable to look her in the eye any longer. “Your morning sessions are suspended from this point on. Apart from your afternoon combat training, you do not see or speak to each other. I do not care that you are over eighteen and both consenting adults,” she says. “If I find out that these rules have been broken in any way, you will both be out of here.” 
 
    “Yes, Ms. Peterson,” I say, quickly glancing up at Rylan who looks down at me with a million messages in his eyes. 
 
    “I should have known when you went after her,” she says with a shake of her head, referring to when Rylan came to rescue me from the Fairy Kingdom. “Now I think about it, it’s so blatantly obvious,” she says in outrage. 
 
    She takes another calming breath before focusing back on us both. “I do not care what you do following graduation, that is none of my business. But for now, this relationship will cease to exist. Who else knows?” she demands. 
 
    We both instantly answer. “No one,” we say, not wanting to get anyone else in trouble for our actions. 
 
    “Good. Keep it that way,” she says, turning on her heel and heading for the door, yelling over her shoulder. “Get your things, Bianca. You’re finished in here.”  
 
    With a sigh, I grab my things and look back at Rylan. “Bad things happen in three’s right? It couldn’t get much worse than this,” I shrug. 
 
    “Out. Now,” Ms. Peterson demands from the door. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I rush out the door, knowing I’ll see Rylan in my afternoon class. It’s only two weeks. That’s not so bad. We can manage that. It just sucks that it’s come at such a bad time. 
 
    I exit the gym and let out a shaky breath. Holy shit. That could have been so much worse than what it was. 
 
    Ms. Peterson gives me one last nasty glace before we part ways, muttering about how she should never have allowed Rylan to attend my Navigation test. 
 
    I rush back up to my room, happy to find Jacinta coming out of the shower. She takes one look at me and instantly knows something’s wrong. “What is it?” she demands. 
 
    I tell her all about my morning as I get ready for classes. I leave out the part about Rylan and Brett, as so far, that has remained a secret. Not a soul in this world knows who Rylan’s father is and that’s the way it will stay unless Rylan chooses to take over leadership, then I’m sure the word will get around pretty damn fast. 
 
    My day drags by so slowly and I’m relieved when I finally make it to combat training only to have my mood shot back down again when I find Ms. Peterson waiting inside the room, apparently here to shadow our afternoon class which is a load of crap, I know exactly why she’s here. 
 
    I stand front and center, studying a mark on the floor as Rylan gives out today’s instructions not allowing myself to show the least bit of affection towards him. 
 
    He sends us off in pairs to work on our martial arts kicks and lucky me, I’m paired with Brax who gives me a grin before running off to grab some protective padding. Daniel comes and slings his arm over my shoulder while we wait for our partners to return. “Why was Ms. Peterson glaring at you earlier?” he asks in a low whisper. 
 
    “Because she caught me and Rylan in the gym this morning,” I tell him. 
 
    “Having sex in the gym?” he laughs. “Shit. I never took him for a risk taker.” 
 
    “No,” I groan, elbowing him in the ribs. “We were just talking… in a compromising position.” 
 
    “Right, so I’m assuming she’s not actually here to see how much we’ve improved,” he comments. 
 
    “Nope, not in the least. We told her no one knew, by the way, and if she sees anything incriminating, we’re both out of here,” I warn him. 
 
    “Shit, Bianca,” he scolds. 
 
    “Tell me about it,” I groan as Brax comes back and drags me over to a training mat.  
 
    We get straight into our training and I notice how Rylan stays way over the side of the room, letting Ben take over my side. I groan knowing that this is exactly how it’s going to be for the last two weeks of school. Ms. Peterson will be randomly dropping in at any point of the day and I need to make sure both mine and Rylan’s futures will be safe when that time comes. 
 
    So, from now on, my morning training will be out in the cold, where I’ll train by myself. Any combat questions will go through Ben, all cheeky and longing glances will be kept to a minimum because let’s face it, it’s impossible not to look at that man, and last but not least, no more sneaking in through his window in the middle of the night. 
 
    The next two weeks are going to suck. Knowing he’s so close but not being able to go to him. Especially with everything that’s going on with Brett, he will most likely want to talk things through and I won’t be there for him. 
 
    Oh, and don’t forget the threat of being under attack by the Fey.  
 
    This sucks. 
 
    The only thing I’ve got going for me is the yearly examinations that start first thing Monday morning. They’re going to be awesome. Well, apart from the written exam, that’s another thing that will suck, but I’ll still ace it. The trials are the exciting part. Much like the half yearly trials, we’ll have a target skills exam, which I’ll also ace, a fight against an instructor to show detail to technique, but the best part is the Time Trial.  
 
    We are required to complete an obstacle course which is going to be filled with fake super natural attacks, there will be shooting targets along the way, sprints, upper body challenges, pretty much anything you can imagine will be included. It’s one of the biggest events of the year and everyone will be coming to watch. 
 
    Fingers crossed, this will keep my mind off not being able to see Rylan. 
 
      
 
    ---------- 
 
      
 
    It’s been a week and I’m dying. He is so close, yet so far away. I hate it. 
 
    But on the bright side, I haven’t stepped one foot wrong, so at least, I’m still here. 
 
    It’s Monday morning and I’m dragging myself back from another useless training session, held by me. It would have been successful had I found a willing partner, but apparently finding someone to train with at 7 am is actually quite hard to come across, though, I guess that’s why I’m going to be ranked top in the class and no one else. 
 
    I push through my door to find Jacinta completely freaking out, running around the room like a crazy person. “What’s going on?” I ask as I fall down on my bed in an exhausted heap. 
 
    “I can’t find my lucky pen,” she groans as she falls to her knees and starts rifling under her bed. 
 
    “You have a lucky pen?” I laugh, only to be hit in the face with a flying shoe. 
 
    “Yes,” she spits. “I have a lucky pen and I can’t go to my FEDS exam without it. I need that pen,” she practically yells as her breathing begins to pick up. 
 
    “Ok,” I say, pulling her up off the ground and sitting her on her bed. “I’ll help you find your damn pen, just calm down, alright. You’re freaking me out.” 
 
    She lets out a deep breath. “It’s that blue one with the fuzzy thing on top that bounces back and forth when you flick it,” she says. “You know the one. You use it all the time. Trey got it for me on our first date because I said it was cute.” 
 
    Yep. She’s right. I do know the one. I know it because it’s sitting in the bottom of my bag. I walk across our room and search my bag. I immediately find the offending pen right where I thought it would be then turn to my friend with the guiltiest expression and hand it over. 
 
    “Oh, my god,” she squeals, jumping up from her bed and yanking the fuzzy blue pen out of my fingers. “If I wasn’t so relieved right now, I’d be so mad at you,” she tells me as tears of relief begin pooling in her eyes. 
 
    “I know,” I tell her. “There’s no need to cry about it,” I laugh. 
 
    “I can’t help it,” she says. “I miss Trey so much. I’ve barely seen him all week thanks to you.” 
 
    “What?” I gasp. “How is that my fault?” 
 
    “Because every time Trey is about to sneak through our window he catches Ms. Peterson doing laps by our room. Not to mention, she’s dropped in to check on you a million times, then gets the dorm matron to check as well.” 
 
    “Yeah… sorry about that,” I cringe. 
 
    “Don’t worry. It’s just one more week and then we’ll be able to see each other 24/7.” 
 
    “Funny. That’s what I keep saying,” I laugh. 
 
    She rolls her eyes as she finishes getting ready then drags me out the door for a good breakfast. 
 
    I sit in the cafeteria, moping as usual, when I feel an intense gaze upon me. I look up to find my favourite gold speckled eyes staring back at me. ‘I love you’, he mouths to me from across the room, making my insides twist with butterflies. 
 
    ‘I love you, too’, I mouth back, earning myself the most unbelievable smile you could possibly imagine. 
 
    ‘Good luck’, he tells me before grabbing a water bottle and leaving the room. God, how is it he knows exactly what I need, right when I need it? 
 
    I finish off my breakfast in a much better mood, feeling ready and prepared for this exam. 
 
    Four hours later, I come out of the exam room and I know I killed it. I feel it in my bones. I spend the next few hours with Jacinta before going down to the shooting range for the target skills examinations and just like the half yearly’s, I killed that too. I come out of there with an accuracy average of 99%, laughing as I recall the priceless look on Rylan’s handsome face. 
 
    Yeah, anything he can do, I can eventually do too. Though, I know this means he’ll be back in the shooting range doing everything he can to get his average up to 100%. 
 
    The next few days go by in a blur as I wait for my technical fight on Thursday, which I’m hoping will be against Rylan and then my time trial on Friday. My mind spins with worry as I don’t have my morning sessions to vent out all my questions and I’ve been doing everything on gut instinct, which for me, really isn’t helping my nerves. 
 
    I toss and turn in bed on Wednesday night, struggling to get to sleep as my afternoon combat session plays on my mind. I know for a fact I messed up three kicks and I won’t be able to sleep until I’ve fixed it. I climb out of bed and rip the curtain open to let the moonlight flow into the room. I push the furniture around as quietly as possible, clearing a space in the middle of the room while making sure I don’t wake up Jacinta. 
 
    I practice for a few minutes, but it just isn’t the same as having a partner. On Jacinta’s third grunt of frustration, I grab a hoodie and slip out the window and try my best to pull the curtains closed behind me before closing the window. 
 
    A desperate need to go to Rylan surges through me, especially since I saw his frown from across the room as he watched my shocking performance during training today. I know he’ll have the answer as to what I’ve been doing wrong, but I have to work this out without him. 
 
    I creep over to Trey and Daniel’s room and knock on their window. A very disgruntled Trey pulls the window open and groans as he rubs his eyes. “What the hell do you want? Have you got any idea what time it is?” 
 
    “Sorry,” I cringe. “Get me Daniel.” 
 
    “He’s with Nora.” 
 
    “Shit,” I murmur. “Any chance you would want to help me train?” 
 
    “You’re kidding me right?” he says in a flat tone. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” I say. “Why do you think I’m asking for Daniel instead?”  
 
    He shakes his head in exasperation and rubs a hand across his chest as he sends me on my way with a yawn. 
 
    I creep up to the window which I’m hoping is Nora’s, otherwise, I’m about to dig myself a very deep hole. I briefly consider dragging a stick across the window just to freak her out a bit first but then Daniel definitely won’t agree to help me. I gently tap on the window until Daniel finally shows his face and looks down at me in confusion. “What the hell is going on?” 
 
    “I need help,” I shrug as innocently as ever. 
 
    “Go away,” Nora groans from within the room. “Come back to bed,” she says to Daniel. 
 
    Ugh. I roll my eyes, pleased that Daniel wouldn’t be able to see it in the dark. “Help you do what?” he asks curiously. 
 
    “I need to work on my kicks,” I tell him. “You saw how off they were during training today.” 
 
    “You want to work on that now? You realize it’s the middle of the night?” he asks. 
 
    “Yeah, hence why I’m at the window like a creeper rather than banging down the door,” I tell him. “Please. I can’t sleep until I’ve fixed it, especially with the technical fight tomorrow.” 
 
    “Ugh,” he groans, then grabs his shirt. “You owe me, Bianca Moore,” he says as he slides the window open further. 
 
    “Are you serious?” Nora screeches while trying to be quiet and focuses a ferocious glare on Daniel. “I thought we were spending the night together. Just you and me. No tag along,” she says, turning her glare on me. 
 
    “By all means, babe. Come along,” he says. 
 
    She lets out a huff and I swear she even stomps her foot, but then thinks better of it and grabs a jacket and her Kindle. 
 
    Daniel slips out of the window and then turns to help Nora out. “Don’t you train with Rylan first thing in the morning? Can’t you just practice it with him?” Nora asks as we start on our way to the training room. 
 
    “No, I can’t,” I say with a little too much venom. 
 
    Her eyebrows furrow in confusion before looking up at Daniel in question. “Her morning sessions were cancelled. She’s not training with him at the moment,” he explains. 
 
    “What? Why not?”  
 
    “No reason,” I cut in before Daniel has a chance to go and open his big mouth again. 
 
    She narrows her eyes at me before finally letting it go. “How are we going to get in here?” she asks as we step up to the front doors of the training room. 
 
    “All the combat students were given a key so we could use it outside of school hours,” I explain. 
 
    “I’m not sure the middle of the night is what they had in mind,” she scoffs, though, for once I actually agree with her. 
 
    Daniel unlocks the door and makes sure the door is firmly closed before he flicks on the lights, just in case any teachers happen to be coming by in the dead of the night. 
 
    Nora makes herself comfortable on one of the training mats and buries her face into her Kindle. Daniel and I give each other a funny look, knowing that just this afternoon, Alex was nailed so hard he threw up on that exact mat. It was cleaned up, of course, but it’s kind of gross. We let it go though. 
 
    Daniel and I train together, giving each other pointers and advice as we work out all our errors. A few hours have passed when we hear a light snore coming from across the room. “Shit,” Daniel says as he takes in Nora fast asleep on the training mat, her body pulled in on herself, trying to keep warm. “You good to wrap this up?” he asks. 
 
    “Yeah, thanks,” I tell him as we walk over to her. “I think we’ve gone over everything.” 
 
    “Cool,” he says as he bends down and scoops Nora up into his arms, making her sigh in her sleep and snuggle in closer to his warmth. “You think you’re ready for tomorrow?” he asks as we head for the door. “You’ll most likely be put up against Rylan.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say, hitting the lights and holding the door open for Daniel to walk through then begin locking up. “I’m good. Not to talk myself up or anything, but if anyone can handle Rylan, it’s going to be me,” I grin. 
 
    “You’re so up yourself,” he laughs to himself. I don’t bother answering because we both know it’s true. 
 
    We walk back to Nora’s room and I help him with the window before I head back to my room and snuggle deep into my bed, finally able to fall into a deep sleep. 
 
      
 
    ---------- 
 
      
 
    Holy crap.  
 
    It’s technical fight day and just as expected, The Guard has turned it into this massive show. 
 
    I sit among the other combat students, right between my two favourite boys watching as Brax get annihilated by Ben in front of the biggest crowd I have ever seen. He manages to hold his own for a while, but let’s just say he’s lucky this fight is judged on our technique, not on a win or lose basis. 
 
    I look into the crowd and spot Mom sitting with Millie in the friends and family area and a sadness rushes through me. My dad should be sitting up there watching me. I put my hand to my neck and touch the necklace that lies beneath my bullet chain. The necklace that used to belong to him that Mom gave me for my birthday.  
 
    I let out a heavy sigh. This is not the time or place to get sentimental. I need to keep focused.  
 
    I look across to where Rylan is seated and find his eyes already on mine. ‘You good?’ he mouths from across the arena. 
 
    I give a small nod of my head and get a smile back in return. 
 
    Brax’s fight finally comes to an end and I get to my feet knowing I’m up next. Rylan does the same and we each walk forward, towards the edge of the arena and wait patiently as the council members who are judging prepare themselves for the next fight. 
 
    I stand beside Rylan, neither one of us talking as the crowd begins to roar when they notice who’s up next. 
 
    “That’s all for you, Bianca,” he murmurs beside me, the sound from the crowd making it nearly impossible to hear. 
 
    I roll my eyes knowing full well that the noise is not just for me. After all, he’s the famous Rylan Neill and together we’re like the Bonnie and Clyde of fighting. Everyone wants to see us in action and today is their lucky day. 
 
    The council members indicate to the announcer that they’re ready to continue and we are ushered into the ring. 
 
    I look up to Mom who gives me an encouraging smile, then over to Millie who makes kissy faces between me and Rylan, making me grin like an idiot in front of all these people. I turn to face Rylan, who I realize has just witnessed the whole thing and gives me a knowing smirk before getting serious. 
 
    “I’m not holding back,” he warns me. 
 
    “I’d be annoyed if you did,” I counter as the announcer steps up beside up and gives the crowd a big spiel trying to rev them up, though, it’s pretty damn clear they’re already there. “I’m not either,” I wink, wondering where Ms. Peterson is and if she just saw that. 
 
     “Watch those kicks. You weren’t getting enough speed yesterday,” he says, adding a little last minute coaching. 
 
    “I know, boss man. I got this,” I grin watching as Rylan’s eyes begin to sparkle with excitement. God, he loves a good reason to show off, but then, so do I. 
 
    The announcer’s hand come down, signalling the start of the match and Rylan and I begin our face off. The crowd around us roar, but I zone them out, it’s just me and Rylan here. “Let’s give them a good show,” he says with a sexy grin just moments before he flicks himself around, brings his leg up in a beautiful spinning kick, one that if we were in the gym, I would have commended him on. 
 
    With practiced speed I duck down and shoot my own leg out, fanning it around in a low arc and slamming it into his ankle, throwing him off balance as his other leg comes down to complete its rotation. He recovers just as quickly as it takes for me to stand up right again. 
 
    “Bringing out all the fancy moves, are you?” he laughs as he launches forward with his fist. 
 
    I block it with ease. “I could say the same for you, Mr. Neill.” 
 
    Despite our fast paced movements, he still has time for a loud booming laugh. “Fuck, I love you,” he says, bringing his knee up, but narrowly missing me as I jump back.  
 
    “Love you, too,” I tell him. “How’s that ego of yours?” 
 
    “Better than ever,” he grunts as my shin connects with his ribs. “Why?” he grins, enjoying our banter. 
 
    “I need it to bounce back when I make you look like a fool in front of all these people,” I tell him. “No hard feelings, though.” 
 
    “Oh, please,” he scoffs kicking out and catching me right in the chest, throwing me back into the ropes of the arena. He’s on me in seconds, but I let him come as the close quarters will benefit me as I'm just a bit faster than he is as I don’t have all that muscle weighing me down. 
 
    I can practically see him thinking of ways to get around this, but I just don’t care at this point, I’ve already demonstrated to the council members my flawless techniques on numerous occasions throughout this fight. From now on. This is just fun. 
 
    I lean back into the ropes and bring both legs up. Using the momentum from the ropes, I hold on tight and kick both my legs forward into his chest, sending him a few feet back. He looks at me with both surprise and awe, but I don't wait around to admire how soft it makes his face look. 
 
    I fly forward and twist myself around at the last possible second then launch myself high off the ground, flinging myself in a jumping spinning kick, that has him throwing his body back, trying to avoid my leg which comes flying towards his face. I land with my back to him, right up against his solid chest, taking a risk that I hope is going to pay off.  
 
    Taking advantage of the situation, just like I hoped he would, he brings his arms up and tries to get them around my neck. I catch them mid-air and throw my ass back while bringing our hands down in front of me with every last ounce of strength I have.  
 
    The risk pays off as his heavy body is sent flying over the top of mine with his back landing on the ground with a hard thump. I quickly throw myself on top of him and grin as I hear the air whoosh from his lungs with an, ‘Oomph’. 
 
    The crowd around us go crazy, but I keep my attention on him. I need to hold him here for at least five seconds for the announcer to call the match. He recovers from the blow in no time and with the quickest flick of his body he has our positions reversed. I should have known better, His strength against mine, what was I thinking? The man is a beast, but at least I was able to get him on his back for the council members to see. None of the guys have been able to get that far. 
 
    He holds me down on the ground and I squirm under him, but it’s no use, there’s nothing I can do. I’ve only ever got out of this hold from Rylan once before and I did that by distracting him with my body and I have a feeling I can’t exactly use that trick right now. 
 
    The announcer calls the match and declares Rylan the winner, though, I’m not surprised and neither is the audience. I don’t even feel bummed out, that fight was awesome. I came here to show the judges my technique and I did that a million times over. The fact that I got to rumble around on the ground with Rylan in the process was just an added bonus. 
 
    Rylan’s hold on my wrists loosens and his body softens on top of mine. “That was the best kind of foreplay,” he whispers in my ear as he helps me to my feet. 
 
    “Don’t talk like that,” I warn him with a gleam in my eye. “I might end up jumping you right here and now for the whole Guard to see.” 
 
    “That wouldn’t be so bad,” he grins. “But your Mom would see and that could get a little awkward at Christmas time.” 
 
    Oh, God. I roll my eyes, but can’t help laughing as we exit the arena. I wish I could do anything to stay with him right now but that’s just not possible. 
 
    Only a few days left. 
 
    “Honey, that was amazing,” Mom says as she comes barging into the little area my classmates are waiting in until the technical fights are finished. She flings her arms around me and holds on for dear life as I do the same in return. “I can’t believe how much you’ve improved since the half yearly trials. I hardly recognized you out there.” 
 
    “Thanks, M-, Oomph,” I say as a small body barges into us, nearly knocking us over in the process while wrapping its arms around us. 
 
    “Bianca,” Millie screams over the noise of the crowd. “That was badass.” 
 
    “Thanks, kid,” I laugh. “I didn’t win though.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous. No one could have won against that machine of a man,” Mom grins with stars in her eyes as she looks over her shoulder and ogles Rylan, almost as if she;s mentally undressing him. 
 
    I gawk at her in horror. This needs to stop, like right now. “Mom,” I scold. “He’s my instructor.” 
 
    “Not for long, sweetie,” she smirks. “Besides, I catch you checking him out every time I’m here. Why can’t I do the same?” she asks with a challenge in her eyes, almost as if she knows what I’m not telling her and she’s daring me to spill the beans. 
 
    “Oh my god, mom. Seriously? I can’t take you anywhere,” I groan. “If you insist on checking out my instructors, at least make it Ben. He’s your age.” 
 
    “Oh, I know,” she grins. “I’ve already had my eye on him this afternoon.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Millie groans. “This is so gross.” 
 
    We both ignore her. “He’s single, you know,” I tell her. 
 
    Mom’s eye sparkle with interest before turning into something completely different. “And Rylan isn’t?” she asks. 
 
    “I wouldn’t know,” I lie, watching Mom very closely. 
 
    She narrows her eyes in slight suspicion. “Mmhmm,” she murmurs as a wicked grin crosses her face. 
 
    Shit. She totally knows. 
 
    “Baby, get that petrified look off your face. You’re eighteen and a woman,” she tells me as she pulls me back into another hug. “I can read it all over you. You’re in love with that boy aren’t you?” she says ever so gently into my ear. 
 
    “Yeah, Mom. I am,” I tell her with a proud smile, relieved to finally have told her. “How long have you known?” 
 
    “I suspected after the vampire attack at the beginning of the year, but I wasn’t sure until he went after you into the Fairy Kingdom,” she says with a smile, holding onto my shoulders and giving them a squeeze. “I hate that it took you nearly dying, twice, for me to have worked it out, but none the less, I’m happy for you, baby. Your whole body lights up when you’re around him and it’s a beautiful thing to see,” she says. “I just hope you’re being smart about it all.” 
 
    “We are,” I tell her. 
 
    “And safe?” she asks with a curious, raised eyebrow. 
 
    Holy. Shit. “Mom,” I groan. 
 
    “What?” she says. “I have a right to know if there are going to be little babies running around, knocking me down, and kicking me in the shin.” 
 
    “Oh my god,” I groan again. “I’m mortified. I am not having this conversation with you,” I tell her, but the idea of having Rylan’s children… whoa. 
 
    She grins at me, knowing she’s completely embarrassed me with her sexual questions. “Well?” 
 
    “Ugh. Yes, mom. There’s nothing for you to worry about,” I mutter under my breath. 
 
    “Good,” she smiles then puts a finger to my chin and raises my face to meet her eyes. “Your daddy would have loved him. In fact, he would have been completely smitten by him.” 
 
    A huge smile spreads across my face and I fall into my mother’s arms once again. “Thank you,” I whisper and a sneaky tear falls from my eye. “I love you, Mom.” 
 
    “I love you, too, kid,” she says. “I’m going to head back up and watch the last few fights. I’ll see you after,” she says before turning on her heel and disappearing with Millie back into the crowd. 
 
    I take a seat next to the boys, feeling a million times lighter. I search out those familiar gold speckled eyes across the arena and meet his eye. I give him the brightest smile, filled with every tiny emotion I have for him and send it flying his way. His eyes soften as he watches me and I have absolutely no doubt he understands exactly what I’m trying to tell him. 
 
    The boy's all do amazing during their technical exams and I am so overly proud of them. Not to toot my own horn, but we have all come such a long way this year and in a few more days we will all officially be on the Front Lines. The one thing I have always wanted. I’m so damn excited. 
 
    After the fights are done, I meet up with Mom and Millie again in Mom’s guest room as Jacinta has been roped into spending time with Trey’s family while they are here, and well Daniel, I’m sure he’s off somewhere celebrating his win under sheets with Nora.  
 
    I do what I can to keep myself relaxed for the rest of the day so I can save up as much energy as I can for tomorrow as the one thing I know for sure is that it’s going to be one of the biggest days of my life. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    I wake filled with a nervous excitement and my eyes spring open only to find Jacinta already hovering over my bed. “Whoa… what are you doing?” I gasp as she grins down at me. 
 
    “I’m so excited, I couldn’t sleep,” she says as she bounces on my bed. 
 
    “So, you thought you’d watch me instead?” I ask as I sit up and take in the room, only to find it absolutely spotless, half her clothes already packed in boxes and breakfast waiting for us on the desk. “How long have you been up for?” 
 
    “Uh,” she says, looking at the clock. “About three hours.” 
 
    “Are you nuts?” I laugh, getting out of bed and going to the bathroom. 
 
    “I told you, I was too excited to sleep,” she repeats. “Today is going to be awesome. The time trials are the best part of the whole combat program,” she calls through the door. 
 
    “I know,” I grin, remembering the crazy shit the students had to go through over the past few years. I mean it was crazy, there were obstacles, teachers jumping out pretending to be vampires, mud challenges, basically anything and everything you can think of to physically exhaust someone, and then more. It’s going to be insane.  
 
    If only I knew what my challenges were, but I won’t find out until the clock starts which is actually quite nerve racking. I like to be prepared and this certainly challenges that. 
 
    I finish up in the bathroom and get dressed into my Front Line uniform as I have every day for the last two weeks, I’m just happy I was given a few sets so I don’t have to wash it so much. 
 
    So far we’ve been lucky, there has been absolutely no sighting of the Fey lurking around and that doesn’t just go for here, there hasn’t been one Fairy attack in the whole Guard community, which either tells me the new Queen is against violence or they are planning something big, and I highly doubt it’s the first option. 
 
    Tensions have been high the last few days with so many members of The Guard coming in, everyone has expected that if something is going to happen, today could be the day, so we have all been put on notice to keep an eye out and the fact that Brett Norrington and the High Council members will be here, puts a massive target on our backs. 
 
    Though I’m a bit nervous about seeing Brett, I’m sure he knows that Rylan would have told me about his illness, but I have no idea what to say to him. I haven’t been able to talk to Rylan about what he wants to do, though I’m almost positive he’s going to take over for him, but. I know Rylan wouldn’t make that decision lightly. 
 
    Jacinta interrupts my thoughts when she shoves a plate of food in my lap. “Here, you need all your energy today,” she tells me and forces my ass to fall backward on to the couch. 
 
    “I think you need a little less energy,” I grumble, but never the less, get stuck into my breakfast. 
 
    Moments later our window is slid open and Trey sticks his head through with a massive grin. “Oh good, you’re up,” he says before climbing through. 
 
    Daniel comes in behind him looking extremely unimpressed. “What’s up with you?” I ask as he falls into the couch beside me. 
 
    “Trey has been up for hours, he’s that excited,” he grumbles, making me laugh. 
 
    “So has Jacinta, she’s even started packing.” 
 
    “Match made in heaven,” he scoffs as he steals a piece of toast off my plate. 
 
    “Hey,” Jacinta scolds Daniel. “She needs her energy.” 
 
    I can’t help but laugh. God bless her beautiful little soul. If I could fold her up and put her in my pocket every day, I would. 
 
    Jacinta and I finish off our breakfast then head down to the cafeteria so we can feed the boys. We can’t help but peek down at the back field on our way only to be disappointed when we see the whole area sectioned off with a massive back curtain, blocking our view. “Damn it,” I murmur. 
 
    “What were you expecting?” Jacinta says. “They’re going to do everything in their power to make sure you don’t get any hints at what’s behind that curtain until the buzzer goes off.” 
 
    “I know,” I sigh. “I’m just so damn curious.” 
 
    We make it into the cafeteria to find practically every single one of my combat class mates, all with the same excited gleam in their eyes. “Hey,” Brax says coming and joining us as Trey and Daniel shuffle off to fill up their plates. “Are you ready for today?” he asks. 
 
    “Hell yeah, I was born ready,” I grin “You?” 
 
    “I’m so nervous, I’m practically shitting my pants,” he says. I want to laugh until I realize he’s serious. 
 
    “Really?” I ask a little shocked. “It’s going to be awesome.” 
 
    “Yeah, for you,” he murmurs. “You could do this blindfolded. I won’t be that easy for me.” 
 
    “You’ll be fine. Now go get food and come sit down.” 
 
    He rolls his eyes but just like a good little boy, goes and does what I’ve told him to do. 
 
    Jacinta and I sit down and wait patiently for the boys to scoff down their breakfast. “You’re going to video the whole thing, right?” Trey asks Jacinta as he wipes his face on his sleeve like a child. 
 
    She looks at him like he’s an idiot. “Of course, I am. I’m going to video all of you,” she tells us then widens her eyes in fear. “Shit, I hope there’s enough space on my phone,” she gasps before pulling it out of her pocket and quickly deleting all her old videos, clearing as much space as possible. 
 
    We hang out and chat for a while before we start noticing people heading down to the field. “I better go,” Jacinta says. “I want to get the best seats.” 
 
    “Ok,” I tell her before giving her a massive hug. 
 
    “Good luck,” she says as she moves around our circle, giving everyone a tight squeeze but saving an award-winning kiss for Trey. 
 
    “Come on,” I tell the guys as I catch sight of the time. “We better start heading to the combat room.”  
 
    We push through the doors of the combat room to see the rest of our class mates already here with Rylan and Ben talking to each other up the front. Rylan notices our entrance and turns to face us all. “Wow, you’re actually early for once,” he says with an impressed smirk. 
 
    I grin knowing just how rare this very moment is and how ironic as it’s our last day ever meeting as a group and will never have the chance to get it right again. 
 
    “Alright, we may as well get started,” he says. “This is how today is going to go,” he adds, holding up a piece of paper for us all to see. I don’t miss the fact that my name is at the very bottom. “This is the order in which your trials will take place. You are each given twenty minutes to complete the course and let me tell you now, it is near impossible. Not one student in the last two years has been able to complete the course. Let’s make this year different.” 
 
    Great, looks like it’s a long day for me. 
 
    “From this point on, you are all to remain in this room. Ben and I will not be here so I trust you will all be warmed up and ready to go when the Council Official comes to get you,” he says. “Use your time wisely in here. If you have any last minute things that are causing you trouble, grab a partner and work on it.” 
 
    “Brax, you’re up first. I suggest you start warming up, as for the rest of you, get comfortable. It’s going to be a long wait,” he says before putting the schedule down for us all to study.  
 
    He dismisses everyone and he and Ben head towards the exit. I glance over my shoulder at him and he gives me the slightest nod of encouragement making me feel like I’ve got this. 
 
    We all sit down and lounge on the stairs while the guys go about stealing some speakers from the store room and turning this wait into a party. Brax nervously stretches and gets started on his warm up, so a few of us join in to help calm his nerves. 
 
    Not long after, the door is opened and the crazy sound of the crowd comes flowing in and Is heard even over the sound of the music we have blasting in here. A man in a suit who I’m pretty sure was at my vote at headquarters comes in, looking as imposing as ever and makes the boys around me fall into silence. “Braxton Willis?” the man calls out. Brax steps forward, making himself know. “You’re up, follow me.” 
 
    The moment they walk out the door together an eerie feeling settles over us. This is really happening. This is the end of our senior year, our last fight before we graduate. A smile settles over my face. I can’t believe I actually made it this far. Hell, I started the year almost positive I’d be kicked out of the Combat Program and then kicked out of The Guard all together, if it wasn’t for Rylan leading me down the right track, I’d be a goner. 
 
     I sit and wait, completely bored out of my mind. One by one the boys disappear from the room and the noise from outside grows louder and louder. This is insane. I pass the time by messaging Jacinta, but I can tell she isn’t into it, she’s too distracted with the fights happening before her, the fights I desperately wish I was watching. Though, I’ll just have to be happy that Jacinta is filming them for us all to watch later. 
 
    Every half hour I take myself for a quick job to keep my body warm. Trey and I practice a few moves on each other, but don’t do too much so we don’t wear down our energy. 
 
    Another hour passes and it’s just me and Trey left in the room. With Daniel out there now, Jacinta’s messages have completely stopped. The crowd roars and I grin as Daniel must have done something exciting to impress them. Trey lightly jogs up and down the room and soon enough, he’s whisked away. 
 
    Leaving me to my own thoughts. 
 
    Nerves begin to creep in, but I squish them down and wait for the official to come and get me. I don’t have to wait long this time which tells me Trey did a great job. I hear the crowd cheering for him and I flick off the music, knowing the official will be stepping through that door any second. 
 
    Just like clockwork, he appears before me. “Bianca,” he says, giving me a nod. “Let’s go.” 
 
    I follow him out and walk down to the back field. He leads me into a sectioned off area that still has my view of the course blocked. 
 
    I hear the crowd and those damn nerves creep up again, but this time, I can’t squish the bastards, they’re here for the long haul. I hear the announcer over the microphone, sounding like he’s opening for a professional boxing match. “Last but certainly not least, the girl who has surprised us all and stolen our hearts. The one we have all come here to see, please welcome Miss. Bianca. Moore.” 
 
    The crowd cheers and I’m ushered through the curtain and finally able to see the course that is about to make or break me. 
 
    My eyes widen in horror. 
 
    Holy Shit. 
 
    This thing is ridiculous. There are targets for shooting everywhere, pretend buildings with ropes attached that I’ll be climbing over, rickety swinging bridges with flames underneath, a horizontal ladder to test my upper body strength, and rope to climb at the end with a bell at the top, that I’m assuming I have to ring. 
 
    Not to mention the surprise attacks I’ll get along the way. I take a deep breath and look up into the crowd to find Mom and Mille, who each gives me a nod and blow a kiss. I give them a tight smile and let out a shaky breath, wondering where Rylan is and desperately wanting his thoughts on this. 
 
    I focus on the course and follow the markers, committing to memory where I need to go and mentally working out the best way to get over each obstacle. This is going to be the most exhausting thing I’ll ever do, but it’s going to be so much fun. 
 
    I hear my name screamed from the stands and glance up to find little Morgan waving a huge sign up in the air and… What? Is she wearing a shirt with my face on it? God, I love her. I squint into the distance and try to make out her sign, ‘You can do it, Bianca.’ I grin up at her, loving that I’ve made such a great friend out of her. I won’t let her down. I’ll show her and every other girl in this place that we are just as good as the guys, if not better. 
 
    I snap my attention back to the course as I hear the announcer start the count down. Crap, I need to focus. “In three, two, one.” A loud buzzer sounds and I get straight into it, ignoring the sounds of the crowd cheering my name. 
 
    I dart out into the obstacle and draw my gun straight away. I take my first shot, even though the targets are placed at the end of the course, and a long distance shot isn’t required, I know my aim is just that good. The bullet sails through a gap in the rickety bridge and past the next few obstacles before burying itself deep into the dead center of the target.  
 
    The crowd cheer, but I don’t have time to waste. I sprint forward and come to my first obstacle, a huge wooden triangle looking thing with a net covering it which is designed to be climbed over. It almost seems too easy. I climb the weird triangle thing like some kind of monkey. I get to the top and don’t waste time with climbing down, I jump from the top and land in a low crouch, only to see two members of the Front Lines, dressed to the nines in their werewolf outfits, come out of nowhere.  
 
    My eyes dart around making sure they are the only threat in this area and I quickly get to work. The first guy hardly has a chance to react before I’m on him, and with one solid kick to the chest, he’s out for the count. The other one jumps at my back, but he is much bigger than the first ‘werewolf’, but I’ve been trained by Rylan Neill. I flip myself around and flick my leg up just in time to connect hard with his ribs. He stumbles to the side and I take the advantage, pulling out my training dagger and launching myself at his chest. 
 
    He goes down like a sack of potatoes. 
 
    Looking around, I make sure the coast is clear as I dart across the field to my next obstacle. A building stands at least ten meters tall with a rope connecting from the top. Shit. I have to climb it. I give myself a bit of a run up and launch myself up, grabbing the rope and begin running horizontally up the wall of the building.  
 
    Something catches my eye on the ground below and I look down to see a woman with plastic fangs and fake blood dripping from her mouth, reaching for the rope. I realize the nerves are gone and I find myself filled to the brim with excitement. 
 
    I hold on to the rope with one hand and use the other to wrap the rope up, keeping it just out of reach of the vampire. How am I going to kill her though? I keep climbing and feel the rope moving in my hands and look up to see another vampire waiting for me at the top. Shit. I’m hanging off a building with a vampire above and below me. 
 
    I keep climbing so the vampire above is about a body length away. He crouches down to try and pull me up closer to him which, unlucky for him, is just what I need. I hold on tight to the rope and push off from the wall. I use my body to get as much momentum as possible, I flip myself upside down and send my legs shooting up into the sky, nailing the guy in the chest and sending him flying off the side of the building. Shit. I hope I haven’t hurt the guy, but I don’t have time to dwell on it. 
 
    One down. One to go. I look down and notice the vampire still attempting to find a way up to me. I climb half way down the wall, push off the wall and send myself swinging from side to side. I hold on with everything I’ve got and I let go of one hand to grab my training dagger. I swing down past the vampire and she reaches out to catch me, but I lash out with the dagger, slicing along her neck. Awesome. That went better than I thought it was going to go. 
 
    I climb the rest of the way up the building and actually make it to the top. My arms are burning from the climb and I know I’ll have a nasty rope burn. I take a quick second to breathe and look out at the field to see two more targets and quickly take the shots, getting them right in the center, just as expected. 
 
    It’s probably a bit high, but I leap off the top of the building and land in a low crouch before darting across the field to the next obstacle. I find a low net and immediately dive to the ground and start my commando crawl through the mud beneath. I’m halfway through when the net begins shaking on top of me. 
 
    I flip onto my back to see a werewolf on top of the net, quickly making his way towards me. I dig into my pocket and pull out my training dagger once again. 
 
    The werewolf is just above me and I kick my feet up. He wobbles and gets his foot stuck in the net. I grin up at him and shoot my arm up through the net, my training dagger burying into his chest. His body goes limp on top of the net and I crawl the rest of the way out. 
 
    Wow. This is fun. 
 
    I dart to the next obstacle thinking I should have ‘The Eye of the Tiger’ as my backing track. That just how awesome I am doing. I’m nearly at the rickety bridge with flames below when I’m stopped by another vampire. A wicked grin spreads across my face as I realize this isn’t just any vampire, this is a Tessa vampire and I have been waiting to kick her ass for months. She cringes knowing what’s coming, but she puts up a good fight. “This is going to be brutal,” I warn her. 
 
    “I wouldn’t expect anything less,” she says right as my fist connects with her ribs. 
 
    A terrified scream has my attention taken away from Tessa and I look up at the bridge to see Jacinta laying in the middle with her hands and feet bound and a vampire on either end of the bridge, closing in on her. What the hell? Those flames below better be fake. 
 
    Tessa uses my distraction to her advantage and nails me with her knee. I gasp for breath, but I don’t have time to cry about it. I flick myself around and bring my leg up, delivering a powerful spinning kick to her head and instantly taking her out and hoping Mom got a thrill out of seeing me kick her ass. 
 
    I sprint the rest of the way to the bridge and climb up the stairs. The first vampire turns around to deal with me, leaving the other still slowly making his way along the unstable bridge towards Jacinta. I know I shouldn’t ask, but I have to know. “Is that real fire?” I ask the pretend vampire who saunters towards me. 
 
    “Nah,” he tells me, understanding where I’m coming from. I strike out my foot and kick him backward onto the bridge. I feel my body starting to tire, but I push through. He wobbles the second his foot comes down on the bridge and it creaks under his weight. I throw myself forward and hold onto the rope railings of the bridge and swing my legs around. Fanning towards him from the side and pushing him to the very edge of the bridge. 
 
    The whole bridge wobbles with his movement and Jacinta screams again, though this time I know she’s actually scared of falling to the ground. I give the vampire a hard push and he falls off the edge of the bridge, sending himself into the fiery pits of hell below or the fake fire that’s a meter drop.  
 
    I rush down the bridge and fly over the top of Jacinta, landing just before the other vampire and making the bridge wobble a whole lot more. The other vampire is a girl, bigger than me, but she doesn’t have my skill. I take her out in seconds and rush back to untie Jacinta. 
 
    I get her off the bridge and send her on her way, but she sticks to me like glue. “What are you doing?” I hiss at her. 
 
    “I was told to stay by you until the very end,” she tells me. 
 
    “Right,” I sigh and take her hand before running to the next thing. A freaking horizontal wooden ladder crossing with water below. Great. How am I going to get her across that? She has absolutely no upper body strength. 
 
    Jacinta comes along beside me and I help her up onto the ledge. “This is so much fun,” she says besides me. 
 
    “Yeah,” I grunt, not really in the right mind frame for small talk. “Listen, you’re going to have to get on top of the ladder so you can crawl across,” I explain as she gets into position. I lace my hands together to make a step for her. “Come on, up you go,” I say as she puts her foot in my hands and I help launch her up to the top of the ladder. 
 
    She gets there easily. “Good, now crawl across. I’ll meet you at the other side,” I tell her as I jump up and catch onto the first step of the ladder and make my way across, just like a kid on monkey bars at the park. I beat Jacinta to the other side and am there to help her down. 
 
    “Freaking awesome,” she grins as we climb down.  
 
    I take a deep breath. Nearly finished. I spot one last target out the corner of my eye and instantly raise my gun and take the shot. I hardly even watch to see if it landed in the center. I know it did.  
 
    I grab Jacinta’s hand and tug her to the last obstacle. The rope with the bell at the top. Shit, I thought that was going to be the easy part, now, with Jacinta here, that has just become a million times harder. 
 
    I can see the rope getting closer. We’re almost there. This exhausting fight is almost over. 
 
    A body steps into my line of sight, shit. What now? My eyes instantly zone in on the figure before me and Jacinta doubles over in laughter beside me.  
 
    Rylan stands before me and I have to try my hardest to see him as a threat and not my boyfriend currently dressed as a fairy, with wings and all. I can laugh about this later, right now, I need to take him down. 
 
    I pull Jacinta behind me and do my best to keep her protected from him. I run towards him at full speed, pulling my trusty training dagger from its spot on my muddied uniform and launch myself at the fairy man. “Where’s your wand?” I ask as my body collides with his. 
 
    “I don’t want to hear one word about this when this trial is over,” he says, darting back to avoid my dagger slicing towards him. 
 
    “I can’t promise that,” I tell him. 
 
    We fight hard and fast and I know he can tell I’m exhausted, but I see the pride in his eyes that I’ve gotten this far. “Come on, baby. You’re the only one who has made it this far and you still have time. Finish this,” he encourages. 
 
    Wow, I’m the only one who has gotten this far? That news is enough to spur me on and I fight back with more enthusiasm. “There you go,” he grins. “Don’t you dare give up.” 
 
    I push myself harder and harder. I feel the sweat dripping down my back, but I refuse to give in. Rylan’s fairy ass is mine. 
 
    I kick harder and give it every last ounce of my strength, hoping I’ve got enough energy left in me to get up that rope. Rylan kicks me back and raises his arm to deliver another blow when I finally see my opening. He’s too far away for me to reach with my small arms so I rear back and fling my dagger forward. It sails quickly through the air and hits Rylan right in the chest, taking his fairy ass out. 
 
    He grins at me and instantly steps back, allowing me and Jacinta to pass, though he doesn’t disappear like the rest of the attackers did, he stays by to watch the show up close and personal. 
 
    I step up to the rope, trying to figure out how in the hell I’m going to do this. Then sigh as I see only one possible way. I crouch down and tell Jacinta to climb on like a piggy back ride. “Lock your legs around me and don’t move a muscle. We’ve only got one shot at this and it will hurt if you fall.” 
 
    “Ok,” she says quietly, letting me concentrate and sucking in a breath, probably hoping it makes her somewhat lighter. With her firmly on my back and not moving, I put my hands on the rope and look up. Christ. This is going to be hard, but no better time like the present.  
 
    I start my climb and the first few meters are ok, but then my arms start giving in. I use my legs to help push me up, but it’s so damn hard. I keep going and a tear begins to fall down my cheek from the pain. “Come on,” Jacinta whispers in my ear. “Only a little bit left to go.” 
 
    I pause for a second to allow myself a deep breath and re-focus. This is mine. I pull myself higher and higher up the rope, sure that my palms are probably bleeding by now. Only two meters to go. I make it another half meter before my hand starts slipping and we slowly begin sliding back down the rope. 
 
    “Come on, Bianca,” I hear Rylan’s instructor voice demand from below me. “Get your ass up that rope and ring that damn bell.” 
 
    I squeeze my hands on the rope and stop our fall. I can do this. Rylan believes in me, Jacinta believes in me, hell, even I do. My feet push up as my hands continue climbing, I’m nearly there, just a bit more to go. 
 
    I hear the crowd beginning to chant my name and I refuse to let them down. Only two more hand holds and I’ll be there. My arms are dead and my muscles are straining. I know my body is not going to forgive me easily for this. I get one hand up and sigh in relief. Just one more.  
 
    I push myself to the top and finally make it. “You better ring that damn bell before I fall,” I tell Jacinta, who instantly unlatches her arm from around me and rings the bell which sounds like absolute music to my ears. 
 
    Holy shit. I did it. The crowd is going absolutely nuts and confetti is shot out of cannons. Wow. 
 
    Now, the new challenge. How the hell am I getting us both down without hurting us? I look down and see Rylan standing below us. “Can you catch her?” I ask. He gives me a nod and I turn around as best I can to face Jacinta. “You’ve got to jump before my arms fall off,” I beg. 
 
    She looks down in fear, but does as she’s told. My body sags in relief with her finally off me. Rylan easily plucks her out of the sky and places her on her feet then looks back up at me. 
 
    My turn. I close my eyes and let myself free fall to the ground. At this stage, I don’t even care if he’s there to catch me only that it’s over. I land in his strong arms and he helps me to the ground, where my knees promptly give out and I collapse to the floor. 
 
    Rylan looks down at me in shock and picks me up, carrying me back across the field, most likely to the first aid station, but I don’t know as I pass out in his arms. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    I wake a few hours later to a flurry of noise in my room. Wait. My room? How did I get here? 
 
    I sit up in bed with a killer headache and rub a hand against my eyes. 
 
    “Here, darling,” Mom says, sitting down on the edge of my bed and handing me a drink with some pain killers. 
 
    “Thanks,” I grumble as taking them from her, the weight of the glass of water in my arm almost too much for my sore muscles to bear. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I wanted to be here when you woke up. You did amazing, Bianca. You beat every record the Academy has ever made and in sixteen minutes,” she says with pride as she reaches out and squeezes my shoulder, making me cringe at her touch. “Oh, sorry baby. You must be so sore.” 
 
    I give her a small nod. “My whole body is aching,” I tell her with heavy eyes, desperately wanting to go back to sleep. 
 
    Millie pops down on the bed beside me. “What are you wearing to the party?”  
 
    “Huh?” I ask, making an extremely unattractive face. 
 
    “The graduation party,” she says as if I should already know. “You’ll find out your ranking, get a certificate, and dance all night. Any of this ringing a bell?” 
 
    “Uh… not really. I know it should though,” I tell her. “But there’s no way I’m going. I doubt I could even stand up for long after lugging Jacinta fat ass up that rope,” I say. 
 
    “Watch your language,” Mom scolds as Jacinta calls out that I’m going to pay for that comment. 
 
    “I need to pee,” I announce so everyone will get off my bed and out of my way. Mom helps me to my feet and I groan as the ground feels like knives against my skin. Mom and Millie both attempt to walk me into the bathroom, but I stop them there. “Seriously?” I ask. “I think I can handle it from here,” I say before closing the door and going about my business. 
 
    I stand in front of the mirror taking in my body and noticing the red rope burns covering my arms. I pull up my tank, a tank I don’t remember getting dressed into and take a good study of my body. There are bruises covering my whole torso. Just great. 
 
    I slowly drag myself out of the bathroom and make my way back to bed. “What happened after I passed out?” I ask anyone who will listen. 
 
    “Oh my god,” Jacinta grins as she falls into my bed right beside me, making me flinch in pain. “It was the sweetest thing. Rylan put you on the first aid table and Dr. Mandoza started checking you out straight away, but then everyone started rushing to get to you, like people you don’t even know, and Rylan was getting really frustrated,” she says then pauses to take a deep breath. “Daniel and Trey and a few other guys from your class were all making this barrier type thing and trying to keep everyone away. Even Brett Norrington was there, and eventually Rylan got so annoyed with them all he yelled at everyone and they all freaked out, then he carried you away like your knight in shining armour, except he was a fairy knight in pretty wings,” she grins. 
 
    “Wow,” I laugh. “I would have paid to see Rylan lose his cool like that. I can just imagine how terrifying he was.” 
 
    “Oh, Honey, it was,” Mom says. “He wasn’t even saying it to me, but I was still a little scared of the man. I think it was more impressive how he carried you the whole way up here from the back field.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me right now?” I scoff. “After everything I’ve just been through, you're impressed by that?” 
 
    “Mmhmm,” she murmurs with a dreamy smile. “I could use a man like that.” 
 
    “Mom”, I groan. “Would you stop. It’s weird.” 
 
    “Sorry, can’t help it,” she laughs as Millie comes and squishes herself between me and Jacinta. 
 
    Millie looks up at me with sad eyes. “So, you’re really not going to the party?” she asks. “The families are allowed to go and Mom and I were going to watch you graduate.” 
 
    “Really?” I ask. “You guys were going to go?” 
 
    “We wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Mom says, leaning forward and squeezing my knee. 
 
    “Fine, but you guys will have to help me get ready. And don’t expect me to be the life of the party. I’m probably just going to sit in the corner sulking about how sore I am,” I tell them. 
 
    “That’s ok with us,” Jacinta grins, hopping up from the couch and getting stuck into my wardrobe. “Millie, you grab the brush. Oh, actually, maybe you should shower first. You kind of stink.” 
 
    “Fine,” I groan, getting up and waddling back into the bathroom while Mom convinces Millie that they should go and get themselves ready. 
 
    An hour later, Jacinta manages to work wonders on me, even though I hated not being able to do it all myself. The hot shower managed to take some of the pain out of my arms and a good stretch helped a million times more while I waited for Jacinta to finish my hair. Don’t get me wrong, I still ache everywhere, but at least I can stand without falling down. 
 
    She thrusts a pair of heels my way and I cringe knowing my feet are going to kill in them, but they’re going to finish off my outfit perfectly. I grab them with a sigh and slip my feet into them, hoping she doesn’t want me to dance tonight. 
 
    We’re about to leave when a knock sounds at our window. Jacinta floats across the room and rips open the curtain to find Trey and Daniel.  
 
    “Well, hello handsome,” Jacinta smiles, leaning out the window and giving Trey a kiss. “What are you doing here? We were just about to leave.” 
 
    “Well, Millie texted and said you guys might need a lift,” Daniel smirks as they each turn their backs on us. “Hop on ladies, your chariots await.” 
 
    “Oh, thank god,” I sigh, climbing out the window and onto Daniel’s back for a piggy back ride. I know I’m eighteen, but no girl is ever too young for a piggy back ride, and I honestly don’t care how childish I look. I need this shit. 
 
    The boys take us right to the door of the grand hall with me and Jacinta giggling the whole way. We slide down to our feet and I step into the room, looking around the hall in awe. I have never seen a place decked out so nice before, it looks fit for a Queens. 
 
    The place is packed, there are council members, the whole senior year is here and then there are even more of our families, people linger and dance around the room, the punch is getting spiked and music is blasting.  
 
    I walk around the room until I come across a table with my name on the place card, pleased to find all my friends are sitting among me which means either the teachers finally pulled their fingers out and did a proper seating chart or the boys broke in here earlier and switched it all around…. I go with the second option. 
 
    I flop down into my chair and watch as my friends take off into the room, wondering how the boys still have energy left to party. I spot Rylan across the room who gives me a proud smile and raises his glass to me. I can’t wipe the grin off my face, in just a few hours the graduation party will be over and Rylan and I will be free to be together. 
 
    I can’t freaking wait. 
 
    He makes his way across the room and casually sits down at the table, making sure not to touch me. “How are you feeling?” he asks. 
 
    “Honestly? I bet burning in hell doesn’t feel nearly as bad I do right now,” I tell him, putting my elbow up on the table and propping myself up against it. 
 
    He cringes at my obvious discomfort and I know he wants nothing more than to take away my pain. “You did amazing,” he murmurs as his eyes land on mine, absolutely filled with emotion. 
 
    “Thanks,” I smile. “I can’t believe I actually finished it. You know, if you weren’t there at the end, I might not have made it.” 
 
    “You would have,” he says. “You’re not the type to get so close to something only to give up.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess you’d know that better than anyone,” I grin. 
 
    “Too right, I do,” he smiles. “You really enjoyed kicking Tessa’s ass,” he comments. 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    “You broke her nose.” 
 
    “Shit,” I gasp, sitting up straight in my chair. “I didn’t mean to actually hurt her.” Crap. The whole crowd saw that, not to mention, Mom videoed it on Jacinta’s phone. Great. Just great. 
 
    “Don’t worry. It’s not the first and it won’t be the last. We all know the risks involved before we volunteer.” 
 
    “So, you guys all volunteered?”  
 
    “Yes and no. The academy instructors had no choice, but the rest of the guys did.” 
 
    “Oh, some of those guys kind of sucked,” I murmur quietly to him. 
 
    “No,” he laughs. “They were some of our best fighters and you took them out like they were yesterday’s trash. You’re just that good.” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks to your incredible training,” I grin. 
 
    “Hey,” Ben gasps in mock outrage, suddenly standing between our chairs. “I hope I deserve a little of the credit?”  
 
    “You sure do,” I say as he takes the seat on my other side. I gasp when I notice a big bruise coming out on his face. “What happened to you?” 
 
    “What? This?” he asks pointing to the bruise. I give him a quick nod and he grins across the room, indicating with a nod of his head towards a certain friend of mine. “I’ve got Daniel to thank for this.” 
 
    “And you?” I ask, turning towards Rylan. “Anyone manage to injure the great Rylan Neill?” 
 
    “Pft, no,” he scoffs. “I’m too quick for you kids.” 
 
    “Oh geez,” I groan with a roll of my eyes. “You weren’t too quick for my dagger,” I boast. 
 
    His smart ass response is cut off when Ben suddenly stands beside me. “This must be your sister,” he says as Mille and Mom appear at the top of the table. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” I say, not bothering to stand up for introductions. “This is Millie,” I start. 
 
    “Yes, I know Millie,” he says with a flirty smirk. “I meant the beautiful woman on Millie’s arm.” 
 
    “Sweet baby, Jesus,” I groan as Rylan smirks in enjoyment. “Ben, this is my mother, Gabrielle,” I say, feeling oddly grossed out. Ben walks around the table and offers her his hand. She places her hand in his and he slowly raises it to his lips and places a gentle kiss on her hand as if they’re in a Jane Austin novel. “Ugh, Is this really happening?” 
 
    Mom winks down at me, earning herself a wicked grin from Rylan. “Would you care for a dance?” Ben asks her. 
 
    “It would be my pleasure,” she replies before he leads her away onto the dance floor. 
 
    I look up at Millie who stands there gaping after them, much in the same way I’m doing. “I think Mom’s just found herself a new boyfriend,” Millie says in confusion. “How? I mean, but… Ewwww.” 
 
    “What’s Ewww?” Robbie, Millie’s boyfriend asks, coming up and slipping his arms around her waist, making Rylan’s eyebrow arch in a warning. He takes one step away from her and drops his arm. 
 
    “Mom’s flirting with Ben,” she tells him. 
 
    “Oh,” he laughs before turning on me. “You did really great today,” he says nervously, before grabbing Millie’s hand and leading her away. 
 
    Spotting Jacinta coming over with two glasses in her hand, Rylan gets up and steps right behind my chair then leans down to my ear. “You look stunning,” he says and presses a discreet kiss to my cheek before taking off. 
 
    “Oh, God,” Jacinta says, placing the glasses down on the table. “Whatever he just said to you looked so hot,” she grins, pretending to fan herself. I give her a stern look as she sits down beside me. “You sure you don’t want to come and dance?” 
 
    “Nah,” I smile. “I’m actually having a good time here.” 
 
    “You’re a liar, but ok,” she grins. 
 
    “I don’t know how the boys are doing it?” I say looking over to them still dancing around like fools. 
 
    “Oh, trust me,” she grins. “They had a few drinks before they came, but I can tell they’re crashing fast.” 
 
    I watch them a little more closely and realize Jacinta is right, under their fake smiles, they look exhausted. “I feel bad for them now. Go make them come and sit down,” I order her. 
 
    With a roll of her eyes, she gets up and does what she is told. A few moments later they crash into their chairs with Nora following behind, falling into the spot next to Daniel. 
 
    We chat among ourselves until the show finally gets started. The music is turned down, the colorful flashing lights are turned off and everyone begins moving around the room, searching out their tables. A spot light is cast towards the podium and a few moments later Ms. Peterson shows her annoying face and introduces Brett Norrington to the room. 
 
    He comes up on stage looking as much as a leader as he should. He dominates the stage drawing in his crowd and this is before he has even said a word. “Welcome, Friends, family and most of all, our graduates.” The audience begins an applause before he has even said anything worth clapping for. 
 
    He gives a spiel how great it is to be there and how rewarding the graduates with their diplomas in the best part of his job, he then goes on to welcome us all as full Members of The Guard, gaining himself another round of applause. I like Brett as much as the next person, in fact, I probably like him a whole lot more but seriously, it’s been a long ass day. I just want the results. 
 
    Another ten minutes later, he finally gets to the good stuff. He calls the students from the vampire studies class forward and presents them all with their diplomas and at the end, announces their final rankings. With another applause, those students leave the stage. Yay for them. Next. 
 
    Alchemy is up next followed by werewolf studies, and finally FEDS. Jacinta walks up to the stage with Nora and I grin when I see them supportively holding each other’s hand. It’s nice to see that after such an awful beginning, they’ve started to become really great friends.  
 
    Brett goes through alphabetically and awards them with their diplomas and for the first time all night, I actually get to my feet and join in with the applause. “Go Jacinta,” I call over their applause as Trey and Daniel let our ear shattering wolf whistles. Her face goes bright red and all I can do is laugh. The same is repeated for Nora, but unlike Jacinta, she eats up the attention. 
 
    Next up, their rankings. I begin to fidget and get nervous for her. She has worked her ass off for this and she even had her lucky pen in the exam, but Nora has followed so closely behind her. It will be a tough one. We watch as Brett makes his way back to the podium and presses a few buttons, bringing up the FEDS final rankings on the overhead projector. 
 
    “Congratulations, Jacinta Cooper. You have graduated top of your class,” Brett announces. 
 
    “Yes,” I squeal getting to my feet once again and jumping around like a loser, not caring about the pain that shoots up my legs in the process. God, I’m so freaking proud of her. If anyone deserves it, it’s her. It’s a shame her parents didn’t come to see this. 
 
    She begins making her way back down to our table with Nora right beside her. Tears of joy and relief stream down her face as she falls into Trey's arms. I hate waiting for my hug, but I know she needs this moment with Trey. She eventually moves on to me, but I have to make it quick as the combat students have been called up. 
 
    “You’ve got this,” she tells me. “But just in case, good luck.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I grin as Daniel reaches for me and swings me up into his arms, making the room burst into laughter at my expense. Oh well, what have I got to lose? He climbs the stairs and sets me down on my feet between him and Trey. I glance down to the crowd to see Mom and Millie both on their feet with cameras already flashing. I scan the room searching out Rylan and find him leaning back in his chair, glass in hand, looking as if he knows exactly how this is going to go. 
 
    A grin creeps across my face as Brett starts handing out diplomas. He finally gets to mine and the whole room starts calling out. Apparently, I’m still the local celebrity. Mom and Millie go nuts while the rest of the room get to their feet to applaud. Holy cow. I just got a standing ovation. “Congratulation, Bianca,” Brett says, giving me a knowing look and I realize this is coming from my boyfriend’s dad and not the leader of the Guard. 
 
    “Thank you,” I tell him with a grateful smile as he shakes my hand. Rylan smiles up at me with pride shining through his gold speckled eyes, though I also know he’s thinking about what this moment signifies. I have officially graduated and we can finally, truly be together for the world to know. 
 
    Brett makes his way through the rest of my classmates when he finally gets to the good bit. 
 
    “Alright,” he says. “The moment, I’m sure everyone in this room is waiting for.” He fumbles around with the buttons and turns to face us all. “Congratulations, Miss Bianca Moore. You have graduated top of your class,” he says, then presses the button to make the rankings appear. I turn around and look up and there in the top position is my name followed by Trey in second and Daniel in third. Wow. My eyes quickly scan down the rest of the list to see poor Brax in tenth position. Oh dear... 
 
    I did it. I graduated top of my class, just like I promised my dad I would.  
 
    I look out to Mom to see tears rolling down her cheeks while the crowd around her stand on their feet, united in their applause. Rylan stands beside Ben and raises his glass to me with a smile taking over his face ‘congratulations,’ he mouths to me. 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ I tell him then instantly get tackled by Trey and Daniel who throw me off balance in my heels. The three of us tumble right off the stage and hit the floor with a thump. The rest of my class coming running off the stage to jump on top, and from where I’m sitting at the bottom of the pile, anyone would think I’d be dead down here, but both Trey and Daniel’s arms circle me protectively. 
 
    The boys all start chanting my name around me while Brett announces for the party to get started before leaving the stage. 
 
    My aching body is completely forgotten as my mood shoots through the roof. I am on top of the freaking world. 
 
    Best. Night. Ever. 
 
    The music is turned right up and the dance floor quickly becomes crowded. I’m surrounded by millions of people all wanting to talk to me and offer their congratulations. Eventually, Mom disappears and seeing as though Ben is gone too, I can assume they’re together. Millie is next to fall off the face of the planet. Slowly the room starts to break away, but we aren’t ready for our night to be over. 
 
    It’s mainly just the seniors left, and all the combat students plus Jacinta and Nora sit around a table, laughing and enjoying one of our last times together. 
 
    Rylan turns up at our table and looks down at us all. “So, I guess I’m no longer your instructor anymore,” he says to the table as they all cheer in relief. 
 
    “About fucking time,” Daniel calls out, though we all know he’s joking, especially after the year they have had together. 
 
    “Watch it, kid. I can still kick your ass,” he grins as the rest of the table laughs at Daniel’s expense. Rylan glances over his shoulder before turning back to us. “I guess now that I’m not your instructor, I can party with you guys,” he grins, digging into the pockets on the inside of his jacket and pulling out two bottles of Jack Daniels, making the boys jump out of their chairs in excitement. 
 
    “Ugh,” Jacinta, Nora and I groan at the same time. 
 
    “Don’t stress,” Rylan says. “I got you girls covered,” he adds as he pulls out a bottle of vodka from who the hell knows where, making us jump up with the boys, cheering in excitement. “Combat room. Five minutes,” he orders one last time before turning away. “Oh, and don’t make it obvious,” he adds, then disappears. 
 
    One by one, we sneak out of the great hall and make our way down to the combat room for a real party. 
 
    Jacinta and I stumble into the room and immediately take our heels off, throwing them down by the door. We collapse on to the ground on one of the training mats and relax as all the boys slowly trickle in. Nora and Daniel eventually show up with her hair tangled all over the place and it’s a wonder they even made it here. 
 
    Rylan comes in and the boys all cheer for him. I get to my feet and grin as he bee lines straight for me. “I thought you’d never graduate,” he says before grabbing me around the waist and dipping me low, kissing me with everything he has in front of everyone. My arms twine up around his neck and I moan into his mouth. Yeah, this is just what I needed. 
 
    Rylan places me back firmly on my feet and I grin up at him. The boys around us stare in shock as Nora jumps to her feet. “I knew it,” she yells with a fist pump as Jacinta breaks into laughter, causing the rest of the guys to join in, except Brax, who suddenly has a look of understanding on his face. 
 
    “Alright,” Daniel says getting up. “Let’s get this party started.” 
 
    With that, the night goes crazy, drinks are opened, music is blasted, and for once, Rylan is right there by my side. It doesn’t take long for the guys to accept us as a couple, but it takes a little while for them to stop staring. “I guess this means we’re going public now,” I tell him as he sits down and pulls me into his lap. 
 
    “Damn straight we are,” he grins up at me. 
 
    By the end of the night, the boys sit around in a circle, talking about all the different times we got our asses handed to us by Rylan and Ben, and all our amazing memories over the year. 
 
    Jacinta and Nora end up falling asleep and that’s when we finally call it a night. Trey carries Jacinta back to his room while Daniel takes Nora back to hers. Rylan and I leave too and he walks me back to my room. “Good Night,” he says as we lean up against the outside of my room. 
 
    “Did you want to stay?” I ask a little nervously. 
 
    “Seriously?” he asks with a grin. “You’ve got a single bed.” 
 
    “It’s really good for snuggling,” I tell him. 
 
    “I don’t know, Bianca.” 
 
    “Your loss,” I say, turning around and crawling through the window, making sure he gets a good view of my ass as I bend over in front of him and tease him with a little wiggle. 
 
    A sharp slap cuts across my ass and I grin knowing exactly what’s coming next. “Fine,” he groans before crawling through the window behind me. It doesn’t take long before we’re crashing into bed together, finishing this perfect day off in the most magical way.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    There’s a sharp knock at the door before it flies open. “Bianca, honey,” my mother’s voice sings as she barges her way into my room. 
 
    “Shit,” I shriek as I sit up in bed next to a very naked Rylan and making sure the blanket is pulled up and covering all his important bits. 
 
    “Oh, holy shit,” Mom screeches, turning around and slapping a hand over her eyes then doing the same to Millie before I realize I’ve been so concerned with covering Rylan up, I’m still fully exposed to the world, dressed in only a bullet chain. “Um… ahh… we’ll wait outside,” she says, ushering Millie back out the door and slamming it behind them. 
 
    I glance down at Rylan who does nothing but laughs as he scoots out of bed, finds his jeans and pulls them up while making me drool as I take in his amazing body. “Morning,” he tells me with a sexy smirk as the sun filters through the window, lighting up his spectacular back. 
 
    “Morning,” I grin. “That’s not really how I had hoped this morning would go,” I say, pointing towards the offending people who stand on the other side. 
 
    “No, me neither,” he says as he collects his things from my bedside table and drops them into his pockets before leaning down and pressing a kiss to my lips. “I love you,” he murmurs. “I’ll see you later.” 
 
    “K,” I mumble against his lips. “Love you, too.” 
 
    He grabs his shirt and jacket and within moments, disappears out the window. I jump out of bed and quickly get myself dressed before opening the door for Mom and Millie when I’m presentable. “Bianca Moore,” Mom scolds as she barges past me in to the room. “I come to say goodbye and find you in bed with a man,” she says, still in shock. “I just can’t believe it,” she murmurs to herself before looking up at me. “Do you have any idea what time it is?” she asks. 
 
    “Um... no. Maybe ten?” I guess with a guilty smile as Millie laughs to herself on the couch. 
 
    “No, young lady. It’s past two in the afternoon. I knew you’d need a sleep in today, but my god, this is ridiculous.”  
 
    “Well,” I grin. “I had a very adventurous night.” 
 
    “Bianca,” she screeches in shock then looks over to Millie who’s really enjoying herself. 
 
    “What?” I laugh. “I suppose my night was quite similar to yours then?” 
 
    Her eyes widen in shock and I know without a doubt what she got up to last night. “I am not having this conversation with you.” 
 
    “Good, now you know how I felt the other day,” I grin. “Oh, I hope you were safe.”  
 
    “Bianca,” she gasps again, desperately wanting to get off the topic. 
 
    The PA system through the whole academy suddenly comes alive with a loud squeal before Ms. Peterson urgent voice comes rushing through the speakers. “All new and existing members of the Front Lines report to the academy jet, immediately. Headquarters has been attacked.” 
 
    “Shit,” I gasp looking at Mom wide eyed before snapping into it. I quickly grab my uniform that I haven’t had a chance to put on yet, rush around my room collecting my weapons and shoes before looking up at Mom. “Saved by the bell, Mom,” I say stopping as I dash towards the door to give her a quick kiss on the cheek. “Love you. Duty calls.” 
 
    I rush out the door not having time to close it behind me. I run down to the run way where I can see the jet in the distance and all my class mates doing exactly the same thing. I pull on my uniform, not bothering with taking my clothes off underneath and finished getting dressed on the way, jamming my pockets filled with various weapons. 
 
    I barge onto the runway just as everyone else is to see Rylan already dressed and ready pacing at the foot of the stairs that lead up into the jet. As he sees us, he ushers each of us up the stairs and tells us to quickly get seated. I take a seat and pull my shoes on. The last few people finally make it through the door and Rylan stands up before us all. 
 
    “As you heard, headquarters was under attack,” he starts when someone butts in. 
 
    “Fey?” 
 
    “No,” Rylan snaps, clearly pissed off to have been interrupted. “Vampires.” 
 
    “What?” I say under my breath. All this time we’ve been keeping an eye out for the fey. No one was expecting an attack from the vampires, especially not at Headquarters and especially after we wiped out a great number of them six months ago. They prefer to do their hunting on the streets with innocent victims who can’t fight back. It just doesn’t make sense why they would come into headquarters, and wouldn’t it have been better to target the community where it would have been slim pickings, hardly anyone around to raise an alarm? 
 
    I start fixing my hair up into a bun as Rylan continues. “The attack took place first thing this morning. Most members were still in bed at the time. At this stage, it is unclear how many vampires orchestrated the attack. Wires were cut, rendering surveillance inadequate. They broke in through the west wing, so that’s where we’ll be starting,” he says. “We are the closest to Headquarters, so it will be on us to do the initial sweep of the building. You can assume more members of the Front Line will be arriving shortly after we do.” 
 
    He looks down at me with worry etched into his face and I know he hates that I’ll be coming along, but we both know that if anyone here can handle it, it’s me. “It’s after two,” I start. “How come we're only hearing about it now?” 
 
    His face drops even further. “It’s believed there are no survivors,” he says. “We’re lucky that most members who reside at headquarters were staying here the night after the celebrations. We will have three teams. One searching for remaining threats, one searching for survivors and the last starting first aid for anyone who requires help. Are we clear?” he asks, taking a seat as the jet starts to taxi down the runway. 
 
    We all nod in silence as the plane takes off, every one of us lost in our own thoughts. 
 
    Jesus. ‘It’s believed there are no survivors’. My mind goes to all the people I met while I was staying at headquarters. Dr. Mandoza and Mr. Richards, not to mention, all the staff and people who helped me out along the way. Rylan can’t possibly be saying these people might be dead. 
 
    A few hours later, the jet circles over Headquarters and I look out the window and stare down in shock. Parts of the building are on fire and walls have been knocked down. My heart breaks, if this is the view from the outside then I can only imagine what the inside looks like. 
 
    Big, black SUV’s from every direction swarm to get there as our Jet touches down. Rylan stands immediately and we follow him out the door, grouping in the designated groups he split us into on the ride over. 
 
    As expected, Rylan has put the strongest fighters on the ‘searching out threats’ team, which of course means I’m right by his side as he leads the group. Trey and Daniel come along with us as do a few other guys that I don’t know, but I’m sure I’m about to get to know very well. 
 
    We take off, not waiting to see if the two other groups are doing what they are told.  
 
    Smoke from the fires clog my lungs, but we push past it with guns drawn. As Rylan said, we find the West end and get started. Slipping through the massive hole in the wall, I smell the blood on top of the smoke and I just know it’s going to bad. 
 
    I spot my first victim immediately, a young girl with her throat torn out and I’m sure her body drained of blood. The poor thing, she would have been their first victim, probably scared out of her mind and didn’t even get a chance to run. We continue down the hallway, following the path of destruction and dead bodies, checking each and every room for threats as we go. The second team follows behind us checking the bodies for pulses, but from what I can tell, these people are well and truly dead. 
 
    Tears pool in my eyes, but I push past it as we continue to search out remaining vampires. We get down to the living quarters, the same place I was staying only a few months ago and it hits me that had I not been sent home, I would have been here awaiting the same fate. 
 
    I shake the thought out of my head. I’m here to do a job. We rush down the hallway, checking behind each door. Rylan kicks another one open and dives into the room, gun steadily held before him, looking like the deadliest warrior. The room is empty so I check the bathroom and gasp as I push the door open to find a body, but not just any body, Dr. Mandoza’s motionless body, laying in a pool of her own blood with her eyes open in fear. 
 
    My hand flies to my chest as it threatens to shatter into a million pieces. Tears begin streaming down my face. “What is it?” Rylan asks, coming to stand behind me. 
 
    “It’s Dr. Mandoza,” I tell him. 
 
    His eyes close and he lets out a breath, knowing exactly what this woman meant to me. 
 
    I step into the bathroom and check her over myself, praying for a pulse, but I know it’s not coming. I gently close her eyes as Rylan puts a hand on my shoulder. “Come on,” he says softly. “We still have a job to do.” 
 
    I give him a hasty nod and wipe the tears on my sleeve. “Ok,” I say stepping out of the bathroom and rushing down the hallway to the next room. He allows one of the other guys to take the lead and discreetly stays right by my side just in case I have a breakdown. But I’m strong and he should know that. I love him for it, but he knows I’ll do my job and break down later. 
 
    We finish the initial sweep and report that there are no vampires left just as the second and third group return to our meeting spot saying there are absolutely no survivors.  
 
    Now comes the hard part. 
 
    Respectfully getting the bodies somewhere safe so their families can say goodbye. 
 
    One by one, we step back into headquarters as more and more members of the Front Line arrive to give a helping hand. 
 
    I bend down before a young boy, maybe five years old and scoop him up into my arms and carefully walk his broken body down to the area that has been set up for all our dead. My heart breaks knowing this was someone’s baby, knowing this poor boy will never grow up and discover the world, never fall in love for the first time, never experience the absolute wonders life holds. 
 
    I lay his body down among the other bodies and wonder if his parents are laying among him or if they are going to return to absolute heart break. 
 
    Four hours later, every last body has been laid down, the fires are out and the clean-up crew have arrived to start putting this place back together. 
 
    We climb back on the jet and start our journey back to the Academy. The mood on the plane is indescribable. Every single soul on the plane is shattered. Daniel sits with his arm around me as we both quietly contemplate the day from hell when Rylan walks down the plane and asks to sit with me. 
 
    Daniel gets up and allows Rylan to take his place. He immediately pulls me into his chest and my tears begin to flow for the break down he knew was coming. He allows my tears to soak through his uniform as I cry relentlessly while he holds me as tight as he can, not caring who around us can see. 
 
    It’s nearly the middle of the night when the jet finally touches back down at the academy and instead of heading to my room, Rylan pulls me along to his place where we fall into bed together and hold each other until the night claims us. 
 
      
 
    ---------- 
 
      
 
    It’s been a few days since the attack at headquarters and after a massive memorial service, we have all been given instructions to pack our belongings as all the senior students will be moving to one of the community hotels until we’re given our first assignment, and since that is usually handled at headquarters, it might be a little while before we actually know where our futures will be heading. 
 
    It completely sucks though, this whole being an adult thing means this is my first year where I won’t be able to spend Christmas break at home with Mom and Millie. 
 
    Today is moving day and we have finally arrived at the hotel and since were all over eighteen now, we’re allowed to room with whoever we want so it’s no surprise when Jacinta says she’s going with Trey and Nora begs Daniel until he eventually agrees. And I’m also not surprised when Rylan tells me he has his own unit in this community and for now, that is exactly where I’ll be staying, so when he snatched my bag from my hand and replaced it with a key before disappearing out the lobby door, I just went with it.  
 
    I walk around the lobby trying to look for Jacinta as we were having lunch together when I hear two very familiar voices that makes me stop in my tracks as I just can’t understand why the hell these two voices would have anything to do with each other. Brax and Phillip Cooper? How would they even know each other? 
 
    I peek my head around the corner as discreetly as possible and see Phillip looming over Brax even though Brax is nearly twice his size. I’m about to intervene when I hear Brax speak up. “I’ve been getting as much information as I can,” he seethes. 
 
    “Try harder,” Phillip warns. “We’re running out of time.” 
 
    “I’m trying,” he shoots back. “They’re too tight of a group. They don’t like outsiders.” 
 
    Who’s too tight of a group? He couldn’t be talking about us, could he? 
 
    “I paid you to do a job. I got you in and now I expect you to follow through,” Phillip demands “I want them destroyed. I want every piece of information on them to bring them down,” he growls before turning on his heel and stalking away. 
 
    What the hell? Brax turns back around and I quickly duck out of the way? Who does Phillip want destroyed?  
 
    Brax walks on by me and I do my best to cower in the corner and be as small as possible, which works. He doesn’t notice me one bit, which clearly outlines that Brax didn’t get Rylan’s real training, anyone of my other class mates would have noticed every little bit of their surroundings, but not Brax. He’s right, he’s definitely an outsider. Now I just have to work out why he’s trying to get in, and I have a really bad feeling about it. 
 
    Once Brax is completely out of the way. I continue my search for Jacinta and find her heading into the hotel restaurant. “Hey,” I call out. “Wait up.” She turns at my voice and smiles as she sees me dashing towards her. 
 
    “Good timing,” she says, looping her arm through mine. “How’d things go with Rylan? Are you living with him or did you get your own room?” 
 
    “Pft, Come on,” I scoff. “You must know the man better than that. Of course, I didn’t get a say in it.” 
 
    “So, you’re telling me that you’ve moved in with your boyfriend?” she laughs. 
 
    “No, that is not what I’m saying,” I tell her. “I’m just staying there until we get our assignment and then you, me and the boys can all get a place together like we have always talked about,” I tell her. 
 
    “Yeah, right,” she laughs. “Rylan is never going to let you leave and deep down you absolutely love it.” 
 
    I can’t help but grin. “Shut up,” I tell her as we order our lunch. “I’ve got more important things to tell you about,” I say, making her eyebrows rise in curiosity. “I just saw your dad and Brax,” I tell her, then begin to fill her in on their conversation. 
 
    “What?” she says. “That doesn’t make any sense. Are you sure it was my Dad?” 
 
    “Yes, Jacinta. I have known the guy since I was five and I peeked around the corner. It was definitely your dad.” 
 
    “I just don’t understand it, is all,” she frowns. “And I’m sure you think it’s us he’s trying to get information on.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m positive,” I say. “Maybe he’s trying to get dirt on us so he can use it against us to keep quiet about his affair and Daniel. After all, he wants the leadership.” 
 
    “I don’t know, there’s no way he’s going to get the leadership. He’s all wrong for it and besides there’s no dirt on us, well, there’s none on me, you’re having a steamy affair with your instructor, but that’s gone public now so nothing can really come from that,” she laughs. 
 
    “What about Daniel or Trey?” I ask. 
 
    “Nah, they’re squeaky clean,” she says. “I mean Daniel is known to get up to a little mischief here and there, but nothing that could get him in too much trouble. ” 
 
    “What’s not getting me into trouble?” Daniel asks, suddenly beside us with Trey who each make themselves comfortable at our table. 
 
    Jacinta and I launch into our story, filling the boys in on our theory. 
 
    “You don’t think he had anything to with me getting stabbed in that bathroom, do you?” Daniel asks Jacinta. 
 
    “No, there’s no way,” she says, still wanting to believe that her father is a good man. 
 
    “I mean, it is possible,” I suggest. 
 
    “Bianca,” she scolds. 
 
    “Just hear me out,” I say, turning to the boys. “He obviously has paid Brax to do something that he hasn’t followed through with yet. Why couldn’t it be that? I mean, it was a member, a trained fighter who got Daniel. Brax admitted that he was there and Phillip desperately wants the whole ‘illegitimate child’ thing to go away.” 
 
    “No,” Jacinta demands, getting angry. “My father didn’t hire Brax to kill Daniel,” she lets out a huff before getting to her feet and storming away. 
 
    “Damn it,” Trey murmurs before getting up and going after her, leaving me and Daniel extremely suspicious. 
 
    I give Daniel a suspicious look. “You don’t seem so surprised?” I ask. 
 
    “I’m not,” he says. “Well, a little bit about Phillip having anything to do with it but Brax… I don’t know, I just seem suspicious about him and then when I paired with him during training after the attack, his style was familiar.” 
 
    “You’ve thought it was him for a while,” I comment. “Why didn’t you say anything?” 
 
    “Didn’t have any proof,” he shrugs. 
 
    I pull out my phone and find the video surveillance I stole from the mall and go over it with Daniel, and after taking a closer look, the man in the video could definitely be Brax, but without seeing his face, it’s a bit unfair to jump to conclusions. “Rylan was suspicious of him at first too.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that was because he was trying to get in your pants,” he scoffs. 
 
    “Well, at least we know why he was so damn persistent,” I laugh as all four meals are placed down before us. 
 
    Daniel looks up at me with a wicked grin. “Can’t let all this go to waste.”  
 
    “No,” I smile, looking down at all the food before us. “I suppose we can’t.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    After following the directions Rylan had given me, I stand in front of a door, wondering if I knock or walk straight through. I mean, I’m staying here for the next little while, but it’s not like it’s my place, though, Rylan would hate it if I knocked and made him get up for nothing. 
 
    I push open the door and gasp as I take it all in. It really isn’t what I was expecting. Definitely not where you’d think a 22-year-old bachelor would be living, or well at least he was a bachelor when he got the place. 
 
    Ultra-modern and sleek with even a hint of styling which makes me think he either hired some woman to put it together or there was an ex who did it all for him, but the idea of Rylan styling this place himself, just doesn’t seem right. 
 
    I walk deeper into his house and find him in the kitchen. He looks up and gives me a warm smile, not bothering to hide the fact that seeing me in his home is somewhat exciting. “Nice place,” I tell him as I continue looking around. 
 
    “Glad you like it,” he says. “It’s yours now too.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I scoff. “For like a week.” He looks away from me and begins searching through the cupboards trying to hide a secretive grin. I walk deeper into the kitchen and squish myself between him and the counter. “What’s that smile for?” I ask. 
 
    He shakes his head, wraps his hands around my waist and lifts me onto the counter, refusing to answer my question. “What’s going on, Bianca? You looked devastated when you walked in.” 
 
    I let out a deep sigh and lean forward into him. “You know how Daniel was attacked at the mall?” I ask. He gives me a slow nod, unsure why after nearly three months I’d be bringing it up again. “Well... Daniel and I think Phillip Cooper might be the one behind it and possibly paid Brax to do it. Then we sort of bombarded Jacinta with all our theories and now she’s not talking to me,” I sigh. “I’ve been grovelling at her door all afternoon and all I got from her was the finger.” 
 
    He shakes his head, trying to figure out where to start with what I just told him. “Jacinta will come around. Whether you’re right or wrong, she’ll forgive you. She’s probably more upset with the possibility that you might be right,” he says, giving my hands a squeeze. “But what makes you think Phillip had anything to with it?” 
 
    I go over my theory and tell him all about the conversation I overheard. “I don’t know,” he finally says after thinking it over. “It’s not really enough to go by, but don’t get me wrong, something’s off with Brax,” he says. “Transferring and constantly trying to hang out with you guys seemed too odd.” 
 
    “I know, but I just figured he wanted to make friends.” 
 
    “Well, I doubt Phillip is going to admit to it, but Brax might be a little easier to persuade,” he suggests with a wicked gleam in his eye. He couldn’t possibly be telling me to beat the information out of him, could he? 
 
    I give him a strange, unsure look while narrowing my eyes suspiciously. “You’re not suggesting what I think you’re suggesting are you?” 
 
    “How you interpret that is up to you,” he says. 
 
    Damn him. All I want is the ok to go and do it. I mean, Daniel and I probably would have done it anyway, but it would be nice to know I have Rylan’s full support. 
 
    “Come on,” he says, lifting me up off the counter and walking me to where I assume is his… our living room. Geez, that’s a strange thought. “There’s something I want to talk to you about.” 
 
    He sits down on the couch before putting me down on his lap like I’m some kind of rag doll, but to tell the truth, I really don’t mind. “What’s up?”  
 
    “I need to know your position on the whole leadership thing,” he says. 
 
    My eyebrows draw down in confusion. “How do you mean?” 
 
    “Bianca, I plan on having you in my life for a very long time, so this decision about me carrying on the leadership is as much yours as it is mine,” he says making my heart swell knowing he’s thinking of our future. “If having me as leader isn’t going to work for you, then I won’t do it. Forget about what’s right or wrong and forget about Brett being sick. I need to know if that was our life together, you’d still be happy?” 
 
    “That’s a lot of weight you’re putting on my shoulders, boss man,” I tell him. 
 
    “Sorry,” he says. “That isn’t my intention.” 
 
    I adjust myself on his lap so I face him straight on. I sit in silence, honestly thinking it over even though I don’t need to, I already know my answer. Any life with Rylan would make me happy, no matter the circumstances. As long as he was by my side, I would be the happiest woman on earth. 
 
    I raise my chin and look him straight in the eye. “A few months ago, you stood in front of The Guard and pieced together our plan of attack before leading us into battle and proving to me that you were born to be a leader. You proved it all over again when you took charge the other day at headquarters, and honestly, seeing you like that has never made me so proud,” I tell him. “The only reason I wouldn’t be happy, is if you were doing it for the wrong reasons and you weren’t happy. If you truly want to lead our people, which I know you would be amazing at, then I will be right here by your side.” 
 
    Relief clouds his eyes and I realize he’s already made his decision. He’s going to do it, he’ll be the leader I know he is. “Rylan Neill, Leader of The Guard. It has a nice ring to it,” I smile. “Should I call you Mr. President?” 
 
    “Don’t you dare start that shit,” he laughs.  
 
    I can’t help but watch him, taking in his manly good looks. “You’re really going to do this?” 
 
    “Yeah, I am,” he says, sliding his hands around my waist and pulling me closer. 
 
    “What do we do now?” I ask as his lips graze across my neck. 
 
    He lets out a sigh and pulls back just slightly. “Now, we call Brett.” 
 
      
 
    ---------- 
 
      
 
    Everything happened so fast, from the moment Rylan called Brett until now. Rylan had hardly hung up the phone before Brett was knocking on the door. He came in, had an awkward hello with Rylan, sat down, and waited. The moment the words came out of Rylan’s mouth, Brett was filled with elation. He looked as if a million troubles had just been lifted off his shoulder, which I guess, technically they have, but you know what I mean. 
 
    Like I said, it all happened so fast. It’s 8 O’clock the following night and I’m surrounded by the whole Guard. The council members sit up front as they are just so much more important than everyone else, the whole Front Line, all the students from the academy’s all over the country, and practically every child and member of The Guard have arrived to hear Brett’s big announcement, even my mother showed up with Ben on her arm and poor Millie following behind. 
 
    My palms sweat in nervous anticipation. This is a lot of people and Rylan is going to have to get up in front of them all and tell them exactly who he is and exactly what’s going on, and I know for a fact that there will be people out there who will not be happy with this, say people like Phillip Cooper, for example. Rylan is just another person in the way of what he wants. 
 
    After watching people pour into the community all day, I head down to the field early to make sure I get a good seat and save a few for Daniel, Trey and Jacinta, well, that’s assuming she’s going to want to sit with me, but here’s to hoping.  
 
    I watch as men and women rush around adding more and more chairs, and from what I can tell, there are only enough chairs for a quarter of the guests who have arrived so far. A stage is built before my very eyes while speakers and microphones are set up all over the place. 
 
    Daniel sits down next to me and I look up as Jacinta walks straight past me and sits down on the other side of Daniel, still refusing to talk to me, but how Daniel managed to get in her good graces beats me. She looks around curiously, like every other person in the place, trying to piece together what could possibly have brought them all here tonight. 
 
    People around me whisper their theories as they wait for Brett to make his appearance, and from what I’m hearing, most people are expecting this to be about the Fey or the vampire attack on Headquarters, but I know from having Brett over last night, that we haven’t made any progress with that yet. 
 
    Half an hour later, the field is swarming with people and huge spot lights have been set up, shining down on the stage. I look around trying to find Rylan, but there is simply just too many people. High Council Member, Jackson Lewis gets to the stage and I have a strange feeling that he also doesn’t know what’s going on. 
 
    The crowd applaud when they see him standing before them and he has to wait for a minute, making hand gestures to get them to stop. “Thank you all for taking the time out of your busy schedules to be here tonight,” he says as if they actually had a choice in the matter. “It’s always such a pleasure to see you all united in the one community. Now, let’s not delay any further, I know many of you have travelled far and wide to be here tonight, so please, make welcome our Leader, Brett Norrington.” 
 
    The crowd cheers and applaud again as Brett makes his way to the stage, smiling and nodding to people he recognizes. The applause finally finishes and Brett stands behind the podium, with confidence and grace, just like I know Rylan will. 
 
    “Good evening my fellow members of The Guard. It is a pleasure to have you all join me,” he starts with a loud, proud voice. “I have always prided myself with the work I have achieved as Leader of The Guard which is why I must make this announcement.” 
 
    He takes a deep breath before continuing with emotion radiating from his dark eyes. “Six months ago, my health started deteriorating and I feel that I am at a stage where, for the sake of The Guard, I must formally resign from my position as your leader.” 
 
    Gasps are echoed throughout the whole field and everyone breaks into urgent and concerned whispers. Brett pauses on stage, letting the news of his health sink in before continuing. “Now if you would all quieten down,” he says. “I am sure you are all wondering what is to happen,” he adds then gestures to someone in the front row. 
 
    The person stands and I immediately realize he is pointing towards Rylan. He climbs the stairs of the stage and stands beside Brett as a united front. 
 
    Jacinta glances towards me in question, but I don’t want to be distracted, I refuse to miss a single moment of this. “As our traditions and law states. A leader is to pass his legacy onto his son and if he bears no son, the members will vote in their next leader.” 
 
    Brett takes a moment to look out over the crowd, knowing the biggest bomb to ever be dropped in Guard history is about to explode. “It has been assumed for a long time that the Norrington reign will cease with me and I have regrettably allowed these assumptions to continue,” he says then looks at Rylan who gives him a firm nod. Brett turns back to the audience stands a little taller and proudly makes the announcement that he has wanted to make for twenty-three years. “I hereby pass my leadership to my son, Rylan Neill.” 
 
    A few things happen at once. The crowd go nuts, gasping and whispering in absolute shock. Jacinta, Trey, and Daniel all immediately look to me for confirmation, however only Jacinta’s eyes look at me with complete and utter pain and betrayal for keeping such a huge secret from her. Phillip Cooper shoots to his feet in outrage as a few other men do the same, probably all the men who thought they had a chance at taking over the leadership, and lastly, Rylan’s eyes finally pin point me in the crowd and rest there as he waits for the shock to finally wear off the crowd. 
 
    “Member of The Guard,” Brett says, introducing Rylan. “Rylan Neill.” 
 
    Rylan steps behind the podium, looking just as confident as his father had. He rests his hands on either side of the podium, waiting for the crowd to calm down. “Thank you,” he says in that demanding voice of his. “As my father has mentioned, my name is Rylan Neill, and I officially accept the role of leader of The Guard,” he says. “Now, believe me when I say that I realize this has come as a shock to many of you. First finding out that your leader is unwell and resigning, to a surprise son who is carrying on the leadership.” 
 
    “I’ll say,” Daniel murmurs beside me. 
 
    “So, I will do everything humanly possible to help ease us all into this transition,” he says before launching into a spiel about how we’re going to make this work, making me extremely proud, watching him up there and leading his people. A half hour later, Brett and Rylan give the audience a nod and swiftly disappear from the stage. 
 
    “You knew about this the whole time and didn’t say anything?” Jacinta accuses suddenly standing beside me with hurt shining wildly in her eyes. 
 
    “Yes,” I sigh. “I did, but it wasn’t my secret to tell. This is so much bigger than you and me,” I tell her. 
 
    She lets out a pained sigh before stepping past me and disappearing into the crowd. Trey follows along, giving me a nasty look before also disappearing. “She’ll come around,” Daniel says with a tight smile, giving my shoulder a squeeze. “See you round,” he adds before following after Trey and Jacinta. 
 
    Great. Now all my friends are pissed at me. 
 
    With Rylan heading off to attend a private council meeting to discuss everything that has happened tonight, I set off back to his place. I consider searching out Mom and Millie, who I am sure also have a million questions for me, but I just want to be alone. I can catch up with them tomorrow. 
 
    I waste time with a long hot shower before I flop down into bed and sulk like the child I am. Jacinta is angry with me, Daniel was weird, and Trey, well I can deal with Trey. 
 
    Sleep doesn’t come and I become frustrated, tossing and turning as my mind refuses to close off. I sit up out of bed and grab my phone, and play a few games to pass the time. Nope. Doesn’t help the whole sleep thing. May as well snoop around. What better chance will I ever get? 
 
    I have a good look around his room and find nothing but hidden weapons, but at least I now know where they are, you know, just in case of an emergency. 
 
    I venture out of his room and come by a closed door, I peek in and realize it’s just a spare bedroom. Boring. I continue on my journey passing the bathroom to the next closed door. I open it up and the first thing I see are stairs heading down into a basement. Hmmm, interesting. 
 
    I flick the light on and grin as I make it to the bottom of the stairs. A fully equipped training room. Weights, a treadmill, training mats, even a punching bag. Of course, this is what Rylan Neill has in his basement. I should have known. Hell, if I had known, I would have been down here hours ago. 
 
    I walk around and take everything in. This place is perfect. I find tape on a bench and do my best to wrap my hands which is actually quite difficult to do by myself, but I make it work. I step up to the punching bag and get to work. Yeah, this is exactly what I need to get my mind of Jacinta, off the headquarters attack, off the Fey, and off my boyfriend becoming the leader of The Guard. 
 
    I hammer into the punching bag, giving it everything I’ve got until my body is completely and utterly exhausted. My arms wrap around the bag and I lean my body against it, holding me up as I prepare for one last round. 
 
    “You’re not engaging your core,” That familiar deep voice says from the top of the stairs, sending goose bumps all over my skin. 
 
    A grin rips across my face as I turn back to him. “You know, you’re not my instructor anymore,” I say with a deathly sweet attitude. 
 
    “No, I’m not,” he grins as he makes his way down the stairs, his gold speckled eyes glistening with mirth. “But I am your leader now, so I guess I can still tell you what to do,” he says extremely smug. 
 
    I can’t help but laugh and shake my head at him. “You suck,” I tell him. 
 
    “You’ll get used to it,” he winks before indicating to the punching bag. “Jacinta still mad at you?” he asks, guessing my reasons for being down here. 
 
    “Yup,” I say, popping the ‘P’. 
 
    “The meeting make it worse?” 
 
    “Yup,” I repeat before letting out a sigh. He gives me a tight smile and nods, but doesn’t respond, though, I don’t expect him to, it’s not like there’s anything he can do to change it. Daniel was right, she’ll come around, she’s just a bit hurt. “How’d the council meeting go?” 
 
    “It was ridiculous. The council was divided. One side was thrilled to have me while the other side threw Guard Law books around trying to find a loophole, but it was obvious that many of them hoped to be in the running for the leadership,” he explains. 
 
    “And did they find a loophole?” I ask. 
 
    “Yeah, actually there were heaps,” he says. “The laws on leadership were written over four hundred years ago and haven’t been updated, but the one rule that trumps the others is that it must be passed to the reigning leader's son above all other candidates, so their attempts were shut down.” 
 
    “Wow, anything else?” I ask. 
 
    “No, not really. I have to do a DNA test, but that was a given, and as soon as the results come back, I’ll be sworn in.” 
 
    “Wow,” I repeat. “This is actually happening.” 
 
    “Sure is,” he grunts. 
 
    “You know,” I say stepping forward and looping my arms around his neck. “You were kind of sexy up there.” 
 
    “Really?” he asks as his hands twine down my body and grab hold of my ass before hauling me up into his arms.  
 
    I lock my legs around his waist. “Mmhmm,” I groan as his lips come down on mine and he begins walking us up the stairs and throws me down on his bed. Yeah, there are definitely advantages of living with Rylan Neill. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Just as we expected, the DNA test comes back with a positive match, confirming Brett Norrington is, in fact, Rylan’s father.  
 
    Which puts me here, in the grand ball room where a service has been set up. A huge stage stands at the front of the room with chairs set up on the left-hand side which is occupied by the full council while two chairs are placed on the right where Rylan and Brett sit patiently waiting for the show to get started. 
 
    Many of the people who had flown in the other day for the announcement have now gone, including Mom and Mille which leaves the important Members of The Guard, all the senior students who are still here waiting for their assignments, and anyone who lives in the community, though the event will be filmed for all to see later on. 
 
    The Guards anthem begins playing and out of habit we all rise to our feet and sing our song with pride. Once that formality is over we are seated and High Council Member, Alistair, makes his way to the podium. “I would like to formally welcome you to this grand occasion where we come together, united, to swear in our new Leader, Rylan Neill.” The room falls into applause at his name and my vision cuts across the stage to find his eyes already on mine, sending a message that there’s nothing more he hates than ridiculous events like this.  
 
    “Regrettably, the time has come where we must say goodbye to our reigning leader, Brett Norrington and move on to our new tomorrow,” Alistair says before turning to Brett. “Brett, our children have organised a tribute to you for all that you have done as our reigning leader,” he says before introducing a bunch of kids to the stage who sing an awful, out of tune song that has me cringing, then one by one, walk over to shake his and Rylan’s hands, making the time tick by incredibly slow. 
 
    I look across the audience and notice Jacinta staring back at me with a longing look on her face, she quickly turns away with wide eyes, like a child who just got caught doing something she shouldn’t have been doing. I smirk knowing that she still loves me, but is just too stubborn to give in. We have never gone this long without talking and it’s driving me insane, You know, apart from when I spent those few months at headquarters. But on the bright side, I’m getting a lot of training done, though, I’m sure Nora and Daniel are getting annoyed with me turning up at their door to hang out, but annoying them is like an added bonus. 
 
    My eyes flick back to the stage when the kids finally make their exit to find Brett making his way to the podium. “Thank you for the marvellous song, it was fantastic,” he lies sending the kids off with a wave and keeping their spirits high and positive, like any great leader should. “I would like to thank you all for coming today. It means a great deal to me to see you all here showing your support,” he lets out a deep breath. “It is with a heavy heart that I must say goodbye to my position as your leader, however, my health has put me in a position where I am unfit to successfully execute my role and therefore must relinquish my leadership.” 
 
    The crowd begin to murmur, but I don’t know why, it’s not like this is a surprise or anything, it’s been the topic of discussion for the last few days now. Brett tells them all to shut up and gets back on with his speech. “As many of you would know, this is Rylan Neill,” he says, indicating with an outstretched hand to wards Rylan who gives a firm nod. “And he is my son, my successor, who has not lightly accepted to take on the role as your new leader. Many of you would know him from his success in the Front Lines and more recently as an Instructor at one of our fine academy’s just as many of you would know him from his courageous leadership during our recent battle. Please rise as we welcome my son, Rylan Neill.” 
 
    As one, we get to our feet and the applause begin. People call out and cheer for Rylan as a huge grin spreads across my face. I glance back at Jacinta to see her giving me a warm smile. No matter what’s going on between us, our petty little fight isn’t going to have an effect on this moment. 
 
    Pride swirls within me as I watch Rylan get to his feet and make his way towards Brett, nodding his gratitude towards the crowd. “Thank you,” he says to the crowd. “Please be seated.” 
 
    He waits patiently as the audience finds their seats and calms down before addressing them. “I am not one for speeches so I will keep this short,” he says with a smile, making a few girls throughout the room swoon at his rugged good looks. “It is an honor to stand before you today with your support as your new leader,” he says with confidence, absolutely owning the stage. “Now, I’m only human which means I am more than likely to make some mistakes. So, I ask for your patience and understanding when that time comes, but I promise you this, I will do anything and everything within my power to lead you in the right direction and ensure the best for our people,” he declares. “As Brett mentioned earlier, I am known for my work on the Front Lines, which is where I intend to stay, fighting for our cause side by side with our men and women, protecting humanity from our supernatural enemies.” 
 
    The crowd jump to their feet and cheer for their new leader as I watch him in wonder. What a man! How the hell did I get so lucky? 
 
    Brett brings the room back to silence as he reaches under the podium and brings out a bible, asking Rylan to place his hand on it. Rylan does as instructed as Brett looks out to the crowd and gets on with the process of swearing him in. “Before we get started, does anyone object to or have any reason to believe that Rylan Neill would make an unfit Leader?”  
 
    The room is silent for a few anxious seconds which makes my stomach turn in nervousness even though there would be no one who would possibly have a reason to object. Rylan is an amazing man and an even better leader. 
 
    Brett gives the audience a grateful nod and opens his mouth to speak when a small voice from the back of the room calls out. “Wait.” Gasps are echoed from all around the room and I spin around in my chair to see who the hell would be objecting to this. My mouth hangs open in shock. Miss Layton? “I object,” she declares. 
 
    I flick my head back around to Rylan and Brett, resisting the urge to get up and throat punch her. How dare she? Brett raises his chin towards Miss Layton while Rylan’s eyebrows pull down in confusion, clearly having no idea what is going on either. 
 
    “Your name?” Brett requests. 
 
    Her eyes nervously flick between the men before landing back on Brett. “Penelope Layton, sir.” 
 
    “Ok, Penelope. Please share with the congregation why you believe Rylan would make an unfit leader,” Brett says. 
 
    She takes a deep, shaky breath. “I’m sorry,” she says directly to Rylan before getting started with whatever accusation she has. “I work at the same academy in which Rylan was an instructor, and over the space of the last twelve months, I have come to know Rylan and you are right, he would make a great, strong leader, however,” she says, cringing as her eyes meet Rylan’s. “It has become apparent to me that Rylan was sexually involved with a student, one Miss Bianca Moore.” 
 
    Daniel latches onto my hand for support as Rylan’s eyes flick to mine while once again, the room fills with gasps. I stare back at him, wide eyed. What the hell do we do? The secret is out. I mean, a few people knew, but most who have seen us since assume that we have only just gotten together. Shit. 
 
    “Quiet, please,” Brett’s loud, domineering voice demands over the crowd, making them instantly fall into a deadly, quiet silence. He turns to Rylan whose eyes are still locked on mine. “Rylan, in accordance with our laws, you are now given the opportunity to explain yourself, and if the council and congregation deem your response worthy, then we will continue.” 
 
    Rylan’s eyes look at me with a question buried deep inside. I give him a firm nod. He needs to do this, no matter the trouble it might get us in. He steps forward, facing the audience front on. “Penelope is right. I am involved with Bianca Moore, who was in fact, my student,” he admits, pausing for the crowd to stop their whispers. “I fell in love with Bianca the moment I met her and that is not something that will be changing anytime soon. Our relationship remained professional until Bianca was over the age of eighteen, out of respect for The Guard and the Academy we still kept our distance. It is only recent that we have officially become a couple,” he states to the crowd, then turns his gaze on me. “And just to make my intentions perfectly clear. One day, when Bianca is ready, I will be putting a ring on her finger and making her my wife.” 
 
    My mouth drops open in absolute shock. Did he just? No… I… no. 
 
    The room is in chaos around me and I feel the stare of not only Rylan on me but a room full of people. My friends, I’ve known my whole life, staring at us in shock, people giving smug expression as if they might have known all along, and of course there are a few scowls of jealousy coming from other women, particularly Miss Layton. 
 
    People start calling out to me, but I sit in silence, ignoring every last one of them as Brett and Rylan are ushered away into a side room with the council. My leg bounces in anxiety as I wait for that door to open again. Daniel’s grip on my hand tightens and I realize that I am freaking out. I could get in big trouble for this, but Rylan, he would lose everything. We could possibly get thrown out, but at least we could still be together, it would just be in the human world. 
 
    Finally, the door is opened and Rylan walks back out with Brett and the council following them. The council takes their seats and the audience gain control of their outbursts. Holy hell. I need to get a grip. 
 
    Brett takes center stage as he addresses the audience. “The council has voted to forgive Rylan’s recklessness. Now, it is up to you to decide.” My whole body relaxes as I look up at a relieved Rylan. Wow. That was way too close for comfort. “Taking this into account, I will ask again,” Brett continues, “Does anyone object to or have any reason to believe that Rylan Neill would make an unfit Leader?” 
 
    I sit and wait in the quiet room, begging every last person to keep their mouths closed, even though there really isn’t anything that could possibly be brought up now. Brett wraps it up quickly before someone has the chance to say something and ushers Rylan forward. 
 
    He steps up beside his father and places his hand on the bible once again. “Please, make your vow to your people,” Brett says. 
 
    Rylan takes a deep breath and proudly looks out to his people. “I, Rylan Neill, make this vow before the council and the members of The Guard. I vow to uphold the traditions and values The Guard has put in place and lead with an open heart. I will put our community above all and strive for excellence while remaining true to myself. Our children’s safety and education will remain my top priority and last but not least, I vow to commit my life to our cause.” 
 
    I’m pretty sure I’m the first to my feet. Tears pool in my eyes as I applaud our new leader. 
 
    Holy Crap. He did it. 
 
    Brett takes his seat on the stage as Rylan moves before the podium thanking everyone for their support and reminding them of the festival that was planned for tonight to celebrate both Rylan’s new reign and Brett’s time as our leader, a festival that thanks to Miss Layton, nearly didn’t go ahead, but I have a feeling it’s going to be less of a family friendly festival and more of a raging party. 
 
    He dismisses us all, but I wait around. I look around the room, still getting curious glances from everyone, but notice Miss Layton duck out a side door with tears streaming down her face. I’m sure she feels awful, but seriously, she could have come to us if she wanted to talk about it rather than airing all our dirty secrets. I know she has always had a thing for Rylan and it makes me wonder if she did it in spite, maybe out of jealousy. 
 
    Jacinta walks by me, stops, and gives me a tight hug. “I’m still mad at you, but I just have to say that you’re still my best friend and I love you, and apparently so does Rylan because he wants to marry you and just told the whole freaking Guard,” she says with Trey and Daniel smirking behind her. 
 
    “I know,” I laugh, still kind of freaking out about that. “I love you too and I’m sorry I made you mad.” 
 
    “I still think you’re wrong, by the way,” she says. 
 
    “I know you do,” I tell her. 
 
    She gives me a quick nod, realizing that I still think Phillip Cooper was behind it all. “Ok, well, do you want to get ready for the party with me?” 
 
    “I’d love to,” I smile as I feel familiar, strong arms wrap around my waist. 
 
    Daniel immediately drops into an exaggerated bow. “My excellence,” he says in an awful British accent. 
 
    “I’ve been holding back on you Daniel, but do that again, I’ll kick your ass into next week,” Rylan says, making Daniel grin that grin that I know so well before turning away and taking Trey and Jacinta with him. 
 
    “You realize you just started a war with Daniel?” I ask him. 
 
    “Yeah,” he groans. “You sure about the whole Daniel thing? You know, it’s not too late to change your mind about him. I could get you a dog or something else if you really insist on having a pet.” 
 
    “Oh, shut up, wise leader,” I laugh. “You know he’s one of my best friends and you make it far too easy for him to tease you, which to be honest, it’s quite fun to watch.” 
 
    He shakes his head, but can’t help grinning back at me. He takes my hand and laces our fingers together, and I won’t lie, being able to do little things like this in public has me smiling like an idiot. He stops every now and then to shake people’s hands who stop to congratulate him in the hallway. 
 
    We finally make it out of the building together and now with just a bit of privacy, I turn to look at him. “So,” I start a little awkwardly, hardly knowing how to bring this up. “That was quite the declaration you made in there. You know… about us.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was,” he agrees looking down at me with those sparkling gold speckled eyes that I love so much. 
 
    “You said some things,” I remind him. 
 
    “I did,” he says, playing with me. 
 
    I look deep into his eyes and see the absolute joy he’s getting out of my awkward squirming. “You realize I’m only eighteen and not even close to being ready to be a wife.” 
 
    “I know,” he says, finally being serious and giving me some answers. “I’m not asking you now, but one day you’ll be ready and when that day comes, I’ll be right there on one knee,” he warns me, unintentionally making me imagine the moment which totally makes me swoon. 
 
    A slow grin creeps over my face as I give him a nod. “Ok,” I say, accepting his warning. “I’ll let you know.” 
 
    “You do that,” he winks. 
 
    I let him go as people are coming from everywhere to talk to him and head down to the hotel to meet Jacinta. 
 
    I knock on her door to find the room filled with all my friends. “Oh, thank god,” Nora says as she sees me walking through the door. “I thought this feud was never going to end,” she says relieved that I won’t be coming to her room to hang out anymore. 
 
    “Whatever,” I laugh as I crash into the bed with everyone else. “You’ve been waiting years for me to come knocking on your door to hang out.” 
 
    “You wish,” she murmurs under her breath, stubbornly needing the last word. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I ask Jacinta who’s typing into her laptop. 
 
    “We’re searching for places to live after this,” she says, not looking up from the screen. “There’s a nice place around the corner that has room for us all we could move there once we receive our assignments.” 
 
    “Really?” I ask. “Show me,” I say, snatching the laptop off her lap and flicking through the pictures. “Oh wow,” I grin. “This place is awesome.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s cheap too, seeing as though I doubt I’ll have my trust account much longer,” she whines. 
 
    “Whoa, a little upset you’ll have to make an honest living?” I laugh. 
 
    “You know, I haven’t missed your sarcasm these last few days,” she tells me with a smug expression. 
 
    “Oh, shut up both of you,” Nora scolds us. “We need to get ready for the party.” 
 
    “Fine,” I grumble passing the laptop to Trey and getting up off the bed with Jacinta and Nora. The girls both try on dresses but lucky me, I’ll be in staying in my uniform, so apart from hair and makeup, there really isn’t much for me to do. 
 
    Half an hour later, we’re ready to go when a knock sounds at the door. Daniel gets up to answer it and I hear his voice sail right across the room. “Well, well, well, to what do we owe this great pleasure, my lord?”  
 
    Oh no. 
 
    I turn around knowing exactly what’s about to happen and am not disappointed when I see Daniel’s body fly across the room and land on the bed with a thud. Rylan stands in the door way and I must say, I’m pretty impressed that he managed to throw Daniel’s massive body clear across the room. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I ask with a smile as I skip towards the door and throw myself in his arms. 
 
    “Well, I figured now that everyone knows about us, you might like to accompany me to the festival?” 
 
    “Rylan Neill?” I ask with a wide grin. “Are you asking me on a date?” 
 
    “I sure am, baby,” he says, picking me up and walking deeper into the room. “You about ready to go?” 
 
    “Yep,” I announce with a proud smile as I dash across the room to grab my things. 
 
    Rylan crosses the room to look over Trey's shoulder as his nose is still glued to the screen of the laptop. “What’s going on?” he asks. 
 
    “Looking for places,” Trey grunts in that boyish way then tilts the screen to give Rylan a better look. 
 
    “Kind of big, don’t you think?” he comments. 
 
    “Nah, not for the five of us,” Trey says, swivelling in his chair and throwing an arm over the back to look at Rylan properly. 
 
    “Five?” he asks, looking around the room and mentally doing the math before looking up at me with a question in his eyes. 
 
    “Yeah,” Trey responds. “Me, Jacinta, Daniel, Nora, and Bianca.” 
 
    “Yeah… no. Bianca’s not living with you guys,” Rylan announces to the room, making Daniel sit up on the bed and look at him in confusion while Nora looks on with interest. 
 
    “Huh,” I say. “What do you mean I’m not living with them? Where the hell am I supposed to live once I get my assignment?” I ask, thinking this man must have gone nuts. 
 
    “With me,” he states as if it’s the most obvious answer, though I should have guessed this is where he was taking this, after all, the guy wants to marry me one day and has already convinced me to live with him for the next few days. “I’m not sure about you, but I kind of like coming home to see you there and I don’t plan on that changing.” 
 
    “Eh...,” I say as Jacinta comes and sits down beside her half-brother to watch the show Rylan and I are unintentionally putting on. “You’re kidding right? This morning you tell the whole guard that you want to marry me and now we’re moving in together?” 
 
    “You’re not telling me you haven’t liked living with me the last few days, are you?” he asks, walking up to me and pulling me into his hard chest, already knowing my answer if he takes the late night wakeup call I gave him last night as anything to go by. 
 
    “No,” I admit. “I’ve loved it,” I smile. 
 
    “Good,” he smiles. “Then let’s make it permanent.” 
 
    “Really?” I ask. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yeah, Bianca. I’m sure.” 
 
    “I don’t think you know what you’re getting yourself into,” Jacinta tells Rylan from her position on the bed. 
 
    We both ignore her as I look up at him with awe. “You’re amazing,” I tell him, twining my arms around his neck and pulling him in for a kiss. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too,” he says. “Now can we go and get this party over with so I can take you home?” he says with a knowing smile. 
 
    “Yeah,” I say. “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    I walk down the street, fingers laced through Rylan’s with my friends all around me as we make our way to the party. My jaw nearly hits the ground as I realize the party isn’t being held in one of our ball rooms, but outdoors in the middle of the city center. 
 
    Roads have been blocked off and fairy lights strung between the overhead street lamps that also remain off, casting some kind of awesome fairy light canopy above us. 
 
    “Wow,” I murmur as I take it all in. 
 
    Rylan grins down at me, clearly realizing I’ve never seen a guard party quite so out there and different. I’m used to the hoity toity ones that like to show off how much money The Guard has. 
 
    “Impressed?” Rylan asks. 
 
    “Uh… yeah,” I scoff. “It’s beautiful.” In fact, it’s so beautiful I could imagine myself getting married under a fairy light canopy like this, you know, in the future… way, way in the future. 
 
    Jacinta comes up beside me, gawking at the view, the same way I still am. “Are you seeing this?” she asks then gasps as the crowd of people before us part to reveal a massive dance floor and DJ Booth set up. “Holy Shit, this is the best guard party I have ever been to,” she squeals. “We have to go dance,” she says, grabbing my hand and Treys, and giving us a hard tug. 
 
    I glance back at Rylan a little torn between staying with him and dancing the night away with Jacinta. “You go, I’ll catch up,” he promises. 
 
    “K,” I grin, rushing off with Jacinta. 
 
    I scream as my whole body is suddenly lifted off the ground and thrown over someone’s shoulder. I start hitting at the persons back, yelling to be put down, but the wicked laugh that comes from the man has me realizing it’s just Daniel, giving me…. wait, giving me and Nora a lift to the dance floor. What a moron. He has each of us thrown over his shoulders. It’s a miracle he hasn’t dropped one of us. 
 
    The music blasts and Daniel bends down to set us on our feet. I hardly have a second to catch my balance before Jacinta is on me, pulling me even deeper onto the huge dance floor. “This is so freaking awesome,” she calls over the sound of the music. 
 
    “I know,” I grin, giving my ass a little shake. 
 
    The boys and Nora eventually catch up to us and we spend a good portion of the night with our bodies squished up against each other’s as we attempt to dance among the other partiers. 
 
    An hour later, we leave the dance floor huffing and puffing. Jacinta and I spot an empty table far off in the distance and sprint off to get it while the boys get everyone drinks. 
 
    Making it just in time before another bunch of people sit, we fall into exhausted heaps on the chairs. “Wow,” I sigh. “I really needed tonight,” I tell her as we wait on the boys. 
 
    “I know,” she agrees. “Life has been far too crazy lately, I just need everything to slow down for a while.” 
 
    “Tell me about it. At least you’re not constantly on the lookout for threats. I feel like I barely get a second to relax, but it will get better once we get our assignments.” 
 
    “Yeah, fingers crossed,” she says with hope as she holds both her hands up to show me that she does, in fact, have her fingers crossed. “So, things seem pretty serious with you and Rylan now,” she says, spying him across the street, making his way towards us. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agree with a growing smile. “It is, but nothing more serious than you and Trey.”  
 
    She thinks about it for a second before agreeing with a doe eyed smile, clearly getting lost with her thoughts on Trey. 
 
    Rylan makes it to our table just as the guys and Nora do too. Rylan takes the seat next to me as Daniel puts down a bottle of water in front of me then hands one across to Jacinta. We all sit around the table, just enough chairs for each of us. 
 
    I sigh as my friends chat around me, realizing that nothing on earth could possibly get better than this moment. Everything is going so amazingly good right now, well, apart from the attack on headquarters last week which still weighs heavily on my mind, especially that little boy who I have since discovered was named Parker, his mom and dad also died that day. 
 
    Rylan looks over to me. “You ok?” he murmurs. 
 
    “Yeah,” I smile. 
 
    My smile quickly vanishes as a figure approaches Rylan from behind, he sees the change on my face moments before he senses the person there. His back stiffens as he slowly turns around. He lets out a barely noticeable frustrated sigh as he gets to his feet to face her. 
 
    Miss Layton hovers awkwardly at the table as all my friends go quiet, listening in. 
 
    “Is there something you need?” Rylan asks. 
 
    Her eyes quickly dart to mine before going back to Rylan with a cringe. “I, uh… I owe you both an apology,” she says awkwardly. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize you were in love with her.” 
 
    “Really? You didn’t seem too sorry when you stood up in front of The Guard and outed us,” he says so lowly it almost sounds like a growl. 
 
    “I know, but I truly am sorry,” she says, begging for forgiveness. 
 
    Rylan lets out a sigh. “Penny, I think you should leave.” 
 
    She starts to protest and Rylan holds up a hand, not wanting to hear the rest. “Wait,” I call, shooting to my feet and cutting them both off. Rylan gives me a curious look. “It doesn’t make sense,” I say, turning my gaze on her. “Why did you do it? You had nothing to gain by telling the world about us. A lot of people already knew so it was bound to come out sooner or later.” 
 
    She hesitates for a moment. “I just thought the people should know the truth,” she states. 
 
    “No,” I say, narrowing my eyes on her. “That’s not it.” 
 
    Rylan focuses his hard glare on her, one I know firsthand is damn scary. “What’s going on Penny?” he demands. 
 
    She whimpers before flicking her eyes awkwardly to me again, clearly wishing she was having this conversation without me here, but seriously? She came to us just now. “I just thought…,” she starts slowly with another cringe. “I thought you and I had something and then she came along,” she sneers, looking back to me with a nasty glare. “I figured it was maybe a one-time thing, something I was willing to overlook and so I waited for you to finally come back to me, and it never happened. Then she got sent away and I waited for you again,” she says with sadness in her eyes. “You never came, just kept going back to her. She is a child. When will you realize that you should be with me?” 
 
    Rylan takes a deep breath and twines his arms around my waist, a move that she certainly does not miss. “What the hell gave you the impression that there was something between us?” 
 
    “I… I just thought… At the beginning…” 
 
    “No, Penny. You thought wrong. You and I never had anything, even before Bianca, I could hardly tolerate you let alone be in a relationship with you,” he states firmly. “What you did today nearly cost a lot of heartache for a lot of people and could have potentially made damaging changes within The Guard. You should have come to me first instead of causing such a scene,” he says, clenching his fist in anger. 
 
    I place my hand over his to help calm him down. A rage induced outburst probably isn’t the best thing for our people to witness of their new leader on the very first night of his reign, might probably send a bad message. He lets out a breath as his body relaxes with my touch. 
 
    Penny starts to protest again before Rylan holds up his hand, cutting her off. “You should leave,” he tells her. She casts one more venomous look towards me before dropping her eyes and walking away. 
 
    Rylan looks down at me, nearly in shock as I look up at him with an accusing smirk. “What?” he asks. “How was I supposed to know? I told her to back off at the beginning and she had.” 
 
    I laugh as I hold onto him. “You’re kidding right? The whole Academy knew she was in love with you.” 
 
    He looks down at me in horror. “Ugh,” he groans as he sits back down at the table and pulls me onto his lap. 
 
    Daniel sits up taller with a massive grin on his face. “I’d just like to thank you, oh wise, caring leader, for letting us all be witness to that show.” 
 
    Rylan shakes his head in exasperation as I grab my half empty bottle of water and launch it across the table at Daniel. “You’re such a dip shit,” I laugh as the bottle rebounds off his head and lands straight back in my hands. 
 
    He rubs his head, but looks at me with an impressed smirk. “That was awesome,” he declares as Nora rolls her eyes at her boyfriend, but cracks into a fit of giggles as Daniel drags her off her seat and pulls her up to his own lap. 
 
    I turn to Rylan to ask him if he wants to go dance when Brax walks past our table, looks over his shoulder to see who it is and then backtracks to a standstill in front of us all. “Hey, where the hell have you guys been the last few days?” he asks, giving us all a friendly smile. 
 
    It’s almost comical the way every set of eyes at the table darts around from one person to the next wondering how this is going to play out. Brax’s eyes linger on mine and more so specifically the way I’m curled around Rylan’s lap, so I take point on this one. “We’ve been around,” I smile, innocently. “What have you been up to?” 
 
    “Oh, not much,” he says. “Cool party, huh?” 
 
    “Sure is,” I smile. 
 
    His eyes move back to Rylan’s. “Congratulations, man. Cool gig.” 
 
    Rylan grunts his thanks with a quick nod and I take Brax’s distraction to peek over at Daniel who’s watching me back with a question in his eyes, wondering if this is it, if we finally going to go after the slime ball. I give him a quick nod before turning back to Brax. “Want to dance?” I ask with a bright smile. 
 
    “Oh, uh,” he says a little awkwardly as his eyes flash back to Rylan who looks calm and collected. “Sure,” he says slowly. 
 
    I jump up off Rylan’s lap and turn around, bending down to give him a quick kiss. “Be careful,” he warns quietly, knowing exactly what I’m up to. 
 
    “Always,” I grin before turning back to Brax and looping my arms through his, leading him away from the table. We’re just about at the dance floor when I discreetly look back over my shoulder to see both Daniel and Trey getting up from the table, a concerned look on Jacinta’s face, a bored one on Nora’s, and a set of gold speckled eyes firmly glued to my swaying ass making a wicked grin creep across my face. 
 
    I pull Brax to the very corner of the dance floor where it would be easy to slip away from the crowd. I begin dancing as I wait for Trey and Daniel to make their move. “So,” Brax starts. “You and Rylan are really a thing,” he states. 
 
    “Yeah,” I say giving him a guilty smile. “Sorry, I wanted to tell you I was involved, but I couldn’t.” 
 
    “It’s ok. I get it,” he says. “There’s no real competition when a guy like that is in the running.” 
 
    This time I give him a real smile. He’s completely right. Rylan will always come first for me and I can’t possibly imagine the day where another man would be able to take my affection away from him. It’s just not possible. 
 
    I see Daniel out the corner of my eye, pretending to grab a drink. He gives me a quick nod before my eyes flick back to Brax. “Hey, I’m feeling a bit funny. Do you mind if we go for a quick walk? I think I need to get away from all these people,” I tell him. 
 
    He easily falls for my charm. “Oh yeah,” he says, placing a hand on my lower back and leading me away, right down the dark street I was hoping for. “You ok?” he asks. 
 
    “Hmm, yeah. I think, it’s just very noisy and crowded back there,” I tell him as we walk further down the street. I see an alleyway between two buildings that would work a treat for what we need to do. “I might just stop here,” I tell him. 
 
    He gives me a concerned look, but keeps his eyes on me as I lean against the building and bring a hand up to fan my face. With the noise from the party travelling down the street, he doesn’t even see them coming. One minute he’s watching me with concerned eyes, then next he’s being man handled down the dark alley by two very pissed of boys. 
 
    “What the hell?” he yells, trying to get out of Daniel and Trey's tight grip. I quickly look around to make sure nobody saw then rush down the alley to the boys. 
 
    Daniel pushes Brax behind one of the buildings to keep out of sight and immediately nails him with a nasty punch to his face. “What was that for?” Brax groans as his spits a mouthful of blood down to the pavement. 
 
    “I’ve been waiting a long time for that,” Daniel says with a satisfied yet equally as wicked smirk. 
 
    “What the hell?” Brax growls in anger as he fights against Trey's hold and looks to me for help, but quickly realizes it’s not coming. 
 
    “I know it was you who attacked me at the mall,” Daniel says. 
 
    “What?” he says, feigning innocence. “It wasn’t me, man,” he adds, earning himself another punch to the jaw. 
 
    Brax’s head whips around with the momentum before he groans and brings his face forward. I step between the boys and decide to get the show on the road. “We know about your deal with Phillip Cooper,” I say, trying not to give out too many of my theories, just in case we’re actually wrong. 
 
    But….. he falls right in to the trap, just like we had expected. 
 
    His eyes bug out and he begins looking around in fear, trying to find some kind of escape. “I’d start talking,” Trey says. “Daniel’s been pretty pissed about this for a while. I wouldn’t keep him waiting any longer.” 
 
    Brax hesitates and Trey tightens his hold making him whimper in pain. “Fine,” he yells. “Phillip hired me to get you out of the way,” he spits at Daniel who instantly clocks him in the jaw again. 
 
    “Why?” I ask, placing a hand on Daniel’s shoulder to help him calm down. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he grunts. “He gave me a lot of money not to ask questions.” 
 
    Jesus. My anger finally gets the best of me and I punch him hard in the stomach, winding him. He gasps for breath as he sneers at me. “Next time you should avoid someone who actually has skill when it comes to fighting, maybe then you wouldn’t be in this situation.” 
 
    “Fucking bitch,” he growls at me. 
 
    “I’ve been called worse,” I grin. I don’t bother asking why he’s been hanging around so much, I think that part is obvious now that we know we were right. I turn my back and step away from the boys. “Have fun,” I tell Trey and Daniel. “Just don’t kill him. I don’t want you guys getting in trouble.” 
 
    I walk around the corner, back into the alley where I find Jacinta standing only a few feet away with tears streaming down her face. I stop before her and instantly pull her into a hug. “I’m sorry you had to hear that,” I tell her. 
 
    She sniffles as she pulls back to wipe her eyes. “I knew he wasn’t a nice guy, but I never thought he would do something like this,” she says, speaking about her father. 
 
    “I know and that’s ok. He’s your dad and no matter how he has treated you this year, you still love him.” 
 
    She lets out a sigh as I hear that familiar sound of flesh being beaten. “Come on,” I tell her. “I don’t want you to hear this.” 
 
    “K,” she murmurs. 
 
    I walk her back out to the party and immediately find Rylan talking with a few guys in suits, looking completely bored out of his mind. His eyes find mine straight away and he looks to me with a question in his eyes. I give him a nod, confirm what we already thought about Phillip Cooper and Brax. 
 
    He gives me a tight, disappointed smile and I see the sigh from here. I know he wants to come to me to find out how it went, but I don’t want to discuss it again with Jacinta. I nod in her direction, having a full conversation with him without the need of words, letting him know I’ll take Jacinta home. He gives me a nod and a smile, letting me know he loves me. 
 
    I give Jacinta a gentle tug and start walking her back to the hotel. “What are yo-“ I start when my sentence is cut off, thinking I’m hearing something. “Did you hear that?” I ask Jacinta. 
 
    “Hear what?” she asks, stopping in her tracks and listening out. “I can’t hear anything.” 
 
    “I swear I heard someone scream just now,” I say, pulling my eyebrows down in concentration as I strain my hearing through all the other noises of the night. 
 
    A blood-curdling scream is heard clear as day, making my skin crawl. “Now, that I heard,” Jacinta says, slightly alarmed. Another screamed is ripped through the night, coming from a different direction, making my back stiffen. Three different screams in three different areas.  
 
    Holy Shit. This could only mean one thing. 
 
    I grab Jacinta by the shoulder and flip her to face me. “Run to Rylan as fast as you can. Tell him we’re under attack,” I tell her with urgency. She nods her head in understanding, her eyes wide with fear. I grab one of my guns and press it hard into her hands. “Take this. Do not hesitate to use it. Find Nora and get to safety. Now run,” I yell as I dart off into the night, following the sound of the screams. 
 
    I pull my dagger from my uniform as I sprint down the street, searching for what could have caused such a terrified scream when I turn a corner and come face to face with it. 
 
    The Fey. 
 
    They’re here, hundreds of them and they’re taking no prisoners. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    I stop at the corner as I mentally weigh up my options. If I run in now, guns blazing, I might be able to get a few down before they get me, after that my odds are low. I’d be slaughtered. I’m going to have to wait until Jacinta can get to Rylan to activate the alarms. 
 
    God, I hope it happens soon. I watch in terror as the Fey make their way from the outskirts of the boundary line and deeper into the streets, streets which lead right to the center of the community where hundreds of people and children are partying, celebrating Rylan and Brett. 
 
    My palms sweat and I itch to make a move, but it’s far too dangerous. They move deeper into our city, torching homes as they go and I hope to God that there are no people inside those houses. 
 
    I consider pulling out my phone and calling Rylan, but I would be heard immediately and can’t take the risk. I need to play this safe and as much as it pains me to say, I need to wait until they begin to spread out so I can easily begin taking them out, but the moment the first fey is killed. It will be on. They will sense the death and they will charge. 
 
    I stick to the shadows of the building as I hear another scream of agony in the distance and realize that a cry of pain that loud which can be heard over the music coming from the city center must be absolutely torturous. I move along the building, following their movements, not for one second taking my eyes off them. 
 
    I cringe as another house goes up in flames and have a slither of relief as the smoke alarm from within starts to screech into the night then realize if anyone comes out right now, they would be slaughtered 
 
    Smoke from the first few houses begins billowing up into the sky and I know smoke like that isn’t going to be ignored for long. 
 
    Come on, Jacinta. What’s taking so long? We need to get on the defence already, every second wasted is probably another few more lives gone. 
 
    A sound coming from the shadows of a house nearby has my heart sprinting in my chest and I quickly look around to find none other than Miss Layton, stumbling around in the dark, as drunk as a skunk.  
 
    Shiiiit. 
 
    I dart across the street towards her, hoping that the fey haven’t heard her yet. I sprint up behind her, slam my hand against her mouth as we both crash to the shadow on the ground beside her house. Her eyes widen in fear before they focus on me and quickly begin to narrow. 
 
    She squirms under me and attempts to push me off, but I refuse to budge, when she tries to talk through my hand on her mouth I push down harder. “Stop it,” I whisper with urgency. “The fey are here. You need to be quiet.” Her eyes begin darting around as terror sweeps through her. “I’m going to remove my hand,” I tell her. “You can’t say a word.” 
 
    She gives a fearful nod and I slowly release my hand from her mouth and begin getting up off the ground, pulling her up to her feet which in her drunken stupor is actually quite difficult.  
 
    What the hell am I going to do with her? She’s as pissed as a nit and is going to get herself killed. I reach forward to grab her hand when her eyes widen impossibly large and her mouth drops open in a gasp, giving me only a split second warning.  
 
    I push Miss Layton backward, as far away from the fairy as possible and spin on my heel. I face a tall, scary looking dude with a human-ish looking face and glowing yellow eyes that make him look disgustingly odd. His body is a collage of nature which gives off the impression of being fragile, but I know differently. 
 
    He reaches behind him and I watch in almost slow motion as his stick like fingers wrap around a hilt to draw a massive sword. He immediately flings it towards me with the worst kind of technique that would make Rylan cringe. I dart out of the way and hope Rylan is close to sounding the warning alarm as this bastard is seconds from going down. 
 
    My hand flashes to my belt and I whip out my favourite dagger then lunge forward with a speed he isn’t ready for. I nail the bastard and let him fall to the ground before he starts to bleed out slowly. The slow painful death might just give me a few extra moments before the other fey are notified.  
 
    I turn to look for Miss Layton, only to find her openly gawking at me. I take a step towards her which makes her turn in the wrong direction and bolt.  
 
    I don’t have time to run after her and as much as it goes against everything I am. There’s nothing I can do for her now. 
 
    I dart back into the shadows to see how far the fey have made it when the sound of the alarm finally goes off. 
 
    The fey pause for a fleeting moment. They look around at each other and realize they’ve been sprung. And suddenly, it’s on. Each and every one of them charge. 
 
    Thank God, now it’s time for me to do what I do best. I wait in the darkness and watch as the fey start darting in my direction. 
 
    I hear their footsteps growing closer, but it’s drowned out by the alarm and the panic which is now happening in the city center. I’m sure mothers are running around like crazy trying to find their babies while their husbands are double checking their weapons, and no doubt heading this way. 
 
    Let’s just hope the people who aren’t able to defend themselves are able to make it to our underground bunkers, but I know it’s not going to be everyone. Those bunkers aren’t going to be big enough to hold the amount of people who have all flown in for the past week. 
 
    Damn Fey. They would have known there were so many members here at the moment. 
 
    I see the fey getting closer and wait until the first one comes around the corner. I desperately want to grab my gun, but that would draw too much attention to me. I need to wait until the rest of the front lines make it here. The fey finally turns the corner and I slash out with my dagger, slicing it fair across his stomach, not even giving him the chance to fight. 
 
    I don’t have time to dwell as the next one appears. He launches himself over his fallen fairy and comes down in front of me with his arms raised, he punches out, but I’m too quick. This isn’t a Fairy Knight, just a regular fairy, and he has no idea what he just got himself into. 
 
    He’s down in seconds. 
 
    The next comes and then the next. 
 
    Ten minutes have passed and I’m still at the same corner with more and more fey turning up, but at least I’ve been able to hear the tell-tale sound of the battle so I know everyone has come. I hear the battle way off in the distance and I realize with a pained sob that the battle has crept down into the city.  
 
    When no more fey come around the corner, I’m finally able to step out and I’m shocked to see the sight before me, hundreds of fey and hundreds of my people all in battle, fighting for blood. Surrounding buildings burn around me as the sounds of screams and metal on metal chill my bones. 
 
    I look around closer and realize that there are more of my guys in this area than fey and I know my people can handle it. 
 
    I take off, heading deeper into the city to find where I’m more desperately needed and pass Trey on the way. “Jacinta?” he asks as he lands a devastating blow on the fey he’s currently taking out. 
 
    “Don’t know,” I grunt as I sprint past, nailing the fey in the back with my dagger in the process, “Told her to find safety.” 
 
    “Damn it,” he growls, hating that he doesn’t know if she is safe, but I can’t dwell on it. Jacinta is a smart girl, she would have done everything she could to help as many people as possible, right until the very last moment, then she would have taken care of herself. I feel a tiny bit better knowing she has one of my guns with her, but I pray she won’t have to use it. 
 
    I dash past him and find myself in the same area where the party was. A Fairy Knight darts in front of me with his sword drawn, but I don’t give him the chance. I pull my gun and take him out. I’ve never been happier that their magic is practically useless outside of their kingdom, otherwise this would have been a Guard massacre. 
 
    I quickly look around and see Rylan off in the distance, his eyes meet mine in relief before focusing back on the fey before him. A breath of relief leaves me as I realize this area is only filled with our soldiers and the enemy which means so far, the majority of people have managed to get away. 
 
    Taking a deeper look, I realize that this area is swarming with mainly Fairy Knights and that this is where I’m needed. I tuck my gun back in its holster, not wanting to waste the bullets, and launch myself into battle with my favourite dagger. 
 
    I try my hardest to move closer to Rylan while continuing to fight, but the way the Knights keep coming at me is making it far too difficult, so I carry on, taking them out one by one. 
 
    Another building goes up in flames and has my anger reaching its boiling point. How dare they come here and terrorise our community. 
 
    The night carries on and my ability to tell time completely vanishes. They could have been here for an hour or it could have been five. I have no idea. My body starts to weaken, but I don’t let that affect my performance, I will push on until the very end. 
 
    I notice Brett Norrington next to me putting in a great effort, but he clearly isn’t a fighter. I do my best to stay near him and I’m glad I made that decision when Marcus, the old High Council member who was voted out sneaks in behind him with a gun drawn. 
 
    Brett doesn’t notice him so I call out for him to get down, but his position with the fairy he’s currently fighting makes that impossible. Shit, I’m going to have to handle this. I give the fairy I’m battling a hard shove, sending him off balance then leap forward and slice along his neck. 
 
    I jump forward and land on the back of the fairy Brett is fighting while screaming out for him to get down. My voice is drowned out by the sound of the gun shot and I watch in horror as the bullet tears through Brett’s chest and he immediately falls to his knees and crumples to the ground. His eyes wide as they look at me in fear.  
 
    “Brett,” I scream. No, not Brett. A sob rips from my chest. I need to help him. 
 
    I give the struggling fairy’s head a savage twist before falling to my knees beside Brett. I hold my hand to his chest, trying to stop the bleeding, but it’s no use, he’s bleeding out. There’s nothing I can do to save him. “Tell him I love him,” he whispers as a tear runs down the side of his face and drops to the pavement, mixing in the pool of blood below him. “Go fight,” he demands. 
 
    He’s right. I have to keep fighting. I give him one final look as I watch in heartache as he takes his final breath. 
 
    I have to find Marcus. 
 
    I’ll kill him for what he did. 
 
    My arms are suddenly pulled back with such force, I fear they may snap off as I’m hauled to my feet. I fight against the hold of my captor and gasp as I see a familiar body before me. “Kaylee?” I ask. “What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Bianca but I have to kill you,” she tells me. 
 
    “What?” I shriek as I struggle against the Fairy Knights tight grip. 
 
    “You only have yourself to blame,” she sneers at me. “It’s your fault I’ve been outcast from my family, and it’s your fault our queen was murdered,” she says. “I’m going to kill you and then my family will welcome me back with open arms.” 
 
    I struggle with all my might against the Fairy Knight behind me, but he isn’t letting up, and I’m almost certain I have some freaky kind of fey vines attaching me to the creep. Kaylee raises her gun, aiming it right at my head. What the hell am I going to do? “Any last words?” she asks with an excited smile. I quickly look around, desperate for some kind of way out of this. 
 
    “Yeah,” I smile, seeing Rylan raise his gun out of the corner of my eye. “Get fuc-”  
 
    Rylan's gun sings out twice and I stand as still as possible as a bullet flies straight past my face and buries itself into the skull of the fairy Knight while the other digs deep into Kaylee’s thigh. She drops to the floor crying out in absolute agony. Her gun clatters against the pavement as she holds onto her leg with blood pooling out around the wound. 
 
    She looks up at me, pleading for help. Yeah freaking right. You’re on your own, bitch. 
 
    I look up at Rylan knowing that wouldn’t have been easy to do and gasp as I see a very beaten Brax sneaking up behind him. Can’t we catch a break? Rylan’s eyes remain on mine, checking me over for injuries. Brax raises his hands and I notice the glimmer of a dagger against the fairy lights that still hopelessly hang above. 
 
    I reach for my belt and grab a dagger. I fling it across the street with as much power as possible. I watch Rylan’s eyes widen in shock as he sees the dagger hurtling towards him and sail past him with practiced ease. Brax’s hands start to lower, his knife trying to find a home in Rylan’s back, but my dagger is flying too fast. It buries itself to the hilt just under Brax’s Ribs, narrowly missing his lungs and taking him out of this battle. 
 
    Should I have aimed for the heart? Probably. Would I have been able to live with myself afterward? Probably not. At least this way, Rylan and Daniel can deal with him any way they see fit. 
 
    Rylan looks back at me in shock which is quickly replaced with thanks and I take advantage of the fairy free moment and dash across the street to fight side by side with the man I love, and to tell the truth, we are probably better off fighting together. 
 
    “You ok?” he asks as he quickly looks over me. 
 
    Yeah,” I say, doing the same to him. “You?”  
 
    “Fine,” he grunts, seeing a new flood of fey coming our way. 
 
    I take a quick calming breath before launching myself forward into the fray. “Jacinta?”  I grunt as I kick another fey in the chest and send him flying backward, knocking another three of them over, which I quickly take advantage of. 
 
    “Nice,” Rylan commends. “Jacinta’s fine… I think,” he says with a grunt. “She took off with Nora.” 
 
    Thank god. 
 
    We continue side by side, working off each other’s strengths the same way we have always done during training, making one hell of an amazing team. I start to notice more and more of our Front Lines making their way towards the community center which I’m really hoping tells me that the fey numbers are starting to drop. 
 
    I finally lock eyes with Daniel and give him a nod as he does the same, letting each other know we’re ok before jumping straight back into it. 
 
    The sun is starting to rise in the distance and my body is aching when the final fairy is taken out, leaving the community center an absolute blood bath, and even though I see hundreds of fey bodies littering the streets, there are also some of our own, probably way too many if you ask me. 
 
    Rylan lets out a shaky breath as he turns to me and wraps me up in a hug. “I’m so glad you’re ok,” he tells me as our Front Lines start to gather around us. 
 
    “I know,” I whisper searching his eyes to make sure he really is ok. “I love you,” I tell him. 
 
    “I love you too,” he murmurs, pressing a kiss to my dirty forehead. 
 
    He latches onto my hand as he turns to face the crowd of men and women of the Front Line. “Shit first day on the job, hey boss,” Daniel murmurs from beside me for just us to hear. 
 
    “Too fucking right,” he grumbles before addressing the crowd. “This isn’t over yet. I know you are all exhausted and each and every one of you have done an amazing job, but the threat has not yet passed. We need a thorough sweep through the whole community. I do not want one more of those bastards left alive,” he orders before spotting one of his friends to take the lead in the search.  
 
    Rylan delegates another friend to put a group together and search out our wounded fighters. “Trey, Daniel,” he says. “I know you want to go find your girls, but it will have to wait. I need you to go find our members and ask for anyone who knows first aid to come forward. Do not let any children out to witness this,” he says sending them off. 
 
    The boys have barely gotten a meter away when the earth starts to rock and crumble. A hole starts to appear in the center of the ground and begins opening, wider and wider, creating a massive canyon right in the center of the community, and right down the center of me and Rylan.  
 
    He gives me a hard shove, pushing me away from the gaping hole in the ground so I don’t fall in. I stare at it in shock and realize that a hole this large could only be created by an extremely powerful fairy. This must be their new Queen’s doing, trying to get her last piece of revenge as her war failed. 
 
    Everyone starts to crowd around and for the first time, I feel extremely far away from Rylan, even though he’s only on the other side of the canyon, just a few feet away. 
 
    The new Queen appears, having teleported in and stands before Rylan in an absolute rage as she looks around, taking in the state of all her fey. “Are you the one I seek?” she demands. 
 
    “Don’t you dare come into our community and make demands,” Rylan growls at her in absolute fury. 
 
    “I am the Queen,” she seethes. “I will do as I please.” 
 
    “Look around, lady. You’re no one’s Queen here,” Rylan says, then raises one hand, a direct signal we have all been trained with, meaning to raise your gun to a threat. The Queen looks around as gun upon gun is aimed at her chest, something, not even her teleporting skills would be quick enough to avoid. “I killed your last queen with a simple bullet and after the havoc you have brought down on my people. I will not hesitate to kill you the same way,” he warns. 
 
    “How dare you,” she roars as she raises her hand and makes a massive gust of wind blow inwards from all directions, forcing the Front Line closer and closer to the canyon. I fall to the ground, the same way everyone else does and dig my nails into the bloodied dirt, desperately trying to hold onto anything to keep myself from flying into the canyon while also trying to keep hold of my gun. 
 
    Rylan uses the wind to his advantage, leaping into the air and flying towards her. He comes down on her hard with a massive blow to her side, using every last ounce of strength to fight her while not being forced in. 
 
    It’s a losing fight, she’s too strong and continues getting stronger as she soaks up the energy coming off the dead fey. Rylan has spent the whole night fighting and I know he’s amazing, but he’s also human. He can’t keep this up for much longer.  
 
    We are all utterly exhausted and I realize I’m going to have to help him in some way. I raise my gun as my body slips closer to the hole. I need to hold on. I take my aim as I feel the final bit of my strength disappear. This might just kill me, but I take the shot.  
 
    The wind claims me as my body is lifted up off the ground. I fly towards the canyon with a terrified scream just as the bullet flies directly into the Queens skull, the same way Rylan had taken out the old Queen. As she drops to the ground, her power over the wind fades away and I begin falling, right down towards the canyon. 
 
    “Rylan,” I cry as I shoot my hands out and catch myself on the side. I dangle over the edge and I’ve never been so terrified. I’m not ready for this life to end.  
 
    I feel my fingers slipping and I know I’m only moments from falling to my death. He’s too far away, he’ll never catch me in time. My pinkie finger falls free, followed by my ring finger. No, no, no, no, no. I’m not ready to die. 
 
    Rylan runs at full speed towards the canyon and leaps through the air. He clears the gap and lands on my side as my final hold on the edge of the canyon gives way and I begin to fall, screaming out in fear.  
 
    “Bianca,” I hear Rylan’s urgent voice calling as he throws half his body over the canyon and reaches out. He catches my wrist in his hand while his other holds us up, stopping both of us from plummeting to our deaths. 
 
    I let out a terrified whimper, but it’s not over yet, I dangle hundreds of feet above who knows what, held on by my wrist, a wrist that is covered in dirt and blood, and by how tight his grip is on me, I have no doubt it’s broken. “Hold on, baby,” he tells me through clenched teeth as his muscles and veins bulge from his arms. 
 
    I hear people rushing around him, desperately trying to help haul us both up. “Don’t let go,” I cry. 
 
    “Never,” he says as we finally start moving back up the canyon. 
 
    He is manoeuvred around so he can reach me with both hands and the second his body is up on the earth, he hauls me right up with him. I come flying up the canyon, scratching the shit out of my body in the process and crash into Rylan. 
 
    I hold on tight to him and gasp for breath as I try to get my emotions under control. 
 
    “Holy shit,” he sighs as he lays back on the ground in exhaustion, taking me with him. 
 
    “Yeah,” I grunt. “Daniel was right. This is a really shitty first day on the job.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    I sit in Rylan’s living room with Daniel and Trey as Jacinta and Nora rush around tending to all our wounds. I wince and cringe as Jacinta dabs at me with cotton buds and am thankful she does everything she can to avoid my wrist which we have pretty much confirmed is broken, but as the infirmary is currently overflowing with stab wounds and gunshot wounds, my wrist is going to have to wait. 
 
    “You should all rest,” Jacinta tells us with a sad, encouraging smile, but little does she know, after the things we’ve just witnessed and done, sleep won’t be coming easy for any of us. 
 
    “Nah,” I say. “I’d like to wait for Rylan,” I tell her.  
 
    She gives me another encouraging smile before nodding. “I thought so,” she says quietly, knowing there’s no way I’ll be doing anything until I have a chance to see Rylan which is probably still going to be a while. After he pulled me out of the canyon and let me cry on him, he handed me over to Daniel and went to help with the sweep through the community. 
 
    I shake Jacinta off when she starts poking at a gash across my forearm. “I think I’d prefer a shower instead,” I tell her. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s not a bad idea,” she says, looking over the grime and dirt soaked into my hair and skin. “Come on,” she adds, hooking her arms under mine and helping me to my feet. “You’re going to need me to wash your hair.” 
 
    “I’ll be ok,” I insist. 
 
    “Stop being so damn stubborn. You’ve got a broken wrist, you’re hardly going to be able to undress, let alone wash your hair.”  
 
    “Fine,” I grumble as we turn down the hallway. 
 
    “Let me know if you need a hand,” Nora calls after us as she gets back to tending to Daniel. 
 
    Half an hour later, after an extremely awkward shower, I feel a million times better. My body aches and stings, but the hot water managed to help, leaving me clean and making me feel like a new person. Jacinta rifles through my clothes and helps me pull them on before coming back down the hallway to find Trey asleep on the couch and Daniel lost in his own thoughts. 
 
    I take a seat while Jacinta stands behind me and brushes through my hair before braiding it. “Why don’t you take a shower?” I suggest to Daniel. “It’ll make you feel better.” 
 
    “Yeah, I might,” he says, painfully getting up. “Thanks.” 
 
    I give him a smile before sending Jacinta off to find him some of Rylan’s clothes and a towel. “You know Rylan has a gun or a knife hidden in like every drawer,” she tells me as she returns to the couch. 
 
    “Yeah,” I smile. 
 
    The door opening has Trey’s eyes popping open, but it’s only Rylan. Daniel walks back down the hallway. “Make yourself at home,” he grunts with sarcasm as he spies Daniel in his track pants and top before coming over to me and looking me over again. 
 
    Daniel gives him a smirk, knowing he’s just teasing and flops back down into the couch. 
 
    “You ok?” Rylan asks as he leans over the couch and presses a kiss to my lips. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll be fine,” I tell him, holing up my wrist for him to inspect. “It’s broken, but I’ll get it looked at when the doctors aren’t so busy.” 
 
    His eyes grow regretful as he studies my wrist. “I’m sorry,” he says. “If there was any other way, I would have done it.” 
 
    “I know,” I tell him. “You don’t need to apologize, you saved my life… again.” 
 
    “Yeah, and you saved everyone else,” he says. 
 
    “How are things out there?” I ask, watching him move around the couch and take a seat beside me. Despite my cleanliness, I reach over and lace my fingers through his dirty ones. 
 
    “It’s not good,” he says with a tight, regretful smile before looking up at everyone. “You guys will be staying here a while, the hotel was burned,” he informs them. 
 
    Nora gasps. “Our things?” she asks. 
 
    “Don’t know, that’s not really our priority at this stage,” he says with a shake of his head, which honestly kind of makes me a little mad, after the devastation and destruction that has just occurred, she’s worried about her things. Seriously? No wonder, it’s taken us so long to build any sort of friendship. 
 
    “Oh, yeah… of course, I know,” she says, looking down at her lap, instantly realizing the error of her ways. 
 
    “Were there any more fey around the area?” I ask, getting to the important things. 
 
    “There were a few lingering around trying to find their survivors and teleport back to their kingdom. They were all wiped out,” he says. “The clean-up crew will be starting shortly, but it’s going to be a big job. I’ll be going back out to help.” 
 
    “I’ll come,” I volunteer at the same time Daniel says. “I’m in,” and Trey murmurs, “I’ll help.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Rylan nods to the boys then turns on me. “You’re not coming,” he tells me, then continues as he sees the protest about to spring from my lips. “You won’t be any help with your wrist.” 
 
    “Fine,” I grumble in frustration. Today isn’t the day to push it. 
 
    “So...,” Nora starts. “Obviously our dead will be taken away for a memorial, but what happens to the fey bodies?” she asks out of curiosity, which to tell the truth, I wouldn’t mind knowing the answer to that. 
 
    “Honestly?” he asks as we all watch on in interest. “They’re getting thrown into the canyon,” he says with an evil smirk. 
 
    “Hell yeah,” Daniel laughs under his breath. 
 
    “What’s going to happen now?” I ask him. 
 
    He takes a deep breath before a grim expression crosses his face. “There will be a mass memorial held tomorrow morning at sunrise. The great hall wasn’t touched so it will be held in there, then after that, there will be a private one for Brett,” he explains, giving me a tight smile, knowing just how much Brett meant to me. 
 
    “Brett?” Jacinta gasps, wide eyed. 
 
    “Yes,” Rylan says. “Unfortunately he didn’t make it.” 
 
    “Oh no,” she cries as Trey pulls her into his arms. 
 
    I look up at Rylan, “It was Marcus,” I tell him. 
 
    He gives me a nod. “I know, I saw it,” he says then continues at my questioning expression. “We haven’t found him yet, but he will be dealt with once we do,” he says. I’m not happy with it, but for now, that’s going to have to do. Marcus deserves to pay for what he did and I know Rylan will come through on that. After all, he was his father and despite their rocky relationship that fact cannot be overlooked. 
 
    Rylan gives my wrist another look before getting up and rifling through his cupboards. He finds a ruler and a bandage and kneels down on one knee before me then begins using the ruler as a splint to stabilize my wrist. He gently begins to wrap it and I hold in my curses, I don’t want him to feel worse than he already does. “How are you doing?” I ask quietly, knowing the battle must have taken a massive toll on him, especially as he shot his sister in the thigh to save me. 
 
    He lets out a breath as he looks up at me with sad eyes. “I don’t know,” he says truthfully. “Ask me in a few days and I might have an answer for you.” 
 
    I give him a nod, knowing exactly how he is feeling. “Kaylee?” I ask making Jacinta gasp again. 
 
    “Kaylee was there?” she asks. 
 
    I look to Rylan who gives me a quick nod, letting me know it’s ok to discuss it. “Yeah, she was there, tried to use me as bait to get back in the fey’s good book. She nearly had me, that is until...” I say, nervously glancing down at Rylan with a cringe. He gives me another nod and I go on. “Until Rylan shot her.” 
 
    The room all look to Rylan in shock and then back to me. “Is she dead?” Trey asks. 
 
    Rylan shakes his head. “No, I don’t believe so. I shot her in the thigh, but her body was not found during the sweep.” 
 
    This time it’s my turn to give Rylan a supportive smile. I reach over with my good hand and pull him back up to the couch. He squishes in beside me and puts his arm up for me to snuggle into him. “Did you find Miss Layton?” I ask. 
 
    “No,” he murmurs. “Why?” 
 
    I explain how I found her, fumbling around drunk before she took off like a bat out of hell, but I’m assuming that since no body was found she has somehow managed to survive the battle. When I finish my story, Jacinta turns to Trey and Daniel. “Did you guys get the chance to finish off Brax?” she asks. 
 
    “No,” Rylan says, cutting in, “But Bianca did,” he says, giving me a true smile for the first time since being here. 
 
    Daniel sits up taller as he looks at me with inquisitive eyes. “Huh? What do you mean? What happened?” 
 
    “Well instead of going after the fey, he tried to go after Rylan,” I explain. “I threw my dagger and got him just under the ribs. I didn’t think I could live with myself if I completely took him out,” I shrug. “Not sure what happened to him after that.” 
 
    “Are you shitting me? You stabbed him? Under the ribs?” Daniel asks, then stands up and lifts his shirt to show off his own scar. “Like right here?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I grin. “Exactly there. What can I say, an eye for an eye.” 
 
    “God, I love you,” Daniel grins, making each and every eye in the room turn his way in shock. No. I thought he was over this. Nora’s heart looks like it’s seconds from breaking and Rylan looks like he’s about to tear him in half. 
 
    Daniel notices the attention on him and quickly realizes what it is he said. “You’re all idiots,” he scoffs. “I meant as a friend.” 
 
    Oh. Thank god. 
 
    The tension is the room disappears as quickly as it came. 
 
    “So, if the hotel is gone, what are they planning on doing with us all?” I ask, making all eyes turn towards Rylan this time. 
 
    “There will be a meeting about it tomorrow, but a team will be put together to finalise the assignments and we will get you all out of here. The community needs to be rebuilt from scratch, so I doubt anyone will be staying here,” he says, then turns to me. “We can find a new place together,” he says, filling my heart with little flutters. 
 
    Rylan gets up from the couch. “I’m going to have a quick shower then I need to help with the clean-up,” he explains. “I won’t be back for a while.” 
 
    “Ok,” I say. “I’ll be ok, I just needed to check you were ok first.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” he replies before taking off down the hallway. 
 
    Trey follows after a few minutes and has a quick shower once Rylan is done. Not long after, the three boys are leaving together to go and start rebuilding our community. 
 
      
 
    ---------- 
 
      
 
    I spend the night tossing and turning with my wrist in incredible pain. Rylan comes home in the middle of the night with some pretty strong pain killers and forces them down my throat before climbing in bed beside me. He’s absolutely exhausted and the second he pulls me into his arms, we each fall into a deep sleep. 
 
    I wake a few hours later after finally getting a little bit of well-needed sleep to find Rylan already gone and a note on his pillow saying he went to go help with the clean-up again and then a second note telling me to take more pain killers. He isn’t even here and he’s still bossing me around. 
 
    I do as I’m told, cringing as the tablets awkwardly make their way down my throat and go in search for something to wear to the memorial service.  
 
    Half an hour later, I come out of my room in the only black piece of clothing I have, apart from my uniform. It’s a little black dress, one that I would have usually worn out to a club, but thankfully it’s not too short and I dress it up with a nice coat and jewellery. 
 
    I finish off my hair and makeup and wait in the kitchen with a dry piece of toast as buttering it is way too hard. Jacinta and Nora come out a few minutes after me with the boys following behind. “Ready to go?” I ask them. 
 
    They all give me grunts, nods and yeses in their still tired states, and we head out. 
 
    We walk all the way down to the hills at the back of the community about an hour before sunrise. 126 holes have been dug and 126 bodies covered in a white sheet lay beside them, ready to be buried.  
 
    I see Rylan as soon as we get close enough to see in the dark and I can tell he has been one of the people helping to dig the holes which make my heart break all over again. He is such an amazing man and I know he feels each death right down to his bones. 
 
    He looks up when he senses my eyes on him and gives me a sad smile before getting back to work. I stay with Jacinta and Nora as Trey and Daniel head over to Rylan, asking if there are any last minute things they can help with. 
 
    People begin crowding around, all with the same pained expressions on their faces. 
 
    Today is going to be hard. There’s no doubt about it. 
 
    The sun begins to rise and Rylan gets straight on with it, gathering everyone around. He gives a speech which leaves every last person in tears. He talks about the courage each of our fallen had, how he regrets their short lives and wishes things could have been different. He sends his love and support to the direct families of our dead and then wraps it up, giving the families some time to say goodbye before each body is laid to rest. 
 
    Tears stream down my face as members of the Front Line step forward, volunteering to help bury the bodies, but the majority of the families decline their help, wanting to do this last thing for their loved ones. 
 
    I swallow a lump in my throat as Daniel comes and wraps an arm around me and gives me a gentle squeeze. “They’re in a better place now,” he tells me, helping me to gain control of myself before leaving and scooping Nora up into a needed hug. 
 
    An hour later, we walk back up to the Great Hall where the service is held. I sit down beside Jacinta and wait as everyone else find their seats. A shadow falls upon me and I look up to find Jackson Lewis hovering above me with red rimmed eyes. He gives me an encouraging smile. “It is traditional for you to join Rylan during the service,” he says, holding out his arms so he can accompany me to the front of the room. 
 
    “Of course,” I say with a nod, getting to my feet and allowing him to lead me down the aisle and up to Rylan's side. 
 
    Rylan gets to his feet when he sees me approaching and quickly wraps me up in a warm embrace. “You ok?” he asks. 
 
    I nod my head against his chest. “You?” I murmur. 
 
    “Yeah, this part is going to be worse,” he says. “How’s your wrist?” 
 
    “Sore,” I admit. “I’m going to go see Dr. Mandoza after this,” I tell him, he nods his head in agreement before the room is called to silence. 
 
    We take our seats and the service gets started. Our anthem is played and Jackson Lewis gets up to read a few passages from the bible. 
 
    Soon enough, Rylan is getting to his feet once again and he was right, this part is definitely worse. He stands there with pride and reads out every single name of our fallen soldiers, thanking them for their commitment to The Guard, their sacrifice during battle, and telling them to rest in peace. 
 
    My heart aches during the whole service and I can’t wait for it to be over, to escape the room which holds hundreds of people grieving. I need to get out, get some fresh air. Rylan finishes off the service with a final send off and I get to my feet and head out into the cool morning.  
 
    Rylan finds me outside at the same time Jacinta does. “Wow, that was rough,” Jacinta says. 
 
    “I know,” I murmur. “We still have Brett’s to go.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s going to be so much worse,” she says. 
 
    “It is,” Rylan agrees, turning to me. “Come on, I’ll accompany you to Dr. Mandoza. I want to know what kind of damage I’ve done.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” I say, leaning into Jacinta and giving her a quick hug before taking Rylan’s hand. 
 
    He leads me away, just the two of us, and for a moment everything seems right in the world. I forget about the devastation around me and just be in the moment with Rylan, that is until we walk into the infirmary to see it packed with injured people. 
 
    I realize that yesterday could have been so much worse and am thankful we got a jump on things as quickly as we had, and we can all rest easy knowing the new Queen is dead and so is their army, they won't be coming after us again.  
 
    We have won this war once and for all. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    I stand in the same spot I had been only a few hours ago, singing the anthem as we say goodbye to Brett. Rylan is finishing up his speech and telling the community what an amazing man and leader he was when a voice crying out in rage has the whole service come to a standstill. 
 
    “Did it fail to get pointed out that the great Brett Norrington had an illegitimate child,” Phillip Cooper seethes and it’s clear to every member in the room that he is beyond wasted. 
 
    Gasps and shocked cries bounce off every wall in the room and I stare at him with my mouth hanging open. I cannot believe he just did that. 
 
    Maree Cooper stands up next to him in absolute embarrassment, trying to pull him out of the pew and save what’s left of Brett’s memorial. Phillip doesn’t appreciate it as he shoves her with such force she falls out of the pew and tumbles to the ground. “Get off me,” he growls at her as Jacinta jumps to her feet and runs around to her mother’s aid with Trey following behind, ready to lend a helping hand. 
 
    Rylan cuts in before he has a chance to ruin the service any further. “Phillip, I suggest you leave and get yourself cleaned up.” 
 
    “Don’t you address me with that one, boy,” he spits, pointing his finger towards Rylan behind the podium. “That should be me up there. Not you. You’re a nobody, a dirty bastard. You come from sin and should never have been allowed into leadership.” 
 
    “How dare you,” Jacinta says in anger. “Rylan is a great man and so was Brett, both of them deserve it a million times more than you ever would.” 
 
    Phillip turns on her, slightly unbalanced. “Of course you would think that, you’re nothing but a whore. You could have had it all but instead, you sold your intelligence for a night in the sheets with Trey Carter,” he slurs. 
 
    She gasps in outrage as her face starts to turn red and I see it in her eyes, she’s going to oust him, spill all his indiscretions, but I hope she knows what she’s doing. I see men of the Front Lines start to move towards Phillip, but Rylan raises his hand to stop them and I know what he’s thinking. It may be awful timing, but we could be very close to having Phillip Cooper come clean about his indiscretions. 
 
    Jacinta marches towards Phillip and pokes him hard in the chest. “You are a despicable man and the worst possible option for our leader. You would run our community into the ground on day one,” she spits. 
 
    “What? Sort of like how your good friend Rylan did?” he smirks. 
 
    She ignores his comments as she continues spitting hatred his way. “Not only would you destroy everything we stand for, you would never have gotten voted in. Not one of these people in this room would have ever wanted you as their leader. You’re vile. The only person you have in your life is mom and that’s only because she’s married to you and is probably too scared to leave,” she says as her hands clench into fists at her side. 
 
    He slaps her hard across her face and I shoot to my feet. How dare he lay a hand on her? 
 
    Trey beats me there and instantly places himself between them, giving Phillip a hard shove away from her. 
 
    I manage to get to Jacinta and have to hold her back as she tries to get in her father’s face once again. “You want to know why else you’d never get voted in?” she asks, but doesn’t stop for his answer. “Because I would never have allowed it. I would have told every last person that you, squeaky clean, Phillip Cooper are a disgrace. You have an illegitimate son yourself, Daniel Wilson and he’s an amazing friend and brother, but you’re so conceded and full of yourself that instead of seeing how great he is, you see him as a threat. Such a great threat in fact, that you hired Braxton Willis to kill him three months ago, but little did you know, Brax can’t tell the difference between a gun and a knife.” 
 
    Maree Cooper gasps from beside Jacinta and looks at him in absolute horror. “Is that true?” she asks Phillip who has gone ghostly white. 
 
    “No,” he roars over the shocked crowd. “That’s absurd. I would never.” 
 
    “Actually,” a voice says, from the corner of the room, revealing himself as he steps forward into the light. Brax. “It’s true. My name is Braxton Willis and I was hired on two occasions by Phillip Cooper.” 
 
    Phillip's eyes widen in panic, realizing he’s been back into a corner. Trey subtly moves around him and gets in a position where he can easily take him down. “Two occasions?” Rylan asks as he indicates for men to surround Brax. 
 
    “Yes, two occasions,” he confirms. “Once three months ago to kill Daniel, which obviously, I didn’t succeed as he’s still here, glaring at me,” he says. “And once again, last night when he paid me a lot of money to kill you,” he says looking at Rylan. “If Bianca hadn’t stopped me, I would have succeeded too.” 
 
    At least that answers that question, why Brax was trying to kill Rylan during the battle, thinking he could get away with it while everything was going crazy, he would have snuck away, none the wiser. 
 
    “I’ve heard enough,” Rylan says. “Take them away.” 
 
    With that solid order, men rush in from everywhere and swiftly escort both Brax and Phillip from the room. 
 
    “Are you ok?” I ask Jacinta who falls to the ground and begins sobbing in her hands. I hover over her give her as much support as possible, but with only one hand, I can’t hold her the way she needs right now. I turn to Trey. “Would you get in here, you big moron,” I demand. 
 
    He jumps forward immediately and scoops Jacinta up into his arms and carries her out of the room with Maree following behind. 
 
    Rylan lets out an ear shattering whistle, calling for the attention of the room. “Please take your seats,” he says and I quickly rush back around to my spot and drop into my chair, looking over my shoulder to find Daniel whose eyebrows pull down, deep in thought. He doesn’t see me but Nora does. ‘He ok?’ I mouth to her. 
 
    She gives me a smile followed by a little shrug. ‘He will be,’ she replies. 
 
    I give her a nod and turn back to Rylan whose brilliant, gold speckled eyes are trained on me in curiosity. 
 
    I give him a nod, letting him know we’re all good and he gets back on with the service. 
 
    “I sincerely apologize,” he says to the community. “Time and place, right?” he says, getting a chuckle out of the crowd. “Let's consider that a gift from above,” he says. “Brett Norrington finally sticking it to Phillip Cooper in the best way possible.” 
 
    With that, he easily pulls the service back together, he’s just that captivating. 
 
    The moment the service is over I rush out the doors and back to Rylan’s place to find Maree Cooper just leaving. She gives me a tight, awkward smile before continuing on her way. I barge through the door a little too hard and bump my wrist in the process, lucky that Dr. Mandoza has me on some pretty strong pain killers or else I’d be on the ground in tears right about now. 
 
    “What happened?” I ask the moment I see Jacinta. 
 
    The tears are gone and for the first time in a while, she looks as though a massive weight has been lifted off her shoulder. “I told her to get lost,” Jacinta grins. 
 
    “Huh?” I ask. 
 
    “She hasn’t been a part of my life since the moment she found out about Daniel, maybe she was scared of dad or maybe she’s just a coward, either way, I’m her daughter and her actions showed me just how important I am to her,” she explains. “I have you, Daniel, and Trey who loves me. I have everything I need right here with you guys. You’re my world and I don’t want that to change.” 
 
    A smile spreads across my face. “Are you sure?” I ask as I pull her into my arms. 
 
    “Yeah, for now, I am,” she nods. 
 
    “Good,” I smile before I fill them both in on the ending of the service. 
 
    Daniel and Nora soon come through the door and Jacinta checks in with him. His only response is a loving smile telling me these two really are brother and sister and are going to have the most amazing bond, one that I’m slightly jealous of as I’ve always considered myself a sibling to Jacinta. 
 
    Rylan comes home a few hours later and we all jump on him for answers, he makes everyone hold out as he insists on kissing me first, getting a nasty groan out of Jacinta. “Both Brax and Phillip are going away for a long time,” he confirms. 
 
    Wow. We did it. 
 
    What a year. I’ve avenged my father’s murderer, fallen in love with an amazing man, overcome obstacles I never imagined possible, graduated top of my combat class, and not to mention, taking out nearly a whole army of fey. And I did it all while remaining true to myself. 
 
    Rylan gives my waist a squeeze as he looks down into my eyes. “I love you,” he tells me. 
 
    “I love you too.” 
 
      
 
    ---------- 
 
      
 
    Two days later, ironically, we’re back where it all started having been sent back to the academy for lack of places to keep us while we wait for our assignments. The community was pretty much deemed a no-go zone and Rylan tells me that it’s going to be completely knocked down and rebuilt. 
 
    He wanted to stay in the community to overlook everything and be the leader I always knew he would be, so the next few days are going to suck, but I’ll get over it. After all, I’m Bianca freaking Moore. A member of The Guard and a warrior of the Front Line, just like I promised my daddy I would be. 
 
    We all sit down in the cafeteria, as without classes running, apart from using the gym, there really isn’t a lot to do around here. It’s been two days here and we are all going out of our minds, but I must admit, a few days away from all the crazy has been amazing and has helped a lot of us who were involved in the battle begin to put the mess of the last few days behind us. 
 
    I had Mom and Millie come and visit me yesterday though I’m pretty sure that was only so mom could see me in the flesh and actually make sure that I was well and truly alive. I don’t know, it must be a mom thing. But now, it’s all just a waiting game and the only topic of conversation that seems to be going on around here. 
 
    Trey and Jacinta keep trying to work out where they’re going to get a place and that is if they even get assignments in the same communities. Who knows, anyone of us could end up on the other side of the world, but we’re hopeful we will be close. 
 
    To be honest, none of us really know what’s going to happen. Our community as a whole has been completely turned upside down. Headquarters needs to be rebuilt so will most likely be relocated for the next little while. All our residential communities have all been stuffed around as people who lived at the battle site have all had to move their lives into different communities. 
 
    So really, there’s just no knowing what’s going to happen with us. 
 
    A piercing noise screeches its way over the P.A System followed by Ms. Peterson’s annoying voice blasting our ear drums. “All senior students report to the meeting hall.” 
 
    We all get to our feet as I realize this is it. The moment we are given our assignments.  
 
    Jacinta skips around like the biggest idiot and loops her arms through mine while attempting to pull me along faster. “Geez,” I whine. “Calm down, would you?”  
 
    She gives me the goofiest grin. “I can’t help it,” she says. “I’m excited and nervous all at the same time.” 
 
    I roll my eyes, but go along with her. She practically breaks down the door of the meeting room and I’m not surprised to find we are some of the first people who made it here, but what does surprise me is the handsome man who stands at the front of the room. 
 
    I let out an excited squeal and bolt towards him. Rylan turns and sees me just in time to catch me as I fly through the air, up into his arms with my legs locking around his waist. “I’ve missed you,” I say before pressing my lips down on his. 
 
    “Missed you, too,” he grins. 
 
    “I didn’t realize you were coming?” I ask as he gently puts me back down on the ground. 
 
    “Yeah,” he says with a secretive smirk. “Last minute kind of thing.” 
 
    “Right,” I say, narrowing my eyes at him. 
 
    I notice Ms. Peterson walk in through the door and give us a nasty look, but there’s not a thing she can do about us now. I grin up at Rylan as the same knowing look appears in his eyes. “You better go sit down. We’ll be starting in a minute.” 
 
    “K,” I say as I turn to find my seat, in alphabetical order as expected. 
 
    An envelope lays on every chair with a name in bold letters across the front. I find mine and sit down, immediately tearing it open and looking inside.  
 
    There’s nothing there. I double and triple check then look over to the people around me, all pulling a slip of paper out of their envelopes. What? I check again just to make sure, then quickly look on the floor around me. Maybe it had fallen out while I was trying to open it. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    I slump in my chair in frustration. Now I’m going to have to wait until the end, have a long drawn out chat with Ms. Peterson who’s then going to take her sweet ass time calling the council. Argh! This is so annoying. 
 
    I look over to Jacinta to see her pulling her paper out of her envelope and looking at it in confusion, and I wonder what the hell it could possibly say. I search around for Trey and Daniel to see the exact same look on their faces as they start to look at other people and notice that their assignments must be straight forward and make complete sense. 
 
    I search out Rylan, ready to go up to him, but the meeting is too close to starting and I’ll probably just end up making a scene. His eyes are one mine and I realize I have just supplied him with his morning entertainment as I searched the enveloped for my assignment. 
 
    His eyes begin to sparkle as he pulls a folded up envelope from behind his back with a major grin on his face. No way. I just got duped by my boyfriend. He holds my assignment between his fingers and is loving every second of it. I consider charging down the aisle and tackling it out of his fingers, but I can’t, so instead, I sit here fuming about what it might say inside that envelope. 
 
    Following the meeting, we are all dismissed and everyone is given a folder with further details of their assignments, but I wait back, sitting in my chair until the room has cleared out.  
 
    Jacinta comes and sits down beside me and I wonder what the hell she’s still doing here when Trey, Daniel, and Nora also join me. 
 
    I look around the room, wondering who else is still here and notice three other people remaining silent in their chairs, having no idea why they’re still here. It doesn’t take me long to realize that the three other people were all the top ranking students in their electives and that’s when I start to get suspicious. 
 
    Rylan walks over to us and asks the three other people to join us. 
 
    He hands me the envelope and I don’t waste one second tearing into it only to find a slip of paper saying to wait back after the meeting. Damn it. I just want some answers. 
 
    “Thank you all for waiting,” he says as he sits down before us all. “I have asked you all to stay back as your assignment will be slightly different to the one you may have been expecting,” he explains. 
 
    I narrow my eyes on him as I try to work out where this is going. “Each of you has been selected due to your outstanding performances during your finals. This group here, including myself, a few other members of the Front Line, and experienced members who are involved in the supernatural electives are going to create a new team. We will not have a specific destination as where we will be working from, however, will have home base in the new community which is also where the new headquarters will be.” 
 
    Everyone’s eyes start bugging out of their heads as they work out what he’s telling us. Is he saying we’re all going to be together? Working together? 
 
    “What will we be doing, exactly?” Jacinta asks. 
 
    “Good question,” he replies. “You’ll notice there are people here from each discipline. Someone who is knowledgeable about vampires, another on werewolves, alchemy and of course, yourselves,” he says, indicating between Jacinta and Nora who are educated in FEDS. “You guys are going to make up the research side of our operation, searching out their hide outs, tracking movements all that type of stuff,” he says, then indicates to the Combat Students. “While we deal with it.” 
 
    An excited smile begins creeping across my face. This couldn’t be real. “This is a worldwide operation and could take us anywhere. If the problem is unable to be dealt with the regular way, then we get sent in and we will follow through,” he promises. 
 
    “So,” Daniel starts. “We’re kind of like the SWAT team for The Guard.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rylan laughs. “That’s one way of putting it. Now, you’re all dismissed, there’s a folder up the front detailing the ins and outs of the assignment. I expect you to read it over night as we will all be flying out tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Wow. The vampire, Werewolf and Alchemy guy all head off and get a folder then disappear, leaving just us. “So, we’re all staying together?” Jacinta confirms in her excitement. 
 
    “Yes, we’re all staying together,” Rylan says, watching me. 
 
    “So, we can all get a place together in the community?” she asks. 
 
    Rylan rolls his eyes but nods his head anyway. “Well, you guys can, but I fully intend to stick to my plan. Bianca is living with me whether she likes it or not,” he clarifies, making Jacinta give me one of those girly smirks. 
 
    “Does Bianca have a say in this?” I ask with sarcasm. 
 
    Rylan grins at me with raw emotion in his eyes. “You bet your sweet ass you don’t.” 
 
    I get up off my chair and walk towards him. “You’re lucky I want to keep living with you, otherwise you were going to get hell for that comment,” I murmur as I sit down on his lap and kiss him. 
 
    “Ugh, I’m out of here before this turns into something I don’t want to see,” Trey says, getting up and helping Jacinta to her feet. 
 
    “Really?” Daniel says, making a show of sitting back in his chair with his hands behind his head. “Carry on, I’m good to watch.”  
 
    “Ewww,” I say as Rylan leans across and thumps him. 
 
    “Get out of here,” he tells them all. 
 
    I sit on his lap, listening to my friend’s laughter as they peel out of the meeting hall. Smiling up at him when we are finally alone. “Thank you,” I tell him. “You have no idea how unbelievably happy you make me. You have quite literally given me everything I could have ever asked for.” 
 
    “Bianca, when will you realize that I would move heaven and hell to make you happy,” he tells me as he runs his fingers down the side of my face, sending goose bumps all over my skin. 
 
    He wraps his fingers behind my neck and gently pulls me into him. “I have realized that, a million times over,” I murmur before I lean the rest of the way in and kiss him. “I can’t wait to marry you one day, even though the idea completely freaks me out. I want to be yours in every way, I love you so much.” 
 
    His eyes shine back at me. “I love you, too,” he murmurs. “You’re the fiercest woman I have ever met. You’re strong, beautiful, and sexy as hell all at the same time. You mean the whole world to me and I will never let you go,” he vows as he brings his lips down on the soft skin of my neck, teasing me with the promise of what’s to come. “I’m going to spend every single day proving that to you, over and over and over again.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to take you up on that,” I promise. 
 
    He grins at me before standing up and setting me on my feet. “Come on,” he says, lacing his fingers through mine and pulling me towards the door. “You need to pack and go through your folder then we’re going to find us a place to stay.” 
 
    My heart feels like it could quite literally explode out of my chest as I walk with Rylan back to my room, only to find every single one of those faces I love so much staring back at me. Yeah, this is perfect.  
 
    My whole world has completely come together in the most perfect way and I have the man of my dreams to thank for that and my best friends at my side, ready to start the rest of our lives. 
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    Thanks for reading! 
 
    If you enjoyed reading this book as much as I enjoyed writing it, please leave a review.  
 
    www.amazon.com/review/create-review/B07H2HFNMN  
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