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      I definitely had a week of firsts. First crazy hook-up, first kill, first shift into a werewolf, the first time being stabbed, and first shift into a full-blown lycan. But this was the first time I had ever been on a motorcycle. And it was the most thrilling thing I experienced all week. Shifting from a human to a beast wasn’t exactly exhilarating. It was terrifying. Motorcycles, however, I could get used to.

      I latched onto Lothar’s back and he pulled me in even tighter. I could feel his sculpted abs through his trench coat as I grabbed onto his front. Then once he was sure I was hanging on tight enough, he started it up and we were off with Jake and Alina trailing along behind us on their motorcycles.

      ‘It might be worth becoming a Vontex just to get access to their toys.’

      We sped by the other cars as I felt the rush of the wind blowing through my hair and ripping at my face. It only hurt for a few seconds. Then I guess the healing power of my body took over and I couldn’t feel the sting at all. There was only the rush of the wheels under my legs and the incredible scent coming from Lothar’s skin.

      Lothar wasn’t particularly interested in adhering to the traffic laws. He broke a number of them and along with the speed limit all the way back to London. Which was a far trek. I had no idea how far Devon had taken me away from the academy. And clearly, I wasn’t meant to know. As we got closer I waited to see the same sight that appeared before me when I was in the back of Lothar’s SUV and I had just shifted back into being a human for the first time. The change between realms. It opened up before us like ripples in a lake after a rock had been thrown in. The edges were blurred, the space widened, the ripples turned bright gold, and we passed through until there was nothing but a dirt road. Lothar slowed down his bike as did the others and we traveled through the thick path between the trees, coming to a stop when we saw the Tower of London in the distance. Or as I knew it now, the Lycan Academy of Shapeshifting.

      My body felt weak. I was covered in blood. My hair was matted with the crimson red of liquid staining its texture. And now I had bike chick hair. To say that I needed a comb was a massive understatement. I pulled my right leg over the side of the bike, feeling stiffer with each movement I made. The inner tendons of my knees were getting tight, trying to heal from the hours I spent latched onto Lothar as we rode through traffic. The sun would be up soon and we had to get back inside. Lothar told me the first day I arrived that the sun wouldn’t hurt me once I was a lycan but I didn’t feel up to putting it to the test just yet.

      The second I was off the bike I hunched over, waiting for my body to catch up with the idea of moving again until it healed from being so tight for hours. Lothar reached for my arm and pulled me upright as I brushed my hair out of my face.

      “Are you alright?” he asked.

      I gave a small shrug. “About as much as can be expected.”

      He smirked, knowing my meaning had nothing to do with my body getting used to being on the back of a motorcycle. He forced me to explain everything that happened with Devon. Each detail felt too surreal for words. The very thought of my brother being alive made me thrilled. And angry. Why didn’t he come to me? Why didn’t he try leaving me some sort of message that he was alright? Or at least tell me what happened to him when he was first bitten? He could have protected me from all of this if he had just been a little more open with me.

      My face sunk as the myriad of thoughts and questions ran through my mind.

      Lothar placed his fingers under my chin and forced my eyes to meet his. “Don’t hide that face,” he said. “You’re a lycan now. You cower to no one.”

      I smiled. A weak smile that probably didn’t make me look very strong. So I stood up a little straighter and pretended to believe what he was saying. That being a lycan meant that I had to have some sort of renewed strength at all times.

      Lothar removed his hand as we heard Alina and Jake pulling up behind us and get off their bikes.

      “Go put those away,” he ordered them.

      They all took the motorcycles into the nearby woods. I watched as they stepped back and the trees took on a life of their own. The branches swooped over the bikes and pulled them deeper into the forest as if the tree’s limbs were hands, reaching for the bikes like they were trying to protect them from view.

      My jaw dropped. “What in the world?”

      “The vixra enchanted the Alluring Forest,” Lothar answered me. “It helps us from time to time with small things.”

      “This is the Alluring Forest?” I asked.

      “Yes, why?”

      “Devon said he took me there.”

      “No, Devon took you to a forest in Yorkshire. One where he assumed we wouldn’t be able to find you even with the trackers we place on the initiates going through the trials if he got you far enough away from the academy.”

      I saw rays of light piercing over the edge of the horizon, threatening to come barreling down. Alina and Jake all pulled their hoods over their heads and began walking down the trail toward the drawbridge with a rather large moat surrounding the academy. I was too out of it my first time arriving to take note of certain things. This time I had my senses about me. The entire area was closed off. Hidden deep inside a forest as though time had skipped over the area entirely. The tower appeared brand new. As though it was built only a few years ago and the forest surrounding it was the same one that probably stood when it was first erected. I could hear the animals moving through the trees. The metal of the chain attached to the enormous drawbridge being lowered over a river right where the Thames was outside this realm. And most of all, I could see with more clarity than I ever imagined. New colors appeared in the sky as the stars began fading from the sunlight piercing over the distance. Their glimmer was remarkable even as they started to disappear. The crispness of the air tickled my nose. The scent of fresh meat being prepared inside the fortress made my mouth water. Each and every sense inside of me was sharper and more defined than when I was a human and even a werewolf.

      I stepped onto the drawbridge with Alina beside me and Jake only a few paces behind. I could sense Jake was admiring the view from back there.

      ‘Pervert.’

      We followed Lothar over the wooden drawbridge toward the entrance of the academy. That was when I saw the official crest of the academy hanging over the entrance. It was a large lycan rearing up toward three stars. Then the second I lowered my gaze back down I saw someone I was immediately frightened to look at. Rodrick was standing at the gate waiting for us with his arms crossed over his chest. He looked furious.

      Lothar walked up to him and gave a small bow with his fist over his heart. Alina and Jake did the same. Rodrick paid them no mind. His eyes were fixed on me in a way that didn’t give me comfort. They were intense and focused. I was in for a lecture about leaving the academy for sure. Maybe even punishment. Or so I assumed.

      “Leave Miss Blackburn with me,” Rodrick demanded.

      Lothar raised a brow. “As her mentor, I believe it might be best if she rests first. I can fill you in on the details of what transpired.”

      “I will have Miss Blackburn fill me in, Lothar. Thank you for returning her safely.”

      Lothar slowly backed away from me and the others followed him. His eyes met mine before he turned around to walk away from us. I tried to communicate with my eyes what I was feeling inside.

      ‘Please don’t leave me with him. I’m begging you.’

      It didn’t matter. Rodrick was the Dean of L.I.T. He would have his way.

      “Follow me, Miss Blackburn,” Rodrick ordered.

      I did as he asked and walked through the tower’s front entrance and into the central courtyard. A bell tower started ringing above us, nearly making me jump out of my skin. Classes were about to end and the students started heading back to their dormitories in the back towers.

      They funneled out of the doors and instantly saw me following Rodrick to his office. I could hear their whispers as I walked.

      ‘What in the world happened to her?’

      ‘She passed the trials! She’s a lycan!’

      ‘Fresh meat.’

      ‘She left the academy without permission. She’ll be flogged for sure.’

      I chill ran down the center of my back and made my legs shake a little more with each step. It wasn’t until I was inside Rodrick’s study and seated in one of the large chairs facing his desk that I managed to control the trembling. I folded my hands onto my lap just like the tutor my father hired when I was a kid taught me. She failed to make me prim and proper as he wanted but a few of the formal manners stuck in the back of my mind.

      Rodrick hung up his trench coat and gently placed it on the bronze rack in the corner. Then he went over to the wall and removed a tapestry he had hanging from a loosely tied rope. Behind it was an array of decanters and fine liquors. He poured himself a glass and then one for me. My hand was visibly quivering when I took it from him.

      “Do you still fear me, Miss Blackburn?” he asked.

      I swallowed hard. “Forgive me. I just… Devon looked like you when he stabbed me. I know it wasn’t really you but the memory is still fresh in my mind.”

      He sighed. “I have no doubt that you’ve been through quite an ordeal. Which is why I wanted to hear it from your lips rather than anyone else’s. I’ve learned over the years that hearing it directly from the victim is always better than hearing it recounted by others. People tend to perceive danger differently when they’ve experienced their life being taken out of their own hands.”

      I took a deep breath and sipped the liquor. Whatever it was, it was fabulous. There was a hint of honey, strawberry, and the dark flavor that I only ever tasted in the finest of Scotch money could buy. I should know. My father always paid for the best.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      “A special brew that we make here at the academy. It will help soothe you. Now tell me word for word what happened. Every single detail.”

      ‘Every detail? Including when Devon kissed me and made me think it was you? I hope you don’t mind if I leave that part out. I didn’t even tell Lothar.’

      I decided right then and there that he didn’t need to know everything. Particularly the mortifying bits and pieces.

      “So you know?” I asked.

      “What?”

      “That Devon is a master shifter?”

      “Who do you think taught him?”

      I stared at him in disbelief.

      “I never said that all of my choices were wise ones. A quality I’m sure you can relate to given how you came to be here, Miss Blackburn.”

      ‘Harsh, but fair point.’

      I gradually told him the entire story. How Devon was in the hospital when I woke up. How he was shifting into Rodrick’s form so I decided to trust him. How he told me I had to complete the trials for my own safety away from the academy. Then the wretched part. How he stabbed me and I barely survived before Lothar and the others showed up. And most of all, I told him what Devon had said. That my brother was alive. Well, that he might be. I wanted to believe it. His death never felt real to me. Now I knew why.

      Rodrick listened with patience as I recounted everything. He propped up his chin on one hand as he reclined into the large chair behind his desk, soaking in all the details. When I was done he set his hand down and tapped his fingers on the table.

      “Well,” he said. “I suppose you can’t be too frightened of me if you trusted me enough to follow a man who looked like me into the forest by yourself.”

      “Is it true?” I asked quietly, staring into the glass of liquor in my hand.

      “Is what true?”

      “You’re a Blackatter?”

      He sat there frozen, clearly a little irritated that the secret was out. “Yes,” he finally admitted. “I prefer not to advertise it if you don’t mind.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Because you didn’t need to know.”

      “Why are you a Dean to the academy rather than a Vontex?”

      “Do you think lowly of my position here?”

      “No,” I answered quickly. “I just… I wondered why. Ellinor implied that Blackatters usually become a Vontex.”

      His eyes squinted as though he didn’t believe me. “Ellinor asked me to take this post when my predecessor died. It’s a position that comes with a great deal of responsibility and I consider it an honor. I helped to oversee the training of many Vontex who go on to help protect our kind as well as humanity. After all, it’s most often the case that humans need protection from us. Not the other way around.”

      I thought back on how Devon lured me into his clutches that night in the pub and when I killed the man in the graveyard. Rodrick wasn’t wrong. Humans did need protection from us. We were dangerous and we were frightening.

      “I think you should be more concerned about the fate of your brother if he is indeed alive,” he said.

      “Why is that?”

      “Because if what Devon said is true, it means that your brother faked his death. Which is a crime. It means he abandoned his post in training to become a Vontex. Which is also a crime. What he’s done will be considered a betrayal by the vixra council. And by me.”

      I was silent for a moment, not really certain if I had heard him correctly. “Wait, you mean that my brother faking his death makes you instantly suspicious of him? That’s completely insane. I know my brother. He wouldn’t do something like that unless he was scared. He must have been trying to hide from someone. Maybe someone who meant him harm. We need to find out what that is. I need to know.”

      “As do I.”

      I got up from the chair and looked down at him. “Only because you want to see him punished. Not because you think he might be in danger.”

      “Miss Blackburn,” he said in a calm voice, as though he didn’t appreciate being talked down to by the likes of me. “We will do everything in our power to discover if this rumor is true. But if your brother is found guilty of a crime against the Vontex he will be held accountable. And you need to be prepared for that.”

      “Prepared how?”

      ‘Don’t say it! Don’t you dare say it!’

      “His death. Abandoning one’s post as a Vontex or even a Vontex in training is an immediate death sentence.”

      That did it. Now I was bloody, battered, and mad as hell. The very thought that Devon made me believe that I might have feelings for this man even on some physical level now made me want to wretch.

      “I already lost my brother once,” I said firmly. “I won’t let you take him away from me again.”

      Now it was his turn to stand up from his chair. He towered over me and leaned down on his desk. His eyes burned with aggravation. I refused to back down. He could give me all the nasty looks he wanted. I wasn’t letting him or anyone else near Dirk if he was indeed alive.

      “I’ll dismiss your disrespect because you’re new here, Miss Blackburn. You don’t understand our hierarchy or how things work. But remember that no one speaks to me in absolutes unless they want to be put to the test.” He reached his hand into his pocket and took out something shiny. My mouth dropped open when I recognized what it was. Dirk’s bracelet was in his hand.

      “How do you have that? Devon ran off with it.”

      “I’m the one who taught Devon how to shift objects in his hand and make them appear however he wants. The bracelet he had wasn’t the real one. This is.”

      I looked down at it, wanting nothing more than to snatch it right out of his hand. “How did you get it?”

      “It was on your brother’s body when he was initially brought here. Or if Devon is right, then it was on the body of a stranger who was brought here. Regardless, this is the bracelet that matches yours, correct?”

      I peered down at the one on my wrist and pulled back my trench coat to show it.

      Rodrick gave a nod and extended his hand out to me. “Keep it for now.”

      I reached out to touch it and felt the cold metal of the copper plate along with the black leather binding. Feeling it graze over my fingers sent a chill through me.

      “I’m guessing that Devon shifted an object to appear in the form of your brother’s bracelet to earn your trust. Or to make you curious enough to do what he asked.”

      I turned the bracelet over in my hands to see Dirk’s name etched on it just as it was before he died. Only there was one change. A small circular symbol with strange markings was etched onto the bottom right corner under the plate with his name.

      “What is that?” I asked. “This wasn’t there before.”

      Rodrick stiffened and clasped his hands together in front of him. “You’ll learn in time. And once you do, you’ll understand why I’m more stern about your brother’s future prospects than you would like.”

      “You can’t possibly blame me for wanting to know. I grieved for my brother. I still grieve. And now that there’s a sliver of a chance that he might be alive you want to taunt me with the idea of him being killed all over again? Give me a chance to find him. To talk to him. If he did all this to make everyone believe he was dead then there has to be a good reason.”

      “We will find him, Miss Blackburn. If he’s out there, we will find him. Your duty right now is to your studies. Tomorrow is your admission ceremony into the academy. Then the following day you will be given a short period to visit any family or friends you wish to say goodbye to. Give them a cover story. Whatever you see fit that they would believe. Then come back here and you will begin your classes like all the other students that passed the trials. Do you understand?”

      I latched the bracelet onto my opposite wrist and felt the cold metal against my skin. “Yes, I understand.”

      “Good. Now go back to your dorm, clean up, and get some rest. Alina will stop by your room at midnight tomorrow to escort you to the ceremony.  Then the following day you will be escorted wherever you would like to go to tell your loved ones goodbye.”

      “Escorted? Why? Am I some sort of prisoner?”

      “No,” he rasped as if my words offended him. “You’re an asset. The vixra value your life.”

      “Do you?” I asked, a little stunned that I let the words come tumbling out of my mouth.

      Something passed between us. A hint of uncertainty. He was considering my question with great care. Then his expression tightened. I knew he was about to set me straight before he even opened his mouth.

      “I don’t desire the company of twenty-year-old aspiring rock stars, Miss Blackburn.”

      “That’s not what Devon said.”

      “You want to take the word of a man who willfully deceived you?”

      I edged around his desk and stood closer to him, wanting to hear the steady beat of his heart when he answered. “He said Blackatters are drawn to one another. Is that true?”

      Rodrick was silent, refusing to engage.

      “I’ve been lied to a lot lately,” I went on. “Now that I know my brother was here and you kept it a secret from me, I’m willing to get rather unpleasant if I sense someone is trying to lie by omission. So answer me honestly. Is what Devon said true?”

      I was half curious and half determined. If there was even the slightest chance that Devon wasn’t lying and I mattered to Rodrick on some deeper level, I could maybe convince him to give my brother a chance. And to let me speak to him if he was found before he would ever face the vixra.

      I knew how to flirt. A girl doesn’t live in France for an extended period of time without picking up little tricks. And yet, part of me wasn’t sure a man like Rodrick would be tempted by such tactics. He was stoic. He carried a noble air about him. And maybe he was telling the truth. Perhaps a twenty-year-old wasn’t his idea of a suitable intrigue.

      Rodrick’s eyes narrowed, searching for the words as he took in the sight of me. Then in an unexpected gesture, he lifted his hand up and cupped my face. His skin was warm. Inviting. He studied me with the same intensity Devon used to ensnare me right into his arms.

      “Get back to your dorm,” he said briskly. Then he moved his hand away and escorted me out the door to his office. When he shut the door I felt as though a cord had been snapped. Like he had cast me out into a storm.

      I raised the hood of my trench coat over my head and walked back to my room.

      In the end, Rodrick didn’t matter. Not in the long run. All that mattered was my brother.

      To my inexplicable joy, McKenzie was gone when I went back to my dorm to sleep. I could shower and rest in peace. Which took longer than I expected given my hair was still matted with blood and dirt from the forest. For a brief second, I realized I had gotten up close and personal with Rodrick looking like I had gone wrestling in a hog pen. And not smelling particularly better than one. I cringed at the thought then purged it from my mind. Then I fell asleep with Dirk’s face fresh in my memory. I had a new reason to fight. To push onward.

      If Dirk was alive, I had to find him. And most of all, I needed to know why he faked his death.
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      I barely moved when I heard a loud knocking at the heavy wooden door to my dorm room.

      “Riley,” I heard Alina’s voice on the other side. “It’s me. Open up. The ceremony starts in twenty minutes.”

      ‘Then that’s fifteen more minutes I can sleep.’

      “Come on, Riley,” she insisted, knocking even louder so I couldn’t ignore her.

      I rolled out of bed, went over to the door, and pulled it open by the large iron handle.

      “On a scale from one to ten, how bad will today be?” I asked as soon as I saw her pixie-like features and bright red hair. “Because I don’t think I can handle many more surprises right now.”

      She smirked. “It definitely won’t be worse than the first few times you shifted. Just get through the branding and you’ll be fine.”

      “The branding?” I repeated in complete horror.

      “Yes.” She pulled the side of her shirt away and showed me the space just below her left collar bone. “We all get one when we’re admitted into the academy. The pain is fleeting and your skin will heal over it quickly.” She sighed and pushed the door open further. “Come on now, Riley.” She let herself in and plopped down on McKenzie’s bed. Or at least where she used to sleep. Maybe she got the new dorm room she wanted so much. I had absolutely no objection. “You’ve been through worse. And you’re tough. You wouldn’t have survived the trials if you weren’t.”

      I went over to the dresser where a few of the shirts and trousers she gave me were neatly folded.

      “Not just yet,” she said, removing a small bag from inside her trench coat. “Wear this.”

      I took the plastic shopping bag from her and pulled out what was inside. It was a long black dress that reached the floor with a plunging back and an even more daring front. “Are you sure this is appropriate?”

      “No different from your stage outfits, I imagine.” She flashed me a wink.

      “That’s different. It’s performance clothing.”

      “Well, there’s a high platform in the ceremony room of the White Tower. Consider it a stage for all to see. You should look your best.”

      “For who?”

      She snickered and played with a strand of her hair as if we were old friends talking casually. I liked Alina. She was kind to me when so few at the academy were when I first arrived. Even so, I wasn’t ready to share battle stories with her just yet.

      “Lothar will be there. He has to present you before the academy given he mentored you through the trials.”

      I took the dress over to the tall mirror McKenzie had standing in the corner of the room and admired the dress over my body. Alina got the size just right. And it was tight in all the appropriate places.

      Alina admired her work with picking out the dress as I held it up against my slender frame.

      “You’re not suggesting Lothar is interested in me, are you? Because quite frankly I’ve never been so confused in my entire life.”

      “About what?”

      I took the dress into the bathroom and left the door open wide enough to keep talking. “About everything. Ever since I first came here I feel like I’ve been attracted to every guy I see. Which makes no sense because you were the only one who treated me halfway decent.”

      “That’s not their fault,” she said. “We become hardened here after a while. So many initiates die before they ever reach their admission ceremony. No one wants to get too close to them. So we tend to be a bit cold to the new people who come through. But Lothar took a chance on you. He pushed you. He urged you forward. Plus, the instant attraction you once felt will calm down now that you’re a lycan. It won’t be quite as intense as it was before.”

      ‘But it will still linger in the background. Is that what she’s saying?’

      When I appeared around the corner she had nothing but admiration for me. Or maybe it was for her choice of attire that she was admiring.

      “Now pull your hair back out of your face and we’ll be ready,” she said.

      I took some of McKenzie’s hair ties from her dresser drawer and put my hair in a bun. Then I glanced over to the mirror in the corner. The dress made me look like I was being presented to modern day nobility at a risqué evening party, let alone a room full of lycan.

      “I don’t think I would call what he did urging me forward,” I said. “It felt more like being put through torture.”

      “All I’m saying is Lothar doesn’t usually give that kind of dedication to his initiates. He usually keeps a healthy distance. He was the one who noticed when the tracker inside of you went out of range.”

      “Yeah, about that. Can I get that thing removed?”

      She smirked and beckoned me closer. Then she took out a pocket knife from the inside of her trench coat and dug it right into my left wrist.

      “Ouch! What are you doing?” I hollered as I tried pulling my hand back.

      “What you asked me to do.” Her grip was like steel. She turned the knife down as if it was nothing more than a toothpick and not a sharp blade. Then something tiny popped right out of my flesh. A small piece of metal that looked like a pill capsule. The skin on my wrist healed up in a matter of seconds. I watched as the skin sewed itself back together. Then I trudged into the bathroom and wet a towel to remove the blood still dripping from my arm.

      “You’re welcome,” she said.

      “Yeah, thanks, I think.”

      She snickered and walked over to the door with my trench coat in her hands. “Come on. We don’t want to be late.”

      I pulled the trench coat on and yanked the hood over my head. Then I slowly let it down. I was a lycan now. Rodrick said the moon would energize me if I became one. I didn’t need the hood anymore. Although, I had to admit that it gave an outfit extra flare.

      We made our way to the White Hall. The entire time her words were echoing in my head. The very thought of Lothar or even Rodrick caring about me was absurd. I tested it with Rodrick the night before. That failed spectacularly. And Lothar was just doing his job. Failing me as a mentor would probably mean punishment. Especially given what I was. A Blackatter. That was probably why Rodrick told Lothar to pay closer attention to me. Because Rodrick knew the value in what I was from the start.

      We walked into the large hall with the wooden timbers high above us. I saw all the students sitting in long chairs lining the hall. Candles were lit along the sides. The room had an ethereal glow. The front was lined with the professors sitting in tall throne-like chairs. Rodrick was at the center with various professors beside him. Lothar was directly to the left of him along with the few other mentors with surviving initiates.

      I was prepared to walk down the center of the hall as I saw others doing when Alina pulled me back.

      “Here,” she said. “Remove your trench coat and put this on.”

      It was a long black cloak made of fine material. My arms nearly fell when I took it in my hands. I wasn’t expecting it to be so heavy. “What’s this for?” I asked. “Is it ceremonial?”

      “Not quite. Just do as you’re told and don’t be afraid.”

      I fit my arms through the sleeves and allowed her to lift the hood of the cloak over my head.

      “Now, walk slowly up the aisle with your hands clasped in front of you,” she instructed me. “Then repeat after the Dean when he orders you to take the oath to the academy. You’ll be asked to state your purpose. Say that you wish to be a fully enrolled student at the Lycan Academy of Shapeshifting. Then you’ll be guided through the branding and your rebirth.”

      “My rebirth?”

      She fastened a silver hook on the cloak over my chest and took a step back to look at the final touch. “Don’t be afraid. You can handle it.” Then she gave me a little shove forward.

      I slowly set one foot in front of the other, keeping my eyes ahead of me the whole time. It felt as though I was walking down an aisle for my wedding, only this wasn’t to marry someone I intended to build a family with. It was a symbol of my new life. The old life I was being forced to leave behind. The life that I had just started to follow through on my own. And suddenly, I was angry. I focused my eyes directly on Rodrick who was standing at the center of the line of professors and mentors on the platform before me. That was when I noticed that only two other initiates were standing at the front in their fine suits and long black cloaks. I was the only woman. And I was one of three survivors. At least three hundred students were lined in the chairs facing forward, watching the ceremony take place. And I couldn’t help but wonder how many of them were the only survivors of their initiate group to endure the trials.

      Then the memory of the bodies being carted out of the dungeons pierced its way through my mind with unwelcoming clarity. The shield over the academy was damaged. Maybe there were supposed to be more survivors and I was one of the lucky few.

      I stood to the right of the other initiates. And I didn’t allow my eyes to leave Rodrick’s. He only broke his gaze on me after it was time for the ceremony to begin. Then my eyes unconsciously swept over to Lothar. My shared moment with Rodrick certainly didn’t go unnoticed. I could see Lothar clenching his jaw.

      ‘Alina couldn’t have been right. She just can’t. Lothar doesn’t even know me.’

      Before I had time to question things any deeper I saw Rodrick lift his hands and welcome the first surviving male initiate toward the center of the platform. Alina stood to his side to escort him up the stage. Then he was shown to a square space where he was forced to face the entirety of the student body before us. The hood of his cloak was hanging over his eyes. I didn’t need to see them to know that he was frightened.

      ‘I already survived the trials. This can’t be too difficult.’

      Rodrick placed his hands on the young man’s shoulders and then started speaking.

      “Repeat after me,” he said. “I, Xavier Clarkson, give myself over, body and soul, to the way of the lycanthrope.”

      The young man repeated his words. I could hear his voice shaking.

      “I will commence with classes to discipline my lycan instincts and conduct myself with honor and fortitude.”

      I listened as the oath went on. More about how he would continue with his training until it was complete and how he would be obedient to everything that the professors said.

      “Now state your intention to the academy before you are reborn into the lycan realm,” Rodrick continued.

      “To continue my studies and become a professor with a specialization in hunting and prey at the Lycan Academy of Shapeshifting,” the young man said. His eyes were downcast. He knew his fate was sealed and he had no way out. I felt sorry for him. I didn’t like this any more than he did. But if I was going to be forced into becoming a lycan, I would make the most of it. I would be the strongest I could possibly become. And I would still try my hardest to live my life the best that I could. It wasn’t an end. It was a new beginning.

      Rodrick set his hands aside and took a few rather large steps back. “Remove your cloak,” he ordered.

      I could hear the students start to whisper as Xavier did as he asked. It was then that I saw the young man’s face. He couldn’t have been more than sixteen. Far too young and far too inexperienced in life to have these sort of circumstances thrust upon him. I felt sorry for my judgment of him in an instant.

      “Now shift,” Rodrick ordered him.

      Xavier closed his eyes and did as Rodrick commanded. He gradually shifted into a lycan with all his clothes on him, transforming them and his body all at the same time. I could see him grit his teeth. He hadn’t quite mastered avoiding all the pain but he definitely had more control than when he was first enduring the trials. He transformed into a magnificent lycan with jet black hair and striking gold eyes. He could stand on his back hind legs as he towered high above Rodrick.

      I shook my head in disbelief. For being such a scrawny teenager he was quite a stunning lycan.

      I heard him start to growl as Alina stepped over to the fireplace behind the line of thrones where the other professors and mentors were seated. She had an iron in her hand. On it was the same crest outside the academy. She went before him and held the hot iron in her hand. I squinted at the bright light at the end of it, horrified by what I knew I was about to witness.

      “Kneel!” she told him.

      He did so and waited for the inevitable.

      Alina took the end of the iron and thrust it directly into his left shoulder.

      Xavier howled up toward the roof with a tremendously loud roar. One only suited for a supernatural being. Once Alina was done she thrust the iron back. Xavier looked spent. Alina hopped off the platform as Rodrick raised his arms in the air.

      “You have been accepted into the department for Lycanthrope Interventional Training in the Lycan Academy of Shapeshifting,” he said in a loud booming voice.

      Then Nurse Roslyn came up from the far corner of the thrones on the platform and lifted her hand up, sending a stream of bright gold flames under Xavier’s feet and consuming him in a tower of magical fire.

      Oddly enough, Xavier didn’t scream this time. He stood up on his hind legs once more and let the fires overpower him. I watched as the flames turned strands of his fur into silver streaks. They shined in the light of the fire as the brand on his shoulder turned a deep shade of black. Then Xavier transformed back into a human. His brand looked like nothing more than a tattoo. One that would forever mark him as a lycan and a member of the Lycan Academy of Shapeshifting.”

      When the fire ceased and Nurse Roslyn stepped back to her place of honor, the entire student body started cheering. It was the first time that I had seen Xavier so much as crack a smile the entire time he was on the platform. Until he realized that the fire Nurse Roslyn created with her magic charred his clothing.

      Alina stepped forward and thrust the cloak over him as quickly as possible so he could cover up.

      ‘This definitely isn’t a place that values modesty.’

      Xavier turned around and Rodrick gave him a brief handshake. I could see from where I stood that Rodrick’s grip was firm.

      I watched as the second initiate walked up to the platform and went through the exact same process. He gave the oath, withstood the branding, then Nurse Roslyn set him ablaze with golden fire magic. Only Jake was rather slow to hand him his cloak once the fires died down. The young man had to cover himself with his bare hands.

      ‘You piece of shit, Jake! Give the young man some dignity.’

      Then it was my turn.

      Lothar came down the steps to the left of the platform and offered me his hand. I took it. It was probably the most gentle gesture he had shown me since the first time we met. But then again, I was trying to kill him the first time we saw one another. He escorted me up to the steps and toward the center of the platform. Once I was there I could see a square shape in the flooring. I stood at the center of it and turned toward the entire student body. I was only fortunate that the hood of my cloak went over my eyes and I could barely see their faces under its length.

      Rodrick came up from behind me and set his hands on my shoulders. The instant his hands touched the material a shiver ran down the length of my back and made me jolt. A few of the girls in the crowd giggled. I hoped Rodrick didn’t notice.

      “Repeat after me,” he said, the same as he did with the other initiates. “I, Riley Blackburn, give myself over, body and soul, to the way of the lycanthrope.”

      “I, Riley Blackburn, give myself over, body and soul, to the way of the lycanthrope.”

      “I will commence with classes to discipline my lycan instincts and conduct myself with honor and fortitude.”

      I swallowed hard, feeling his hands grip my shoulders and getting a little tighter. “I will commence with classes to discipline my lycan instincts and conduct myself with honor and fortitude.”

      The oath felt different when I was repeating it. The gravity of his words wasn’t wasted on me. I was giving up everything I knew. And I knew next to nothing about the world I was entering. One I didn’t even know existed until a little over a week ago. Not to mention that Alina was just about the only kind soul I met since I got here. But I was determined. I wouldn’t sulk, I wouldn’t cower, and I wouldn’t allow myself any pity. If I was going to be apart of this world, I would master every single skill that I could.

      “Now state your intention to the academy before you are reborn into the lycan realm,” Rodrick ordered. His hands felt as though they were gripping me with a good amount of his strength. Almost as if he was trying to tell me to watch my step. I instinctively knew what he was trying to communicate. He didn’t want me revealing too much to the other students. He knew that Ellinor had offered me a place near her family. The other students need not know. It would imply favoritism.

      “To join the Vontex and master their ways,” I said with a booming voice, making sure everyone could hear me.

      A few whispered in the crowd. Becoming a Vontex was clearly a high ambition. One that others perhaps longed for but weren’t certain they could attain. I already beat McKenzie’s record for the number of days to complete the trials. I would beat her to joining the Vontex.”

      “Now shift,” Rodrick commanded.

      I removed the cloak and thrust it behind me so it wouldn’t get charred by Nurse Roslyn’s magic flames. I heard someone grab it. It was Lothar. He stood by ready with the hot iron rod in his hand. I shivered at the sight of it. He gave me a small nod. A hint of encouragement?

      I faced the students once more but I didn’t look at them. I had been in front of audiences countless times. I sang before them and played my guitar. I was used to being the center of attention and forced to show off my talent.

      ‘This isn’t any different. It’s the same. Just shift already.’

      I knew better. Deep inside, this was different. It wasn’t singing or playing an instrument. It was proving my worth and showing that I could handle the future that I desired.

      I shut my eyes and started to shift, gritting my teeth and doing everything in my power to avoid screaming or groaning from the small amount of pain I still felt. My clothes shifted along with me just as they had in the forest. Then I stood tall on my hind legs, watching my fingernails turned to claws. I was a fully-formed lycan. My body was covered in black fur but my paws were white. Flecks of silver were etched over my face. And I knew that if I wasn’t careful, the crowning magic inside me would show. I held it in with all my might, then waited for Lothar to do the inevitable.

      He appeared before me and ordered me to kneel. I did so. Then I watched as his eyes flashed with regret. It was quick but I saw it. He didn’t want to hurt me. Before he could give it a second thought, he thrust the iron directly into my left shoulder just above my shoulder blade. I tried as hard as I could to not howl or make a sound. I failed. I cried like an infant cries. Only when a lycan cries it’s more like a booming bolt of lightning shooting through the air and causing a terrible thunder to echo throughout the hall.

      Lothar stepped back and jumped off the platform with my cloak in his opposite hand. Then Nurse Roslyn walked right up to me and let the flames of her magic consume my entire body. I was forcibly shifted back into my human form. And for the strangest reason, her magical flames didn’t hurt me. Quite the opposite. I got the most delightful tingling from them as they curled over my skin and turned the brand into something as hard as marble. The red burn turned purple, then a deep shade of black. I had been branded by the academy as a lycan. My future was set in stone. And my path toward becoming a Vontex was that much closer. I felt the oath I took only seconds before harden inside me and take on a new meaning. I was devoted to a different kind now. A supernatural way of life that both excited and frightened me.

      Lothar tossed the cloak to me once the flames started descending down my body and turned into nothing. Just in time for me to thrust it over my body and cover my naked flesh.

      The students roared in cheers and Lothar came back on the platform to escort me off. I couldn’t help but smile. And when I peered back at Rodrick, he was clapping as well. I think a smile might have even cracked over his usual severe expression.

      “Welcome to our new students,” Rodrick said once all three of us were presented together before the audience. Xavier took my hand along with the other young man and lifted them into the air. We had accomplished the impossible. But it came at a price. One most initiates paid with their lives.

      Alina walked over to me and escorted me back to the entrance where I could stand outside and take a deep breath of fresh air.

      “Was it as bad as you thought?” she asked.

      “Worse.”

      She rolled her eyes. “No need to be dramatic. Now, let’s go back to your dorm and get you changed into proper attire. I have some new clothes for you that I think you’ll like.”

      “We’re headed to see my family already?” I asked.

      “It will be dawn soon. Now that you’re a lycan the sunlight won’t harm you. Plus, we like to make sure students swear the oath before saying goodbye to their families. It ensures that they don’t get cold feet and try running away.”
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      Alina wasn’t lying about the clothes. I felt like a new woman. And I had a sneaky feeling that maybe Alina and I had quite a few things in common. The first batch of clothes she gave me was comfortable and relatively cheap. Perfect for destruction as I endured the trials. These clothes, however, suited me perfectly. Tight fitting, the perfect combination of torn up with a hint of sass and sex appeal. A couple pieces with lace that graced over the top of the material. Then the final touches. A couple of pairs of tight distressed black jeans with leather boots that strapped up halfway to my knee. It was the way I dressed when I was with my bandmates. And I always made sure to avoid my dad when I looked this way. His criticism would inevitably follow and most of the time I just didn’t want to deal with that.

      A touch of McKenzie’s lipstick and I was out the door, feeling a little sly at knowing I was borrowing more of her things and she would probably never know. The girl had treated me like a threat since the second I arrived. So she could suffer the consequences.

      I put on my leather trench coat and headed down the stairs, feeling better than I had since Devon first bit me in a slimy bathroom pub. Where my senses weren’t my own and I nearly gave myself over completely to a stranger. Only for him to kill me before I had the chance.

      I shook my head and forced the thought from my mind. I was a new woman. I felt as though the flames of Nurse Roslyn’s magic had shed every part of me that I once felt I had to apologize for. I would no longer hold back and I wouldn’t allow any vision my father had for me dampen what I wanted. I was a lycan. A strong supernatural creature who could ensnare any man she wanted. Not that I would. I just liked the idea. The power surging through me was practically intoxicating.

      “Look at you,” Alina said as I opened the heavy wooden door and shut it behind me. “Feel better?” she asked.

      “Much.”

      “Good. I’ll escort you wherever you want to go today. Then we’ll head back here for classes to resume tomorrow night.”

      I nodded and followed her out to see the large SUV that carted me here the first time just outside the drawbridge. The sun was starting to peak over the trees outside the tower, shining over the vehicle’s black paint.

      “No motorcycles?” I asked.

      “This is the last day you’ll see your loved ones for a very long time. You deserve to be in the best comfort we have available. Plus a girl riding with another girl in the back doesn’t particularly appeal to me. Or the cat calling that would follow from disgusting lorry drivers getting the wrong idea. Do you like the sound of that?”

      I shook my head, feeling like a moron for suggesting it. “I guess I thought I might get my own motorcycle.”

      “Can you drive one?”

      “Well…”

      She opened the passenger door for me. “You’ll learn. But not today. Now get in.”

      I did as she asked and buckled up. The forest looked so much different as daylight touched the tops of the trees. The realm where the vixra hid the lycan was unlike anything I had ever seen. The forest was thick and lush. The flowers were always blooming. The Thames river was sparkling as the sun’s light graced over its length. And we were alone. Separated from the rest of mankind. I was left wondering if this was how the vixra wanted it. After all, we were dangerous. Especially when first bitten.

      We drove down the dirt path through the trees until we reached an open meadow.

      Alina reached for the dashboard and pressed a button, almost like she was opening a garage door. Only this one activated the opening where we would get back on the highway.  I saw the same light open up before us as the ripple of magic started stirring, leading right back into the realm where humans knew nothing about us. Hell, I used to be one of them.

      I watched as we drove right through it, seeing the space between realms get thinner. The edges of the forest turned into buildings as the bushes turned into cars, speeding by us until we passed through and sped onto the highway. A few cars honked at us as we simply appeared out of nowhere, probably giving a few lorry drivers the fright of their life.

      “Live with it,” I spat. I guess I had one too many beep at me as I walked the streets over the years. It was always some crusty man that couldn’t get a girl if his life depended on it.

      Alina grinned as she changed lanes and took the exit out of London.

      “Wait!” I cried.

      “What?”

      “There’s a stop I need to make in Camden before we head back to my dad’s home.”

      “Why Camden?”

      “That’s where my band is. I need to tell them. Well, I need to tell them something so they know I won’t be coming back.”

      My heart sank. Out of all the things I was being forced to give up, this was the worst. I didn’t want to quit the band. And the thought of giving up on my music made my stomach turn over. I worked too hard and came too far to give up on it. But I wasn’t being given the option. With my oath came a sense of duty. One I suspected was born inside me when the flames touched my skin. I was bonded to it. My music would have no choice but to take a back seat for a while, no matter who it disappointed.

      “Tell me which way,” Alina said as she headed back in the other direction.

      I directed her then sat there in silence for a while until she broke it.

      “Why the long face?” she asked. “Are you close with your bandmates?”

      I threw her a sarcastic glare, like that was the stupidest question ever asked. “They’re the only ones who ever encouraged me to be myself and lead my own life. So yes, we’re close.”

      Alina shrugged her shoulders. “You may be forced to follow the lycan way now but no one will tell you what you can and cannot accomplish in L.I.T. It all depends on how hard you work for it.”

      I nodded, trying to accept her reassurance. In truth, I didn’t even know what sort of studies were involved. The thought was intimidating.

      Once we got to the flat where I thought I would be living I got out and stared down the door without knocking. Before I could take a step up the stairs Alina got out and leaned against the door with her arms crossed over her chest.

      “Take all the time you need,” she said. “Today is yours.”

      I stroked the nape of my neck as my nerves mounted. This was going to be so much worse than standing before the entire student body at the academy. Standing in front of large audiences was easy for me. It was practically drilled into me from a young age. The tension between friends I valued since I moved back to England, however, was another story.

      ‘Think of Dirk. You can’t find out what happened to him if you don’t stay at the academy. This is the only way.’

      I stepped back away from the stairs and glanced over at Alina. “Did you mean what you said?” I asked her.

      “Which part?”

      “About Lothar?”

      She snickered. “He’s rough around the edges but he occasionally lets people in.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because we were together for over a year.”

      I nearly cringed right in front of her. Not because the thought of him being with another woman made me feel anything but because I couldn’t imagine why Lothar would let someone like her go. Alina was… well… gorgeous. Long red hair, bright green eyes, freckles speckled over her nose and pixie-like cheekbones, along with a badass curriculum vitae of hunting werewolves by night. I wasn’t a plain girl by any means but I didn’t think I could measure up to her. At least not yet.

      “Why the long face?” she asked.

      “I just…I-” I was stammering. It wasn’t a good look. If anything it made me appear jealous. Or worse, offended. “I don’t know who I can trust anymore. My senses were on fire from the moment I arrived at the academy. I swear, I couldn’t look at a man without wanting to…to…”

      “Jump him and tear his clothes off?” she giggled. I was left there blushing like a fool. “Did that get better after you finished the trials and became a lycan?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Do you still want to jump Lothar?”

      “No, not exactly. I know he was trying to help me the entire time he was mentoring me. But at the same time, I’m new to this. Everything is  heightened and I’ve already made so many mistakes.”

      “Falling prey to Devon wasn’t a mistake. You were his victim. All humans are. Our bodies give off a scent that attracts them so we can turn more into our likeness. It ensures we don’t die off. It’s just part of being what we are. Besides, just because Lothar doesn’t dislike you doesn’t mean he’s in love with you. I only meant that he doesn’t seem to completely despise you like he does all the others. Mostly I was trying to get you to relax before the ceremony began. It can be quite daunting.”

      I scoffed. “Really? So you lied to me?”

      “I might have exaggerated.”

      “You thought convincing me Lothar had feelings for me was going to soften the blow of a brand?” I spat.

      She shrugged. “It got your mind on other things. Besides, most girls like the thought of having an admirer. Especially a man like Lothar. And I meant what I said. He doesn’t seem to have the same instant disdain for you that he does other people. His tolerance isn’t easily earned.”

      “And that’s a good thing?”

      “If you were true in your oath and you want to become a Vontex, then yes. Otherwise, he’s your mentor. Remember that at all times. The last time Rodrick caught a mentor and a student being naughty he banished them both.”

      My eyes widened. “Is this your idea of messing with me?”

      She rolled her eyes and gently pushed me away. “Quit stalling. Go say goodbye and we’ll head to your father’s house.”

      I groaned and walked up to the steps, feeling as though I was stepping up to a hanging noose that was awaiting me. My hands instinctively reached for my neck, making sure the leather trench coat covered the bite scar Devon left behind. I knocked on the door three times and waited.

      Light footsteps came down the stairs and I heard the lock being moved. Luella opened the door in her waitress uniform. Her eyes bulged and her jaw dropped. Then before I knew it she latched onto me in a giant hug that nearly toppled us both over.

      “Where the hell have you been? I called you over and over but you didn’t answer! I thought the guy from the pub might have hurt you. Or worse!”

      ‘If only you knew.’

      “I’m alright,” I said as she pulled away. “I just needed to figure some things out. So much happened and I couldn’t process it all.”

      Not a total lie but also not the entire truth.

      “Come in,” she said, seeing Alina leaning against the car with her arms crossed over her chest. A few guys lingered on the sidewalk, staring at her as they went by. One nearly walked into a pole just from the sight of her. I could see from Luella’s expression that even she was a bit stunned by Alina’s beauty. When I stepped inside and Luella had a second to look at me close up, a similar expression crossed her face.

      “What happened to you?” she asked. “You look different.”

      “Different how?”

      “I don’t know. Stronger. And sexy.” She flashed me a grin.

      I looked her up and down, taking her in and smelling her flesh. I blinked a few times, trying to distract myself from the killer instincts that were starting to seep into me already. The sound of her heart beating through her chest tore into my eardrums. Blood was pumping away inside of her. And she smelled divine. Like a fresh steak had been placed in front of me with no one to tell me no.

      I shook my head. ‘Alina didn’t tell me about this part.’

      “Look who it is,” Jake said from the top of the narrow staircase. His hair was ruffled and he was still in a t-shirt and his boxer shorts.

      “Long night?” I asked.

      “Some of us have to still pay rent here. So yes, I bartended all night.” He tapped his fingers on the side rail and narrowed his eyes at me.

      “Look,” I said. “I’m sorry. I just made some decisions too fast and I realized that I didn’t want to miss out on the chance to go to university. So I applied to a different one and was accepted into their fast track program.”

      “What?” Luella exclaimed. “Don’t tell me you’re quitting on us! We just got you back.”

      Jake slowly came down the stairs and stopped just before reaching the final few steps. That was when he saw me close up. And when I knew things would change indefinitely if I tried to stay. Jake looked at me with stunned eyes. Almost like he was seeing me for the first time. He liked what he saw. And he wanted it. He wanted me.

      He walked up to me slowly as if he didn’t want to scare me away. But he was also embarrassed. His senses were attracted to me and not sure why. But I knew why. My scent was drawing him in for the kill. It could probably draw in Luella too if I let it. It was the same effect Devon had on me. The nervous knots, the heat rising inside of me, and the hint of embarrassment that a guy so stunning would have the slightest interest in me.

      As Jake took in the sight of me all I could focus on was his neck. The flesh just above his shoulders was so tender. The meat covering his chest would be easy to tear into. All it would take was to shift into a lycan. I would be stronger, faster, and neither of them could get away.

      ‘This was a bad idea. I should have just let them think I dropped off the face of the planet.’

      I was deadly. In a way I never imagined before. I had to get out of there as fast as I could.

      The door bumped into me from behind and I went flying right into Jamie’s arms. I tried pushing away from him but he held onto me for a few seconds longer than necessary.

      ‘Yep. You still know how to make things awkward.’

      Only this time it wasn’t because he was being clumsy or just a bit silly like the normal Jamie I knew. The aura around me was different. He was drawn to me. He was prey. And so was Luella. I was the spider. And they were getting caught in my web without even realizing it.

      I pushed a little harder away from Jamie and sent him back toward the wall.

      “You just get back and that’s how you treat a friend?” Oliver was behind me bringing in groceries through the front door.

      “Ollie,” I said his name, realizing the entire band was right there. It was now or never. “Look, I came back to tell you all rather than calling because I wanted you to know that…well…”

      “The suspense is epic, Riley,” Luella sassed me with her arms crossed over her chest.

      “I decided to attend a university of my choosing. Like I said, they put me on a fast track program and I was accepted. So I’ll be leaving soon. But I’ll be back one day.”

      “So we’re back to where we were a week ago. Brilliant,” Oliver complained with a grunt as he pushed by me and went into the kitchen, slamming the groceries onto the insanely small countertop.

      “Why are you doing this?” Luella asked me. There was something sincere in her voice. Like she genuinely wanted me around. Only I couldn’t tell if it was because she truly valued me as a friend all this time or if my scent was drawing her in a little closer.

      “I have to do this. For myself. If you have to replace me, so be it. I’ll understand.”

      “You’ll understand?” Oliver shouted from the kitchen, swooping his long hair out of his face as he leaned against the counter with a stone cold glare. That was when he saw me. He took in the sight of me in a way I had never seen him do before unless his attention was focused on Luella. He started at my feet and his eyes gradually made their way up to my chest and then my face. He was checking me out. And Luella noticed too.

      “I don’t think the two of you leering at her is helping matters,” she said in my defense. “In fact, it’s probably going to help drive her away.”

      “Riley,” Jamie started. “You know we can only accomplish our sound with you here. You helped write half the songs and your vocals aren’t something we can just find by holding auditions. We need you.” He inched closer to me. Too close. I could feel the heat of his breath and hear the steady pounding of his heart. His pupils were dilating.

      Oliver came up closer as well, letting his eyes wander over the few bits of skin I had showing.

      Luella flashed him a glare, not liking what he was doing at all. Maybe she was leading him on all this time and attempting to get him to try harder. Now I was in the way.

      “We’ll wait until you’ve finished uni then,” Jamie said, trying to pull me in for a hug. I could sense before he even touched me that he was just trying to get closer. He wanted to feel my body against his.

      I backed up into the wall in the narrow hallway, not letting him get too close as the hue of the room turned a deep shade of crimson red.

      “Jeez, Riley,” he said. “A bit on edge, are we?”

      Luella cocked her head. “Riley, what the hell is wrong with your eyes?”

      I blinked a few times, realizing what was happening. The instincts inside of me were stirring, urging me forward, and wanting me to bring Jamie in closer for the kill. I didn’t want his affection. And I certainly didn’t want his touch. I wanted to shift and tear into his throat, then feel the final beat of his heart as it stopped pumping away inside of him. Just before I plunged my teeth deep into his chest and feasted on his flesh.

      “I have to go,” I muttered, pushing away from them and reaching for the door.

      “That’s it then?” Luella hollered at me. “You’re leaving us again with barely an explanation.” Luella grabbed me by the shoulder and pulled me backward. She might have just been trying to get my attention but it was the wrong move to make. I was jittery, my magic was stirring inside me, and most of all I was hungry. The smell of her flesh was divine.

      I swooped my arm around and shoved it right into her chest, throwing her back into the staircase with her arms and legs flailing as she went.

      She crashed into the steps and collapsed. She wasn’t moving. I knocked her unconscious. Her chest moved up and down and I let out a breath. She was alive.

      Jamie and Oliver looked at me with shock on their faces. Then pure disgust. The white hallway was saturated in red. I knew what they were seeing. The Riley they thought they knew was gone. She had been replaced by someone else. Someone aggressive and dangerous.

      I threw the door open and ran down the steps.

      Alina was already halfway up, coming to investigate the loud noise.

      “We have to leave,” I said to her as I rushed down the stairs.

      “What happened?”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked.

      “Tell you what?”

      “What it would be like around humans after becoming a lycan?”

      “That’s all a part of Lycan Interventional Training,” she answered. “Which you haven’t completed yet. Why do you think students are given an escort when they have a day with their loved ones?”

      “Well, escort me to my father’s house next,” I demanded. “At least I won’t be too upset if I accidentally harm him.”

      We both hurried into the car and sped away, burning some rubber from the tires as we went. I looked in the rearview mirror to see Jamie running onto the street and watching us as we drove away. My old life was behind me. I made sure of that with one good clean swoop of my arm into Luella’s chest.

      ‘Why did I do that? I’d never hurt Luella! Or any of them. They’re my friends!’

      Not anymore. I was the danger now. And the only way to protect them was to stay the hell away.

      I turned away from Alina to look out the passenger window. I refused to let her see me being weak. Especially when a single hot teardrop fell from my eye and rolled down my cheek. I rubbed it off and refused to let any more fall. My anger had to be directed somewhere else. On Devon, the man who did this to me. And to my brother, who I had to find before it was too late.
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      The three and a half hour car drive to my father’s house was one of the longest I had ever known in my entire life. I kept replaying the memory in my mind. The way Luella flew through the air and slammed into the staircase behind Jamie. How she collapsed and didn’t move. Had I really hurt her? Was she hospitalized right now? Did I break any bones? The thought made me cringe.

      ‘This was a bad idea. I shouldn’t have been let out. No wonder the vixra created the lycan realm. We can’t be trusted around humans.’

      I took a few deep breaths and prepared myself. I knew if I ended up seeing my father that the rage inside of me would only start to swell. I might hurt him even worse. After all, I might never have been at the pub that night if I hadn’t felt the need to run from the decisions he made for me.

      “How are you doing over there?” Alina asked as we took the exit toward my father’s property.

      “I’ve been better.”

      “We have classes on managing the aggression. You’ll get the hang of it over time.”

      “Before or after I hurt everyone I care about?”

      “Keep it brief. Get in, say goodbye, and get out.”

      I let those words repeat in my mind over and over again before we reached the large house my father loved and I grew to hate. The house that was nothing more than a status symbol to him.

      I saw Alina’s eyes grow wide when I directed her and we pulled up to the house. “This is where you live?” she asked.

      “No. This is where my father lived. I moved out before all this happened.”

      “Still…”

      “Still what?”

      “Must have been nice.”

      I grunted. “Nice in aesthetics. Miserable in company.”

      She smiled as though she understood.

      “Wait,” I said just before we reached the gravel entryway to the front door. “Don’t pull up just yet. Go down the lane toward that clearing.”

      “Why?”

      “I want to see my brother first. You know, pay my respects.”

      Lothar had me tell him everything. Alina and Jake didn’t know the details of what Devon said to me. I could get away with her not knowing my intentions for the time being. She seemed to accept my answer and drove through the neat array of perfectly lined trees on the road until we reached the nearby cemetery where the Blackburn family tomb resided.

      I got out of the car and she did her usual lean against the driver’s door.

      “I’ll be right here if you need me,” she said.

      “I should be fine. My brother is long gone.”

      Or so everyone had tried to have me believe. If there was even the slightest chance that Devon was telling the truth, I needed to find out.

      I closed the car door and opened the stone gate leading into the cemetery. Then I walked along the path toward the large door to the Blackburn family tomb. I had never been inside. My father along with a few friends laid my brother’s casket to rest. I was forced to stay out. The day of the funeral was the worst of my life. The only other day that came close was the day my mother died. I never got the chance to give her a proper burial. Dad flew into France and whisked my brother and me away the second word of her death reached his ears, which was far faster than either of us expected.

      There was a large lock on the stone door. Over a week ago this would have been a deterrent. Now it was only a slight inconvenience.

      I backed up from the door and then slammed into it with my shoulder. I wasn’t the same slender girl anymore. I was stronger. I could force a door open. I heard the stone creak and start to crack. I gave it another large shove and it busted open. Dirt started falling from the top and I had to wait a few seconds as the air cleared up. Then I walked inside to see nothing but total darkness.

      ‘Breathe,’ I told myself. ‘Just breathe.’

      I was no longer a stranger to death. I saw the wooden cart taking away the corpses of initiates that failed the trials. I could handle a few skeletons and a decomposing body. I had no other choice.

      I stood there in the dark and closed my eyes. I didn’t have a flashlight or my cell phone to light the way. But none of that mattered anymore. I was a lycan. I could see better in the dark than the day. All I had to do was let my eyes adjust and in a matter of seconds, the darkness was my new light. I could walk right in and see everything before me.

      I wandered through the narrow path between the stone walls, seeing plaques made of marble and other older materials lining the sides. The Blackburn family had lived in Derbyshire for hundreds of years. There were bodies dating back to the 17th century. I had to go rather deep into the tomb before I saw the engraved slab that I wanted.

      DIRK BLACKBURN

      November 7, 1999 - April 18, 2018.

      BELOVED SON & FRIEND

      I fully expected to see the slab with my brother’s name on it. I even expected to feel a twinge of pain. But maybe I was confusing expectation with preparation. Was I really ready to break into my brother’s casket?

      ‘If it’s not him inside of there then I don’t have to feel the least bit guilty. If it is, well, I can deal with that later.’

      I plunged my fist into the marble slab. Once, twice, and three times until it was totally destroyed and laying at my feet in dozens of broken pieces. Then I started digging away. I came up against something hard with a metal handle. It was the back end of my brother’s casket.

      I held on tight to the handle and pulled with all my strength. It was heavier than I expected. And I definitely wasn’t ready for it to come out as easily as it did. Before I knew it half the casket was flying out and it tumbled to the ground, leaving the top half dropping to the stone floor with a loud crash and the other stuck inside the narrow hole. It took some effort but I managed to finally get the entire thing out. I had to wait a few times for my hands to heal from the cuts and bruises from having to make the hole bigger by ripping it apart with my bare hands.

      I gently let down the other end of the casket and took the opening side into my hand.

      Was I ready for this? Desecrating a grave was a crime. But then again, so was faking his death if my brother was alive. If Rodrick or anyone else was coming after him, I had to know. And I had to find him first.

      Whoever was inside, I could smell the rot of his body. The stench was almost more than I could bear. I coughed and squeezed my nostrils tight as I tried my best to ignore the smell. I slowly opened the casket to see my brother’s decaying face inside. His eyes were sunken, his skin was gray, his mouth was wide open, his hair was grown out, and most of all, he was completely disgusting. This wasn’t the way I wanted to remember my brother. If it was him.

      I opened up the other end of the casket and started digging around. I searched through the expensive suit my dad had him dressed in and started removing it, piece by piece. Not easy considering his rotting body was stiff and harder than a rock. I started by unbuttoning the front of his jacket, then the shirt.

      ‘Everyone said it was a stabbing. I should be able to see the wounds.’

      Only when I finally got through his clothes and examined his left side I didn’t see just a stab wound. I looked closer to see a piece of metal. It was long and thin. The handle had been broken off to hide the evidence of it even being there. When I looked closer, I saw a silver blade from a broken dagger lodged deep inside the body.

      ‘You’ve gotta be kidding me!’

      It was gross, it was wrong, and it was probably the most effort I had to use for the last few days. But I stuck my fingers inside the decaying flesh before me until I could grip the metal piece of the dagger and pull it out. Not easy given the handle was gone and the edge was still as sharp as the day it was probably shoved inside.

      I yanked it out only to see my palm sliced wide open. I held my hand and watched as the wound slowly closed up. It didn’t matter that my body could heal so fast. I still felt the pain. The hot searing cut sewed back together. And once it was healed, I peered at the body below me. The corpse didn’t move. Nothing changed. My heart started to sink. Maybe it was my brother after all. And I had dishonored his grave.

      Then the unthinkable happened. The bones inside started to shift and become bigger. I could hear them start to snap. The man inside had broader shoulders than my brother. And a larger bald head. The body shifted right before my eyes into someone else I didn’t recognize. An elderly man with wrinkles and a square jaw.

      I got up and watched as his form changed and ripped through the suit that was at least three sizes too small for him.

      The man inside the coffin was a master shifter. He transformed into my brother’s likeness. Then he was stabbed with silver to freeze him in Dirk’s form as he died.

      Devon wasn’t lying. My brother was alive. The body before me wasn’t his. Now the question remained. Was this my brother’s doing? Did he fake his death? And if so, why? What was he afraid of? Who was he hiding from?

      “Of all the people in the world, I didn’t expect to see you here.”

      I nearly jumped out of my skin. My father was standing in the narrow stone walkway of the tomb, watching me stare down at the body with wide eyes.

      “Dad?”

      “I put an alarm on the door of the tomb in case someone tried to break in over a decade ago,” he said. “But you were the last person in the world who I thought might desecrate a grave.”

      “Why would you do that?” I sneered, feeling the hot rage inside me starting to build. “Did you have something to hide?” I cast my arm down toward the body that clearly wasn’t my brother. My dad never looked or broke eye contact with me. He continued to stare at me with the same cold eyes that I had grown to resent so much over the years. That was when I realized he didn’t have a flashlight. He was seeing clearly in the dark just like I was.

      He shook his head as though he wanted to shame me. To scold me like a child. But I wasn’t a child.

      ‘I’ve grown up a bit since I last saw you, dad. Don’t think you can treat me the same way anymore.’

      “Did you know?” I asked.

      “Yes,” he stated bluntly. His lack of emotion wasn’t helping his cause. It was only making me angrier.

      “Why?” I demanded. “I saw the police show up at the house. And the pained look in your eyes when they told you what happened to Dirk. Did you know from the beginning? Or did you see the silver dagger in his body?

      His brow furrowed at the mention of the dagger.

      “Where is he?” I demanded to know as I inched closer to him. For the first time in my entire life, I wasn’t intimidated by him. Fear was something reserved for the weak. And I wasn’t weak anymore.

      “I don’t know,” he answered.

      “You’re lying.”

      “No, Riley.”

      “You’ve lied about everything else. You allowed me to grieve for my brother. I lived for over a year thinking he was dead. And now this? Why should I believe you?”

      “I lost track of your brother the day the police showed up at my front door. He’s in hiding right now. If he knows what’s good for him.”

      “Hiding from what? Who would want to hurt him? And why aren’t you helping him?”

      “He doesn’t want my help. Nor does he want yours.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “Yes, I do actually.” The smug expression on his face set me on fire. I lunged toward him and tried shoving him down the narrow stone walkway. He gripped onto my arms and flung me around, sending me through the air and rolling away until I crashed into another marble slab marking the grave of one of my ancestors. I didn’t get up all the way. I was on all fours and I stared up at him as if I was already in lycan form. Then I stood up straight, doing everything in my power to stop my body from shifting right then and there.

      He shook his head at me as if he couldn’t be more disappointed. It was the same cold expression he had when he found out I was rehearsing with a rock band. When he discovered that I applied to a university he didn’t approve of. When I left the house in the clothes I liked rather than the one’s his personal shopper picked out for me. I had grown tired of constantly feeling like a disappointment. He didn’t have the right to look at me in such a way. Especially now.

      He closed the gap between us and held me by the throat with one hand, pinning me against the wall faster than I could react.

      ‘What the hell? How is he so strong? He couldn’t do this unless…’

      “You disappoint me, Riley,” he hissed. “I worked hard to make sure you had a normal life. I made sure you were safe. I had Lennard follow you. I got you into a school where you would be well looked after. I had your entire future set up to avoid this. And the second I left you alone to your own devices you let this happen.”

      He knew. Somehow he knew. And he was strong. Stronger than me. That told me only one thing. My father wasn’t entirely human. He might even be a lycan.

      “Why?” I grumbled through the tight grip of his hand around my throat. “Why did you keep Dirk a secret?”

      “For the same reason I got you into a safe university and followed your every move. To protect you. I didn’t want this for you, Riley.”

      He took the side of my shirt under my trench coat with his opposite hand and ripped it open over my shoulder. My brand was right there for him to see. His face fell.  “I failed you, Riley. I did everything I could to protect you and I still failed. Who did this to you?”

      “Answer my questions and I’ll answer yours.”

      He relented slightly, still gripping me tight around the neck but letting go enough so I could at least speak without muttering.

      “Who did this to you?” he asked calmly.

      “A man named Devon.”

      “And who is Devon?”

      “I’m still not sure. He was a member of the academy but he ran off.”

      My dad cursed under his breath then let me go. I stayed there against the marble slab, too stunned to move just yet. I felt the muscles around my throat contract then start to heal over from the bruising he caused.

      “Why did you hide Dirk’s death from me?” I asked.

      “To protect you.”

      “From what?”

      “From the people who gave you this,” he said, pointing at my brand.

      “They’re not the enemy. They helped me.”

      “They turned you into what you are.”

      “Would you have rather I died after being bitten?”

      He cocked his head, realizing he didn’t have the whole story.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I didn’t choose this. And the academy didn’t either. I was bitten by a stranger. A master shifter. Then the Vontex found me and brought me to the academy to finish the trials. I passed.”

      He backed up into the wall behind him, looking as furious as I had ever seen him.

      “Did mum know what you are?” I demanded, refusing to let his thoughts drift away too fast.

      That got his attention.

      He clasped his wrist in the opposite hand. I could see his knuckles turning white. “Yes. She found out when you turned eight years old. Why do you think she left me?”

      That was an answer I wasn’t expecting. The constant running from city to city, the way we lived in a tent, and the worry my mum had once we left England, it all made sense now. She was running away from my dad. Somehow, she found out what he was. And she feared him. Rightly so.

      “You’re mother was naive. And irrational,” he snapped. “She thought I was the enemy. All along I was the only one who could keep you safe. She put the two of you in danger from the moment she walked out the door with the two of you in tow. I used every last resource I had to find her. Then I let her believe she was hiding once I did. She got away but I always knew right where you were. I had to. She wouldn’t give me a chance to explain. So I took matters into my own hands.”

      I shook my head, not quite believing what I was hearing. “Maybe she realized you were the type that would lie to his own children.”

      My remark didn’t seem to phase him. He merely stared at me with his usual expression of disdain. Like I was a spoiled child who needed to be taught a lesson.

      “I tried to protect you. I failed your mother. I failed your brother. It may already be too late for you.”

      I never saw what happened next. It was too fast. And he was far stronger than I expected. Something hard struck me in the back of my head. My dad grabbed me by the head and smashed it onto the marble slab behind me. I was out before I even hit the dusty stone floor of the tomb.
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      The blow to the back of my head would have killed me if I was still human. I woke up in time to feel the hair on my scalp start to tickle as new strands formed over the broken skin. My vision was the next sense to come back. I opened my eyes to see a dark ceiling above me with blue and yellow stained glass. I turned my head. There were tall tapered black candles lit everywhere.

      Something heavy was on top of my wrists. I tried moving them only to hear a clanking noise. They were restrained above my head with irons and metal chains. Only these weren’t regular irons. They were wrapped with locksin. The same material Lothar used on me in the graveyard when he first found me and I was still a werewolf. I looked down at my ankles. There was locksin tied around them as well and chained to the large stone slab. I was tied down. A woman stood over me with her eyes shut and her hands above the center of my chest. She held them there as if she was holding a spherical ball. Words tumbled out of her mouth that I didn’t recognize. But I recognized her.

      “Adeline?” I mumbled.

      She didn’t open her eyes. Her focus was solely on whatever it was that she was doing.

      Adeline’s beautiful long blonde hair that I always envied fell down to her waist. Her skin was like a porcelain doll. I recalled the nights I saw her with my mum and I wished I looked just like her. She was the reason I started growing my hair out long. But mine was thick and curly. Hers was bone straight. And her eyes were a deep sapphire blue.

      She was my mother’s best friend when we lived in France. They met at one of my opera classes and became fast friends. Before I knew it, Aunt Adeline was helping look after my brother and me while my mum ran errands. She would be at all my rehearsals and she followed my mum where ever she ran. I lost all contact with her after my mum’s death. I didn’t have a phone number or an address. And I never thought in a million years that I would see her again.

      “Adeline, what are you doing here?”

      She started speaking louder. The words became more and more strange to me. A hot flare ignited inside of me like hot coals were seeping out of my stomach and oozing through my skin. I let out a blood-curdling scream. My back reared up and I forced my eyes to stay open to see what the bloody hell she was doing.

      The red light of my crowning magic oozed out of my skin and between her hands, rolling about in a circle of light in Adeline’s palms. She opened her sapphire blue eyes and weaved it around into a ball-like shape then moved her hands back down to my body, watching as my skin absorbed it once more. Only this time, it didn’t feel like hot coals running through my flesh. It was icy cold. So cold that I started trembling.

      ‘What the hell is she doing?’

      No. More like how was she doing it. The only other time I saw someone manipulate magic like that was while Nurse Roslyn healed me when I was locked between transformations. That could only mean one thing.

      Adeline was a witchling.

      I’d like to say that the feeling of freezing cold was better than the heat but it wasn’t. If anything it only stung more. The rush of magic came crashing down inside of me with so much force that I was shocked the slab under me didn’t shatter.

      “Stop! Adeline, please!” I screamed.

      She didn’t hear me. She was somewhere else. I watched as her eyes shifted from side to side behind her eyelids, moving back and forth like she was having a dream.

      Then it stopped. The pain, the magic brewing over me, and Adeline’s hands over my body. She placed the magic back inside and slowly opened her eyes. I gasped for air, finally able to take in a full breath after what felt like minutes of not breathing. Sweat plummeted down my forehead and into my hair. The locksin was still holding me tight. Adeline moved one hand toward my wrists and the other to my ankle. A bright array of green light left her palms and the locksin wrapped irons snapped open. My arms and legs were free. I could sit up. If I could…well… that was another story entirely. My body ached. My limbs were exhausted. I wasn’t sure of what happened but I had the sudden urge to slap my mother’s best friend who I hadn’t seen in years right across her pretty little porcelain face. The only problem was that I could barely move.

      “It’s not her fault,” Adeline said softly.

      I managed to shift my head to see where she was looking. My father was standing in the corner of the candlelit stone room. One I hadn’t seen before. Which was odd given I thought I had explored every inch of my father’s property, except the tomb, of course. That was a new one until today.

      My father stood firm with his arms crossed over his chest. He gave a huff then stroked his chin and let his hand fall to the back of his neck, as though he was considering something and it was causing him pain.

      “How did it happen?” he asked Adeline, not even bothering to look at me.

      “She was preyed on.”

      “By who?”

      “A man named Devon. A former professor at the academy. He went rogue. I’m not sure why.”

      “Was he given orders by someone else?”

      “It’s possible. He wanted the same as you wanted. To find out where Dirk is hiding. He thought he could use Riley to find him.”

      “Then he’s a fool. I didn’t tell her anything.”

      Adeline sighed and gently caressed my forehead. Her skin was warm to the touch. She let the green light from her palm seep out of her skin and delve into my cheek. I felt the most incredible surge of energy pulsate through my body. She was reinvigorating me.

      “Come now,” she said. “Let’s get up.” She reached for my hand and clasped on tight, pulling me up so I was sitting.

      “What was that?” I asked in a low grumble.

      “I’m sorry I had to put you through so much,” she said. “But it was necessary. I needed to know what happened to you.”

      “I would have told you if you had asked.”

      “No, I needed to see it.”

      “See it?”

      “I peered into your memories. I had to access the magic inside of you to do so.”

      I shook my head in disbelief. This world I lived in was much more complicated and much less boring than I ever imagined.

      “You mean he wanted you to do so,” I hissed, looking over at my father who was still leaning against the wall with a look of discomfort on his face. “Where were you, Adeline? You disappeared after mum died. I looked for you.”

      She clasped both hands in front of her face and sighed. It was a similar gesture my mum started doing after she met Adeline. I knew what it meant. She was about to tell me something that she didn’t like. And she was ashamed.

      “I wanted to stay,” she admitted. “I wanted to look after you and your brother. Your mother asked me to. Only I had no legal right over your father. My mother demanded that I search for the man who harmed your mother. I had no choice. I had to leave.”

      I couldn’t help but squint at her. The words coming out of her mouth didn’t even feel real.

      “Harmed her? Who harmed her?”

      My urge to slap someone wasn’t directed at Adeline anymore. It was directed at my father.

      I stood up from the slab, surprised that my body was already healed and I was back to feeling normal. I marched right up to him and struck him across the face with all the force I could possibly muster. He took it and barely moved an inch. He simply shut his eyes and opened them slowly as if he was being taunted by an annoying child. The mark I left behind faded within a few seconds.

      ‘Suspicion confirmed.’

      “You told me the mortician said it was an aneurysm!” I yelled. “You said she didn’t feel any pain! That it happened fast and she died almost instantly!” I slapped on my sides in aggravation. Clearly, I was the fool here. He was right. “You lied. Just like you lied about everything else. Someone hurt my mother and you had the audacity to lie about my brother’s death too.”

      “I was protecting you,” he sneered. “Everything I ever did was to protect you and your brother. And your mother. Do you think your mother met Adeline and hit it off with her for no reason? I called in a personal favor to the vixra. Adeline is Ellinor Prescott’s granddaughter. She found where your mother was hiding and watched over all three of you.”

      That wasn’t an answer I was expecting.

      I looked back at Adeline and she gave me a small nod.

      “Do you honestly think that I didn’t know where any of you were for all those years?” My dad said. Only this time, his voice wasn’t cold. Nor was it condescending. He leaned forward as though he was trying to get through to me. “I always knew. The second your mother found out what I was, she ran. She didn’t understand and she didn’t give me a chance to explain.”

      “What you are?”

      “A Blackatter. Just like you. Our ancestral line goes back over a thousand years, Riley. I went through the trials at the academy when I was twelve-years-old. I was the youngest to ever survive.”

      I stepped away from him. “You’re a lycan.”

      He allowed his eyes to change right before me. They went from light blue to scarlet red. Proof of what he was. I bumped into the slab behind me, nearly knocking over the tapered candles set on an end table to one side.

      “One night in London, I walked in on someone trying to rob our flat,” he said. “You were too young to remember. I found the man attacking your mother. I shifted right in front of her and killed him. Then I disposed of the body the exact way I was taught by my professors at L.I.T. When I came back, your mother was gone. She took you and your brother with her. There were dangers to her knowing that our kind exists. Dangers you can’t even fathom. I had to make sure she was protected even if she wouldn’t see me. So I contacted Ellinor and asked for her help. She made the bracelets you and your brother wear. Adeline gifted them to your mother and she gave them to you both. The Blackatter bloodline carries a particular scent that lycan can pick up on. The bracelets hide it with vixra magic.

      I unconsciously reached for the bracelet on my wrist, along with my brothers on the other one.

      “Riley,” Adeline spoke behind me. “You need to go back to the academy. You have to learn from your professors as best as you can. Then you must join the Eastern Vontex close to where my family lives in Hungary. It’s the only way you’re going to survive. My family can offer you a certain amount of protection. You won’t live long if you’re without a pack. The Vontex share a special bond. As a collective, you can survive. On your own, you’ll surely die. Those who came after your mother will find you. I failed in my mission to protect her. I can’t live knowing I failed you too.”

      My father scoffed. “She’ll be a sitting duck at the academy. That’s the first place they’ll look for her.”

      “It’s protected by a shield one of my ancestors made with very powerful magic.”

      “That’s not good enough,” he argued. “She needs more than that. This Devon character was inside the academy, remember? And you say he’s the one who did this to her.”

      “She’s safer there than she is here. Surely, you must understand that. My grandmother already made the necessary repairs and re-enforced the shield. Riley needs time to learn more about what she is and apply to join the Eastern Vontex. It’s the most logical way forward. Unless you have a better idea.”

      “I can teach her!” he shouted.

      “That’s not happening,” I barked at him.

      “Don’t be foolish like your mother,” he snapped.

      That was it. He had already tried to control me from afar. He told me which university to go to and what I would study. He inadvertently caused me to run. He wasn’t going to tell me what was best for me anymore. And he wouldn’t disrespect my mother’s memory.

      “You made my mother run!” I hollered. “Not some burglar. You could have gone to her. You could have tried to talk some sense into her. And besides, I might not remember the robbery but I remember the arguments. You drove mum away long before you shifted in front of her. It was probably the final nail in the coffin. I could never learn from you. I don’t even trust you. You’ve given me no reason to. You hid things from me. Things a father should never withhold. This happened because you refused to be open with me.”

      He stood there completely stunned. It was the first time I had stood up to him. Not just argued over the phone and done something against his will and waited for him to find out the truth. I actually stood there and told him off. And it was one of the most empowering things I had ever done.

      “I’ve made many bad choices Riley.” He edged closer to me. “The worst being that I gave your mother reason to doubt that I loved her. You might not like my methods but I kept you alive. If you don’t trust me, then trust Adeline. She adored your mother. I might have asked for the favor of her watching over the three of you but their friendship was genuine.”

      Adeline’s hand clasped over my shoulder. There was something about Adeline’s touch that I always found soothing. Now I knew why. It must have had something to do with her being a vixra witchling.

      “Riley, I’ve been working with another vixra to try to find your brother. We believe he’s alive and in hiding but we couldn’t tell you. I didn’t want to give you false hope. There are few things worse in this world than believing that which isn’t true and holding onto it for years.”

      My father rubbed his chin then walked over to the round wooden door at the back of the room. Just before he opened it and disappeared on the other side he turned to me. “I loved your mother, Riley. And I love you. I’m not a man of grand romantic gestures. Your mother knew that about me. Nor am I a father who coddles his children. But I did my best to protect you. I will continue doing what I see as necessary to keep you safe. Until we find Dirk and know he’s not in danger, you’re the only child I have left to protect.”

      “By doing what you see as necessary do you mean that you’ll continue to lie to me?” I asked.

      He didn’t answer. He walked out of the room. I heard his heavy footsteps stomping up a flight of stairs. Adeline didn’t speak again until he was completely out of earshot. Which was a considerable distance given he was a lycan. It struck me right then and there that he probably heard me every single time I snuck out of the house to rehearse with my band. There were very few secrets around him.

      “Riley,” Adeline said my name softly and sat back against the stone slab. Her pale skin flickered in the dim light of the candles around the room. It gave her an ethereal glow that only made me even more jealous of her beauty. She took my hands into hers and I let her. I wanted to pull away. I spent years loving Adeline as if she truly was my aunt and not just a family friend only to find out now that she was more like a beloved babysitter. Not just for me and my brother but for my mother as well. “This isn’t the life your mother wanted for you,” she said. “Or your father. He tried to keep you clear of it. Given your father is a member of the Blackatter ancestral line, my family was willing to assist him. But when your mother discovered what was in your blood and what your father was, she was convinced that keeping you from him was the only way forward. She couldn’t be talked out of it. In reality, it was the most dangerous decision she could have made. It nearly exposed you and your brother. I was happy to watch over the three of you. My biggest failure was discovering your mother had been murdered. I won’t see you meet the same end. I swear to you that I’ll do everything in my power to protect you and find your brother.”

      I pressed my lips together. Her words stung my ears. My father let me believe my mother died of natural causes. Now I found out through his deception that she met an end that no one should face. My head fell. I couldn’t look in Adeline’s eyes. Grief washed over me as if I was experiencing my mother’s death for the first time all over again.

      Adeline took my chin into her hand and forced me to meet her eyes. “Don’t do that,” she said. “Don’t cower. Blackatters are the strongest of the lycan.”

      Lothar’s words echoed in my mind. He told me the same thing. Not to cower. I straightened my back but still found it difficult.

      “How did she die?” I asked, not sure I wanted to know the answer but stupid enough to ask.

      Adeline swallowed hard. She had to know the question was coming but she still didn’t want to answer it. In the end, she didn’t tell me with words. She brought her hand away from my chin and cupped my face. I felt the tingling of her green magic pierce through my skin. My vision wasn’t my own anymore. I was seeing through her eyes. A memory. One that haunted her and would now haunt me until the day I died. I was walking through the woods. There was no moon. It was dark. And Adeline was lighting the way through the brush of the forest with her magic glowing in her palm. She fell to her knees when she found what she was looking for. My mother’s body lying dead on the ground, looking as though it had been torn apart by wild dogs. There was blood everywhere. Random body parts were missing. Her flesh had been shredded apart with razor-sharp teeth. And her eyes were wide open, staring into the sky like she was begging for death from the heavens.

      My eyesight snapped back to reality. I jolted away from Adeline and backed into the stone wall behind me. I thought I knew despair. I grieved for my mother and my brother. For the future I thought might be but would never come to pass. The knowledge that my mother wouldn’t be around to help me with my kids. My brother wouldn’t take them out on adventures or get married and have kids of his own that mine could play with. All that was stripped from me. Only now I knew it wasn’t normal. It wasn’t natural. It was a form of evil that I had only ever read about in fairy tales.

      “Who…” I whispered through gritted teeth. “Who did that to her?”

      “I don’t know. But I swear to you, we will find out.”

      “How?” I asked, gripping onto the stone wall with my fingernails and desperately wanting to break something. The aggression inside of me was rising. I could feel the building blocks of rage wanting release. I took deep breaths and tried to hold it in. Adeline was the last person in the world I wanted to harm. Not to mention that I knew now that she was a witchling. A powerful one. She could probably kill me easily without ever touching me.

      “Go back to school,” she said. “Learn everything you can. Then apply for the Eastern Vontex and come serve my family in Hungary. We will look out for one another. Then you and I will find your brother and hunt down the man who tried to destroy your family.”

      “He did destroy my family. I have nothing left.”

      “Yes, you do. The Vontex are like a family. You’ll learn once you join. Your pack will become your family. And I am your family.”

      She closed the gap between us and embraced me. I slowly brought my arms around her, unsure if I was ready to receive affection after what I had just seen. A part of me wanted to pull away. To reach for something, anything, and tear it apart. But Adeline’s touch got to me once more. She calmed me in an instant and before I knew it I was holding her as tight as she held me.

      She let her hand come up to the back of my head. And she stood there with me for what felt like minutes, making sure I knew that I wasn’t alone.

      “Learn all that you can. Then come to Hungary. We will find this monster. Together.”
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      Adeline escorted me out of the room and up the stone steps outside the door. I discovered quite quickly why this was the one room that I had never seen in my father’s large house. It was hidden. As we reached the top of the stairs the doorway opened up into my father’s private study. A bookcase opened as if it was a door and I stepped out to see where I was in an instant.

      ‘More secrets. Why am I not surprised anymore?’

      When I reached the foyer my father was nowhere to be seen. Which honestly, I preferred. Our little reunion wasn’t my idea of quality family time. And it wasn’t Alina’s idea of a proper greeting.

      When we got to the front door I discovered Alina standing in the doorway with a massive blood stain on the side of her head running down her front.

      “What the hell happened to you?” I asked. She looked like she hit her head on something hard. I peered behind her to see the passenger side door on the car was shattered. Someone slammed her head right into the window.

      “I could ask you the same thing,” she said.

      I glanced at my reflection in a mirror to the right of the door. I was a bloody mess from my dad having slammed me against the marble slab inside the tomb.

      “My dad?” I asked her.

      “He has a strange way of saying hello, doesn’t he?” Alina clenched her fists. “Tell him he needs to work on his manners. I did bring his only daughter here for a visit on my own time.”

      He probably thought she was the one who broke into the family tomb. Then he knocked her out the same way he did to me.

      Adeline stepped forward and offered her hand. “Allow me to properly introduce myself given Kenneth failed to do so.”

      Alina took her hand with a bit of hesitation.

      “I’m Adeline Prescott.”

      Alina’s eyes widened. She knew who she was. Or at least what family she was from.

      “Oh. I’m… I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude.”

      “Don’t worry. I’m well aware of Kenneth’s incivility. I take it he knocked you out before entering the tomb to find Riley.”

      Alina nodded, still in a bit of awe that she was speaking to a vixra witchling.

      “Thank you for bringing Riley back home to say goodbye to her father. Please get her back to the academy safe.” With that Adeline walked passed Alina and stepped onto the gravel of my father’s driveway. She lifted her finger and carved a line through the air. I watched as green light broke through her skin. A tunnel appeared before her as though she had sliced the air open with her magic, creating a strong breeze that swept over the driveway.

      “I’ll see you again soon, Riley,” she said. “In the meantime, focus on your studies. It’s very important.”

      Then she stepped through the opening and disappeared. The magic holding the space open closed up and she was gone.

      “What the bloody hell was that?” I walked toward the space and tried feeling the air for remnants of her magic. Whatever it was, it was gone.

      “A vixra tunnel,” Alina said with a smile. “The vixra created magical tunnels for ease of travel but it takes a great amount of magic to open them. Most witchlings are forbidden to even go near one. Lycan as well. Except for the Blackatters, of course. I imagined you’ll learn how to use one in time.”

      “I’m not sure if I like the idea of disappearing into thin air.”

      “Come on,” she said, stomping away over the gravel road and back to the car. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

      I couldn’t argue. I didn’t want to spend one more second near my father. That didn’t stop me from looking back at the large house before I got into the car. I saw something move from the third window to the right on the second floor. It was my father’s room. The curtain moved from side to side as though someone had just let go of it and walked away. He was watching. And he would probably continue watching. Suddenly, the idea of moving to a foreign country to be closer to the vixra wasn’t so unappealing. As long as it put a safe distance between me and my father. He might have thought he was protecting me. He might have even thought his intentions came from a good place. But in the end, I had to decide what was best for me. And right now, that was getting in the car and not looking back.
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      Hours later I was in my dorm room at the academy. I had a hot shower, a rare steak, and a long nap. None of it helped. A sharp pain sat inside the pit of my stomach and refused to let go. I didn’t know if it was residual pain from what Adeline did to me so she could see my memories or if my old foe grief was revisiting me once more. Only this time it was finding a cozy home to nestle in tight. I was overwhelmed. The vision of my mother’s body torn to pieces on the forest floor was seared into my memory like the brand on my skin. There was no getting rid of it. If anything, it created motivation. Just the right amount that I needed to push me to find my brother and join the Vontex. If that was what it took to find the ruthless person who did this to my mother, I would do everything I could to be worthy of the Vontex.

      I rolled out of bed and heard a knock at my door. When I opened it, no one was there. A note was left behind inside the small box to the left of the door. I unfolded it to find it was my class schedule.

      

      LYCAN HISTORY (ANCIENT TO MEDIEVAL) - 10 PM

      

      BEGINNERS CONTROLLED SHIFTING - 1 AM

      

      BEGINNERS HUNTING - 4 AM

      

      My first class was in the same room Devon took me to when he wanted me to shift. I remembered it clearly. The way the ceiling was bound by a spell giving it the power of moonlight. I wasn’t sure if I was ready for it.

      I grabbed my trench coat and headed out the door. When I exited the tower of my dorm and entered the main courtyard, I was shocked to find that people didn’t point or stare at me anymore. Well, at least not as much. I had passed the trials and I was one of them. Just a student going to class. Almost as if I really wasn’t lying to my bandmates. I did find a university to attend. It just wasn’t a normal one.

      When I got to the trap door leading to the class it opened up for me as though it knew who I was on approach. I ventured down the stairs and through the long hallways to discover my class was lit up in bright sunlight, not moonlight as I expected. I sighed a little in relief.

      ‘I guess Devon was right. That’s more for advanced students.’

      The room was already full of other students. The two young men from the ceremony along with a few others that I had never seen before. I gathered that they had to wait a while before new classes could start. Not enough students passed the recent trials.

      I hung my head at the thought and went over to sit at an empty desk. The class started filling gradually with other students who I guessed were on different rotations for the classes because some definitely were recent graduates of the trials. And the only reason I gathered that was because by the time the seats filled up and the one next to me was the last one left, a single face waltzed into the room that I didn’t want to see. It was McKenzie.

      She groaned and walked over to a guy seated close to the door. I listened in to hear what she was whispering to him. Naturally, she was begging him to trade places with her. He refused. Quite adamantly. Apparently, I had already created a reputation for myself because no one wanted to sit next to the Blackatter. Who knew what I might do?

      I saw her jaw clench once she realized no one would trade places with her. She begrudgingly came over and sat down at my table, making sure there was a fair amount of distance between us even though the desks were seated for two.

      “Good morning, class,” Alina said as she walked into the room and flipped a switch by the podium. Everyone groaned as the room started to grow darker. Soon, it was lit up by a pale crescent moon. I could feel my body embracing its light. Maybe even gaining a little strength from it. I wasn’t a lowly werewolf anymore. I was a lycan. I could tell my body no. And I did. I rejected the urge to shift. I even soaked in the moonlight with a smile.

      I saw one young man try to lift the hood of his trench coat.

      Alina pointed a finger at him. “No, no, no. Keep it down. Embrace the moonlight and it will learn to embrace you back.”

      He set his hands before him on the desk and cursed under his breath.

      “I heard that,” she said as she pulled down a tarp for a whiteboard and uncapped some markers.

      ‘Why is Alina teaching? I thought she was just in the Vontex.’

      “I’m Alina Sokolova. I’m a member of the Northern Vontex stationed in London. I was born in Russia, raised in Scotland, and bitten at the age of seventeen. I passed the exams for the Vontex two years later and for my commitment to the academy, I teach two separate courses, including this one. Lycan History, Ancient to Medieval and Intermediate Damage Control.

      ‘Great. So does that mean I’ll have to teach someday if I join the Vontex?’

      “Some professors here like to start with the good and get to the more challenging aspects of our existence later. But I’ve never been an optimist. So today, you’re going to start the course by learning about the Dolch Erbe. Also known as the Dagger Heir society.”

      Whispers exploded throughout the room. I had never heard of the society. Not that it mattered.

      Alina shot a very quick glance in my direction. A shiver ran through me when her eyes met mine. Somehow, I knew this lecture was for my ears in particular and I needed to pay close attention.

      Alina turned down the lights in the room even more, making the whiteboard stand out. Then she pulled out a camera and set it up along with a cord to display on the whiteboard. A map of Europe showed up. Only the lines between countries were different. It was an old map of the Roman Empire.

      She took out a laser pointer from under the podium in front of the class and pointed it to a kingdom within the map. Red was the Roman Empire. White was everything outside of it. And I was left wondering just how long the legends of werewolves and lycan went back before she even began.

      “The true date when the first lycan was created is unknown,” she started. “Some say thousands of years ago. Others claim that it was during the height of the Holy Roman Empire. What we do know is that many of the legends trace back to an area once called Bohemia. Now we call it the Czech Republic. Legends of witchlings trace back to Ancient Scotland, as well as vampires. The lycan are another story entirely. But no one can really say when and where we originated given that those who were first turned into werewolves rarely survived the shifting process. And those who did often couldn’t control their impulses for long and would be discovered after they shifted back into human form and were promptly killed by local tribes.

      “A period of great upheaval began when the first pack of lycan grew powerful and used their viciousness to tear apart many towns in old Germanic and Czech lands. Bohemia was one of the first kingdoms to fight back. They created a society. Or rather, a vigilante group, that would hunt down lycan in their kingdom and murder them before the entire population. Some suspect this was when the legends of the lycan really took form and people started creating myths surrounding our existence. Many of those myths survive today. Some of the stories are true, others are mere fairy tales used to scare children as they lay their heads down to sleep at night. But the one story that remains true to this day is that of the Dolch Erbe. The vigilante group has survived as a society meant to help protect humans from our kind since ancient times. They still exist, they still hide in the shadows, and they’re a greater threat to our existence than ever before.”

      I clenched my hands under the table. I remembered Lothar and Rodrick claiming that our kind had enemies since I first arrived. Was this what they meant? Some ancient society that hunts down lycan?

      I rested my chin on my hand as I continued listening. I found the stories fascinating but in some ways sad. Not because the history was brutal but because I could see the thin line between them. The narrow edge where humans were right to fear us. As Rodrick told me from the start, we are the villains. The lycan were creatures of the night. And I managed to kill someone the first time I shifted into a werewolf. This society might be our enemy but they weren’t wrong to be scared of us. Or hunt us. If anything, I found Alina’s lecture fascinating because of the blurred edges. The place where truth mingled with bias.

      “Every fifty years or so, a new leader to the Dolch Erbe is born,” Alina continued, showing drawings of a few men and women on the projector. The drawings looked old. Like someone tried painting the likeness of a person in a time when art hadn’t progressed to show the intricacy of facial features. Others were rather striking and clearly done within the last couple of centuries. “This leader often doesn’t know they are born to become the leader of the Dolch Erbe until they reach their late teens or early twenties. But legends tell us that the first leader was blessed by a luxra witchling with the gift of immortality through rebirth. Their consciousness is reborn into a new body each century and they never look the same. It could be a man, a woman, old, or even young. There’s no way of knowing unless you pledge an oath to the Dolch Erbe, which by the way is a death sentence for any lycan. So don’t let me catch any of you doing it.”

      An uncomfortable laugh broke out across the room.

      A young man raised his hand in the back and Alina called on him.

      “What methods do they use to hunt down lycan?” he asked.

      “Good question.” Alina put up more slides. They showcased various devices that looked like instruments of torture. “In ancient times they used silver knives but that proved insufficient given one had to get close enough to use them. Which often resulted in the Dolch Erbe getting killed. Now they’ll lace bullets with silver to freeze a lycan when they’re in mid-transition so they’ll bleed internally.  Legends also state that they have found various ways of tapping into magic to enhance their senses so they can smell the lycan if they’re nearby. And every so often, a lycan will defect from our realm and join them. And in so doing, they’ll reveal our secrets. This hasn’t happened in many decades. That we know of at least. But when more than a few lycan start to drop like flies or disappear all together, the Vontex start to take notice. Which leads me to my next point.”

      Alina put up another slide. It held a symbol that I hadn’t seen before. It was an array of broken triangles that met at the corners and melded into one another. Next to it was the shape but with the edges unbroken.

      I nearly fell out of my seat when I saw them.

      ‘Oh dear god.’

      “The symbol to the left is that of the Dolch Erbe,” she said. “It signifies the breaking of our kind. The symbol to the right some of you may recognize as the symbol of the Vontex. Each pack of Vontex has it branded just above our right collar bone.”

      She stood before the class and showed off the brand on her shoulder. The class gave the usual sounds of awe when she displayed it. It looked similar to the brand I had on my left shoulder. Only I knew Alina’s was much more difficult to earn.

      “The Vontex were created by the vixra witchlings when the lycan problem became too much to control,” she went on. “Unlike the Dolch Erbe, the vixra saw that our kind can be used for both good and evil. They chose those among the lycan who held the most merit and the best skills to become a member of the Vontex. A group of assassins and warriors for the lycan. One could say the Vontex were created as a reaction to the Dolch Erbe. The Dolch Erbe seek to destroy all lycan to protect humanity. The Vontex seek to destroy those who are unworthy of living through the trials and those who kill indiscriminately. Which is often any untrained werewolf or lycan who runs under our radar and isn’t brought to the academy. But if they can pass the trials and learn how to become productive members of our realm, we protect them. We become a collective. We might not have the lives we always wanted but we can still be productive and live life to the fullest.

      “Where the Vontex differ from the Dolch Erbe is that we believe in life. We seek to preserve it in its best form. Unfortunately, not all lycan can meet their best form. They fall prey to their most brutal instincts and refuse to learn discipline or control. The Dolch Erbe believe in death. Death to all werewolves and lycan regardless of their ability to control their animal impulses. This is why the Vontex exists. This is why we fight.”

      For the briefest moment, Alina made eye contact with me again. Then she averted her eyes away before anyone else noticed. I sat up a little straighter, knowing that her words were meant for me specifically.

      I took the trench coat on my left arm sleeve and pulled it down, hoping no one noticed how uncomfortable I was. Alina went on talking but I was beyond hearing her. My mind was elsewhere. I had seen the symbol on the left side of the slide before. It was the symbol etched into my brother’s bracelet.

      ‘Was Dirk hunted down by the Dolch Erbe? Did they kill him?’

      Then my thoughts went from bad to worse.

      ‘Could he have joined them? Was he the one who let out secrets about the academy? Could that be why the shield over the fortress started getting weaker?’

      “All of you must be mindful every single second of the day,” Alina continued. “Especially if you receive permission to enter the human realm after you’ve graduated from the academy. Members of the Dolch Erbe could be anywhere. They could be anyone. They hide in plain sight with ease. And unless you were to get close enough to one to see their brand, you won’t know who they are. There are rumors that they’ve discovered how to wield enough magic to hide their brand, making them even more difficult to detect.

      “We have reason to believe that a new leader to the Dolch Erbe has been reborn. We don’t know if this person is male or female, we don’t know their age, and we don’t know if they’ve learned how to use magic to their advantage. This puts us at a direct disadvantage and gives the Vontex more just cause to kill any werewolves or lycan who put our identity and our well-being at risk. Being a Vontex is seen by many of you, I’m sure, as a sort of glamorous pursuit. But make no mistake, it’s serious work. We are the bringers of death to our kind. We must assess who is worthy of keeping alive and who isn’t. And when we make a mistake by placing our faith in the wrong person, there are real life and death consequences for both humans and lycan.”

      The desperation I felt inside of me to find my brother before it was too late only grew stronger the more she spoke. If the Dolch Erbe found him, he could be in hiding. Or worse, maybe they found him and made him do something terrible.

      ‘I know my brother. He wouldn’t betray his own. He’s loyal to a fault.’

      The problem was that only I knew that. Others would judge his actions in an instant. I held my head up high and kept listening to the lecture even though my thoughts were far away.

      ‘I will find him before they do. I have no other choice.’
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      The stench was the first thing to assault my senses. It smelled of burned meat and sulfur. I nearly started gagging. When I opened my eyes I saw what looked like an ancient circle. Ruins stood all around me along towering stone pillars. A huge cauldron sat in the center with a mixture bubbling inside. I got closer to feel the skin inside my trench coat practically roasting. It was getting hotter. Black smoke barreled up from the center. I barely had enough time to scoot back before the entire black cauldron was consumed by flames underneath it. The iron started to melt as the flames got hotter and hotter, turning bright red then blue as the flames shot higher into the sky, reaching toward the full moon. I could feel the heat from a safe distance back.

      Men started entering the circle of stone pillars with furs covering their backs and head. Furs of bears and wolves. Their faces were painted and their chests beastly with muscles and markings, none of which I recognized. The furs and their leather trousers were the only things they were wearing. But that wasn’t what really caught my attention the most. It was the fact that they couldn’t see me. I stood there out in the open as they continued with what looked like some sort of ancient ritual.

      One man brought in a live wolf. He pulled it along as it resisted, gnawing at the rope around its neck. It tumbled to the ground, wrestling the rope as his captor drew him in closer. Then he yanked a dagger from his side and plunged it into the wolf’s chest as it cried the second it was close enough to touch.

      “No!” I shouted.

      They didn’t hear me. It was like I was only there in spirit.

      The man dug the dagger deeper and ripped the wolf’s heart from its chest. Then he tossed it into the cauldron. He took the blood remaining on his hand and drew lines over his cheeks, making him look practically demonic. The other men circled the cauldron until the flames inside rose higher and higher. I could feel my sweat from the heat drip down the center of my back.

      One by one, they began chanting words I couldn’t understand. They stopped when one man among them was standing opposite of me. He removed the fur from his head and I finally got a clear look at him. It was Devon.

      ‘Of course. Who else would do something this weird?’

      His eyes began to glow a bright shade of gold. The iron of the cauldron melted into a thick layer of metal, forged into something new from the flames. Devon stepped into the flames and let them overpower his body. Only just like in the ceremony I went through, he didn’t burn. That was when I saw it. The brand on his right shoulder was that of the Dolch Erbe.

      ‘My god. This is them. Is Devon their new leader?’

      I stood there feeling as though I might start hyperventilating.

      Devon stepped off the thick layer of metal and away from the flames. His eyes wandered the forest as if he was looking for something under the moon’s bright light. Then his eyes found me. I backed up right into one of the stone pillars and placed my hands before me as if I could defend myself against him somehow. He smiled at me. That same flirtatious smile he used when he was using Rodrick’s form. The second the thought crossed my mind he shifted into Rodrick. He took a step closer to me. Then another. And another. I felt trapped. Unable to move and even less able to run. My arms rose above me. I had no control over them. They were tied to the top of the stone pillar with locksin. I never even saw him move to tie me. He trapped me without me even knowing what was happening.

      His form shifted again. Only this time, he took the form of my brother. Dirk was standing before me with concern written all over his face. He shook his head at me. “You shouldn’t be here,” he mouthed.

      ‘Trust me, I don’t want to be here either. This is beyond creepy.’

      “Dirk?” I stammered. “This isn’t really you. It can’t be you.”

      He inched closer and closer. I couldn’t get away. Nor could I keep my eyes off of him.

      Who was he? Was it Devon? Or had Dirk become a master shifter and I never knew it? Maybe no one knew.

      Then he smiled once more. I knew the truth. It was Devon. He was taunting me.

      He shifted back into his own form and stood so close that I could feel the heat coming from his body touch my skin. A sensation I regrettably recognized all too well.

      I closed my eyes and focused on the moonlight above me. I had to shift into a lycan. It was the only way to fight back. But before I could even make a fingernail start to transform, Devon tied a chain around me. He brought my shirt up enough so it would touch my skin. And I knew why. It was made of silver. He was preventing me from shifting.

      “What are you doing?” I hollered. “What is this?”

      He yanked the chain tight so I couldn’t budge. I gasped as it squeezed around my abdomen and pushed against my insides.

      Devon raised his hand to touch my cheek. He held it as if he was my lover, caressing me in a way only a man who truly cared would. I thrashed my head back and forth, trying to get away from his touch. He refused to let go.

      “I’m waiting for you,” he whispered. “We all are.”

      “Wake up!” A shrill voice screamed at me. “Wake up! Damn you! Wake up you stupid slag!”

      I bolted away and sat up straight. My eyes were blinded the second I tried to open them. I lifted my hand up to block away the bright light streaming all around me.

      McKenzie was sitting in her bed with a look of horror on her face, drenched in red and struggling to see me through the fog circling the room.

      ‘Wait. The red is me. It’s my crowning magic.’

      Somehow I managed to let my magic engulf the room in the red fog. It floated along the wooden floor and was slowly seeping up around the edges of both our beds. But that wasn’t all. It was sparking. And wherever the sparks landed, it caught fire. Within seconds McKenzie’s bedspread and sheets were in flames. She screamed and tried ripping her sheets off, tossing them off the bed. That didn’t stop the flames from spreading. She risked burning her hands and tried to put more of the fire out. It was no use. It kept spreading.

      I shut my eyes and tried to focus. I had to get control. I lost it in my sleep. The nightmare took over all my senses and allowed this to happen.

      I heard McKenzie trying to get away. She even went so far as to stand on her bed and tried getting on top of the canopy of the four wooden posters of her bed. It was no use. They weren’t strong enough to support her.

      Then I heard the screams. The flames were starting to lick her toes. Then her feet. Until they were crawling up her legs and burning her calves.

      “Riley, stop!” she shrieked. “You have to stop!”

      I squeezed my eyes shut even tighter. Which I was certain she would take as a sign that I didn’t care or I was ignoring her. Quite the opposite. I was envisioning the room without my magic engulfing it. I extended my palms out only to feel the flames starting to reach my feet. I pulled them in only for the fire to spread. It was starting to burn me too, distracting me from focusing as my skin began to sting.

      I didn’t have a choice. I had to sit through the pain. If I didn’t get my magic under control we would both get killed.

      “Riley!” McKenzie screamed at the top of her lungs. The flames had caught on her nightgown and she was burning alive. “Fire! Fire! Help! Help me!”

      Her voice ripped through my ears, making me panic.

      I let my palms outward and imagined my magic being sucked back in. It was starting to work but not fast enough. It was a full fifteen seconds before I had my magic firmly back inside of me. And by that time, the room was completely charred by the flames, the space was drenched in smoke consuming my lungs and forcing me to cough uncontrollably, and McKenzie was passed out on her bed. Her body was covered in burns all the way up to her scalp. Even her hair had been burned away.

      I rushed over to her bed, ignoring the searing agony of the wood floor still being hot and burning the bottom of my feet. The door to our room slammed open and students rushed in with a fire extinguisher and buckets of water. A few gasped when they saw the state McKenzie was in. I was sitting on her charred bed checking for a pulse and waiting to see if her body would start to heal on its own. It was trying. I saw the skin on her cheeks starting to heal over but it wasn’t fast enough. She moved. Then she started twitching. She was waking up. And I knew she would be in complete agony if she did.

      “What the hell happened, Blackburn?” Xavier asked behind me with wide eyes.

      I ignored him and placed my hands over McKenzie’s burned skin, one hand over each side of her head. Then I closed my eyes and thought of the way my magic had protected me. It always came out when I was in danger. It must have come out of my body when I was dreaming. It knew instinctively that something was wrong. And if it was willing to protect me, maybe it could do more than just hurt others. Maybe it could help them.

      I was gentle at first, making sure that my theory was correct. My eyes started to glow red. The scarlet red of my magic swirled around my fingers. Then I let it seep into McKenzie’s skin. I envisioned exactly what I wanted to happen, McKenzie’s skin healing at a rapid pace, her hair growing back in long blonde locks, the brightness of her blue eyes fluttering open.

      The students behind me began to gasp and whisper. I knew it was working before I permitted myself the privilege of opening my eyes. And when I did, even I was blown away by the result. McKenzie was halfway healed. Her skin was regaining its texture and the wounds of black charred skin and red flesh were regrowing more vibrant than they were before. Her hair grew back into long strands of bright blonde. Maybe even brighter than when she went to sleep. And her eyes were luminous when she finally opened them. She laid there completely still as I finished healing her. Then the second she was back to herself, she shoved me right off the bed and into the dresser.

      I watched her look down at her body. Her white nightgown was burned to a crisp and there was nothing but her bare skin. Some of the students began to giggle. I quickly opened up one of her dresser drawers and yanked out a long sweater. She caught it when I threw it at her and pulled it over her head. People behind us moved to back away from the thick smoke. Xavier opened a window to help air it out. And everyone else circled around me like vultures seeking their prey.

      “What did you do?” one of them asked.

      “She nearly killed McKenzie,” another chimed in.

      “To be fair, she did heal her after.”

      “But what does that matter?”

      “She’s too dangerous. She shouldn’t even be here!”

      “What’s to stop her from burning the entire academy to the ground? The whole tower could have gone up in smoke.”

      “All of you get out!” McKenzie screamed at the top of her lungs.

      Not one of them moved to leave. They just stood there staring. But they did let McKenzie through the circle of students forming around me as I leaned into the dresser.

      McKenzie walked right up to me and examined me as if she was seeing me for the first time. And however she felt about me before, it was much worse now.

      “You could have killed everyone,” she said. “Are any of us safe around you?”

      “I-I don’t know.”

      “If you don’t know, how can we know?” she shouted. “Maybe Lothar was a fool to spare you after all.”

      I’m not one to cower. And I’m definitely not one to wallow in self-pity. McKenzie had just made a mistake. And I wasn’t about to let her get away with it.

      I summoned the magic inside of me and let the red glow pierce through my eyes, saturating the room in a red hue that let me see with even more clarity. McKenzie backed up away from me along with everyone else, knowing that whatever I was doing, it wasn’t a good idea to get too close to me.

      “I want a new roommate,” she whined. “I can’t live with this…thing!”

      I let the red light seep through my palms and extended them out like I was some sort of sorcerer. Anything to make them afraid. There was a time when I wanted to be loved. By an audience, a crowd, maybe even a fan base who followed every single song I wrote and performed. Those days were long gone. If I was going to be respected it would be because they feared me. And now more than ever, I needed them afraid.

      A few ran out of the room, fearing the worst was about to happen. McKenzie got angry and started getting into position to shift. If I had to tear into her once more just to get the point across then so be it.

      “You forget that I hold the record now for the fastest time getting through the trials,” I said to her. Then I shifted into a lycan with glowing red eyes and the fog of my crowning magic crawling out to protect me.

      Everyone remaining ran right out of the room. Including McKenzie. I waited until everyone had scattered and I shifted back into my normal form. I grabbed my trench coat then went directly for the open window, sitting on the ledge and letting my legs dangle beneath me. It wasn’t the worst drop in the world but it was more than two stories high.

      ‘Here goes nothing.’

      I jumped out of the window and felt my body drop down to the grass in the courtyard below me with animal-like ease.

      I had terrified everyone in my dorm, I burned my room to a crisp, I nearly killed McKenzie, and I would probably be expelled before sunset. Not the best start to my academic career.
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      I ran to the first place I could think of. Rodrick’s study. I kept to the shadows and didn’t let any of the students see me. The hood of my trench coat was up and I stepped with as much lightness as my feet were able. When I reached the area of the stone floor that opened up to his study it wouldn’t open. I pressed every stone I could just like I saw both Lothar and Devon do to reveal the hidden passageways in the academy. Nothing worked.

      ‘Do I have to make an appointment?’

      I searched about frantically. I had no idea where Rodrick slept or where his private chamber was. And I didn’t want him hearing about what happened from anyone else but me. I had to tell him about my dream, the brand on Devon’s shoulder, and the way my magic got out of control. He needed to know. Someone who wasn’t against me needed to hear my side of the story first.

      A hand gripped my shoulder. I nearly jumped out of my skin. When I turned around Lothar was standing there staring at me as if I had just committed a crime. Which by any normal human standards I had.

      “It’s not my fault,” I stammered. “I…I…”

      “Come with me,” he said softly. Then he took my hand in his and led me away under the dimming sunlight covering the hallways and toward the library.

      ‘You think now is a good time to check out a book?’

      “Wait,” I said to him, trying to get him to stop as he pulled me along. “I need to explain.”

      “No, I need to explain,” he insisted. “I should have warned you about this. Someone should have. But the truth is that so little is known about the Blackatters. Their existence is so rare now that the vixra usually cart them away faster than we can learn more about them.”

      “Huh?”

      He didn’t answer me. He just continued tugging me along with him until we entered the empty library. None of the lights were on and the curtains were drawn over the window. I gathered not many students chose to study during the day, preferring to come out at night under the moon’s energetic light. He reached for a candle in the corner and lit it. It was stronger than it appeared. The light from the flame lit up a quarter of the library.

      “Another vixra enchantment?” I asked.

      “We couldn’t run this place without their magic,” he said. “It comes in handy.” He locked the doors to the library so no one could intrude on us and left the lights off so early rising students wouldn’t suspect where we were. The lock slamming down felt like the cell to a prison door sealing me shut inside. Then he took my hand into his once more and led me deeper into the aisles of books. To my surprise, I could touch them now.

      Lothar pulled a bunch from off a bookshelf and tossed them to the side, letting them drop to the floor.

      ‘That’s not how I was taught to treat books.’

      Behind the shelf was a small wooden trap door. Lothar pulled it open to reveal a pile of hidden leather-bound books. He reached inside for one in the center of the pile and handed it to me. I took it into my hands.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      “The personal diary of a Blackatter that lived in the 19th century. He wrote extensively about the visions he had in his sleep. And how to handle them. You might find it useful.”

      “Visions?” My ears perked up.

      “The students outside ran to the professors in their private quarters near mine. I heard them shouting about how you started a fire in your sleep.”

      I shuddered. He knew without me needing to tell him. “It… it was an accident. I never meant-”

      Lothar placed his hand on my shoulder, trying to reassure me. “Tell me in slow and complete sentences everything that you saw from start to finish,” he asked.

      I took in a deep breath and tried to remember everything from the beginning. I was prepared to have to defend myself and tell Rodrick exactly what happened and how I healed McKenzie. I wasn’t, however, prepared to share the details of my dream just yet.

      Even so, I did exactly as he said. His face didn’t falter. His expression didn’t change. And most of all, I never felt like he was about to hand down some impending judgment on me. Even though I was thoroughly convinced that what I just did was probably worthy of expulsion from the academy.

      Once I was done, he led me over to some chairs in the back and sat me down at one of the large study tables. He took a seat next to me. Not across from me. Which for whatever reason felt odd. I didn’t spend too much time worrying about it. My mind was running amuck.

      “Rodrick never explained to you the abilities that come with crowning magic, did he?” Lothar asked, flipping through the leather-bound journal to find a specific page.

      “A little. But I figured he was leaving things out. I’ve gotten used to people keeping secrets around me.”

      Lothar sighed. “If I ever keep things from you its because its the only way to protect you.”

      ‘Don’t give me that rubbish. That’s what my dad kept saying.’

      “But why? Why would you concern yourself with protecting me?” I asked. “Is it just because Rodrick wants you to, or because the vixra think I’m special?”

      “You are special, Riley.” He stopped flipping through the aged pages of the journal and looked at me. “Blackatters are rare because they’ve been hunted down for centuries. Their extraordinary gifts make them an asset to our kind. Our enemies have done their best to destroy every Blackatter bloodline because they create the strongest among lycan.”

      I could feel my cheeks turning red. I knew what he meant by creating strong lycan. As in… procreating.

      “By ‘our enemies’ do you mean the Dolch Erbe?”

      He stifled a laugh. “You had your first class in lycan history, did you?”

      “Taught by Alina.”

      His brow furrowed. “A little out of sequence from the syllabus. But it’s her class, I suppose.”

      “Or maybe she wanted me to make the connection.”

      “Maybe. The bottom line is that your crowning magic imitates certain types of magical abilities that even the lowest echelon of witchlings possess. One of which is having visions. They will often happen in your sleep given that you’re not a full-blooded witchling. Take them seriously. Not everything that happens in them will come to pass but you can use them to prepare for possible outcomes in the future.”

      “If that’s true then I’m in deep trouble. Devon will capture me.”

      “We don’t know that. The dream could very well have been a warning. It helped us to learn one thing that we didn’t know before.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Devon has betrayed the lycan way. He’s more than likely joined the Dolch Erbe. If we find him, we can kill him. Here it is.” He left the journal open for me to read. In it was an entry in very old ink and even older cursive penmanship. The likes of which didn’t really exist anymore. People don’t practice penmanship like they did in those days.

      I pulled the notebook over to me. Inside was a list of instructions.

      It read: Preventing the crowning fire.

      Below was a list of things to do before going to sleep to prevent the room from catching fire with my magic as I slept.

      “It was a magical fire?” I asked.

      “It appears so. That’s why you and McKenzie were burned by it. Man made fire can’t harm you anymore. It’s one of the perks of being a lycan. Magical fire, however, is lethal to nearly every living creature.”

      There was a list of herbs that I needed to mix along with a special way of spreading it around the room. As I continued reading I saw an image of a circle. It looked as though having a layer of the mixture of herbs around the bed before I went to sleep along with chanting certain incantations would do the trick.

      ‘Might have been nice if Rodrick warned me about this type of thing before I set my roommate on fire.’

      Lothar read the entry along with me. “There are a few strange items here. I’ll tell Rodrick to make a special request to the vixra for some of the rarer ingredients. They’ll provide it. Especially after Ellinor Prescott hears you made a declaration of intent to become a Vontex.”

      I stared at my hands, wondering if I should be so bold as to ask the one thing that had been on my mind for days. “Why did you choose it?”

      “Choose what?” he asked.

      “To become a Vontex.”

      “Why do you ask? Are you having second thoughts?”

      “No,” I shook my head. “I just wanted to know what led you down this road.”

      He sat beside me and thought for a few seconds before answering. Then he shrugged as though the answer was obvious. “I chose this road because the Vontex are the best. And I made a promise to myself a long time ago that I would never live my life again in a way that was only half an existence.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He sat back in his chair. I could see the sorrow in his eyes as he recalled the memories and I suddenly regretted asking.

      “I was a mess before I came here,” he started. “I left home when I was sixteen. Got involved in the wrong crowd and took up drinking and drugs. The worst kind. I lived for the next thrill and didn’t so much as consider the consequences. Not even after I had a heart attack a few years later and landed in urgent care at the hospital. The same day they released me I went right back to a pub and drank myself to the point of passing out. That was the night a lycan found me in a dirty alley and bit me. I have no idea why he didn’t finish the job and just kill me. But when I woke up Alina was staring down at me. She brought me here and got me through the trials. It took me two weeks longer than most initiates because my body was already so weak from the abuse I put it through. She stood by me through all of it. She’s the only soul in the world that never gave up on me.”

      I sank back into the chair and tried to shrug off my curiosity about why their relationship didn’t work out. Or how they still got on so well and managed to work together.

      “In the end, it turned out to be one of the best things that ever happened to me,” he went on. “It gave me a purpose where I had none before. I got clean, I could think clearly, and I could transform my body into something powerful, strong, and violent. I had more dominance over my own life as a lycan than I ever did as a human and I knew from the start that I couldn’t waste it. So I finished the trials and followed in Alina and Jake’s footsteps to become a Vontex. And in time, I surpassed them and was appointed as master of the Northern Vontex. It was the best thing I could do to make up for the mistakes I made in the past.”

      “Did you ever find the lycan that did this to you?”

      He smirked. “No, and I don’t intend to. He didn’t finish the job and devour me like a fresh piece of meat. He gave me a gift. Not to mention that I was blacked out in an alley in a bad part of London. I wouldn’t know where to start looking even if I wanted to.”

      He caught me staring at the red scar from the lycan bite on his neck. I tore my eyes away once he realized where they were settled.

      “Do you regret this happening to you?” he asked.

      I set my hands on my lap and twisted them nervously under the table. “I regret that I won’t have the life I wanted for myself. I don’t regret that I still have a shot at life. It’s not the life I would have chosen but its better than being dead. If I’m going to be a lycan then I want to be one of the best. Just like you did.”

      He seemed to like that answer. “We can’t change the things that happen to us, Riley. If you’re going to be a lycan, be the absolute best that there is. You already beat McKenzie’s record for the fastest time completing the trials. Why stop there?”

      His words sounded like a challenge. One I was more than willing to accept.

      “Don’t spend time pining away for things you can’t change,” he said. “I wasted many years of my young life doing exactly that. It’s a waste and it’s selfish.”

      “You wouldn’t change a thing?” I asked.

      “Only the things I had control over. The things we can’t control are a waste of time and energy to think about.”

      I wasn’t sure why but my thoughts instantly shot to my father. The way our relationship was always full of tension and only strained harder when I tried being independent. I knew now more than ever that his intentions weren’t exactly malicious. He was trying to protect me in the only way he knew how. By caging me. Only the cage grew smaller and smaller as I grew up. I wanted nothing more than to break free of it. And the second I did, disaster followed.

      “What would you change?” he asked me.

      I hesitated, unsure if I should share something so personal. In the end, he was honest with me. I could give that back to him. “My relationship with my dad,” I said softly.

      “Will he ever change?”

      “No.”

      “Will you ever change?”

      “Not in the way he wants me to.”

      “Then accept the relationship for what it is and don’t struggle against it. Only focus on what you can directly control. It’s the only way to survive today. So many people get caught in the trap of worrying about what they can’t control and fighting against it with everything they have. Don’t be like them. Make the most of your time here. As you know, time can be stolen from us in an instant.”

      He closed the leather-bound journal and handed it to me. “Study material,” he said with a gentle nudge of the book in my lap.

      I nodded and silently agreed to read it from cover to cover.

      “Given the state of your room you’ll need new accommodation,” he said. He reached inside his trench coat and pulled out a large black iron key with intricate detailing. It looked ancient. “Stay in my quarters. I’m hardly ever there and you’ll be safe from the prying eyes of the other students. Not that you need to worry. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a student establish a reputation for being dangerous quite as quickly as you have.”

      I took the key in my hand, a bit stunned that he would offer his private room to me. “Are you sure?”

      “Just leave it in good condition and you’ll be fine. Rodrick is away overnight for a meeting with the vixra about the recent problems with the shield over the fortress. He should be back soon and I want to be there to explain what happened before anyone else gets the chance.”

      He scooted the wooden chair back with a loud screech and I followed. Before he could turn away and lead me to his quarters I decided now was as good of a time as any to ask the other question that had been burning away inside of me.

      “Did you know my brother?” I asked.

      He stopped and turned to face me. “No. I never had the opportunity. I was assigned a mission in Ireland to hunt down a lycan over there causing trouble. I did hear about him though before his death. He was very gifted. Just like you.”

      He walked over to the door and opened it, waiting for me to follow him. The second the door opened the wind blew through the library. I caught a whiff of his scent in the air. It was the perfect combination of sandalwood and pure vigor.

      “Are you coming?” he asked expectantly. “I don’t have all night. Rodrick will arrive soon.”

      I got up from the chair and followed him to the door down hall to his private quarters. They were hidden in one of the side towers. Tucked away from everyone else and far larger than the room I shared with McKenzie. I gathered that being a Vontex came with certain privileges. There was a huge bed with soft white sheets, a stone fireplace, an array of swords hanging from the wall, and his own walk-in closet. Not that he needed it. Like most men other than my father he was a man of very few aesthetic possessions. Some black shirts, trousers, leather boots, and his trench coat. The rest looked as though it was decoration provided by the academy.

      “Will you be alright here?” he asked.

      “Sure.” I placed the journal down on the nearby desk and took off my trench coat. “I just want to get a couple more hours of sleep before class.”

      “Good. I’ll leave you then.” he moved to shut the door.

      “Lothar?” I sat on the bed and pressed my lips together, hoping I wasn’t about to cross the line after he had been so generous to me. It was an unexpected kindness that I had grown used to not receiving from anyone.

      He stood at the door in silence, waiting for me to speak up.

      “Can you promise me something?” I asked.

      “Only if its something I can deliver.”

      “Please don’t think you need to keep secrets to protect me. The whole reason I’m here is because my father thought that secrets would keep me alive. It did the exact opposite. It led me right into the enemy’s arms.”

      He considered my words carefully before answering. I knew deep down inside that it wasn’t entirely up to him. If Rodrick or the vixra told him to keep things from me he probably had no choice but to comply. I saw the mixture of conflicting thoughts running around in his mind.

      “I promise,” he said. Then he shut the door and I was left alone in his private quarters. I had a few more hours before class started. I wasn’t about to lose them to the mountain of endless worry that seemed to follow me wherever I went now.

      ‘Can’t control it,’ I thought to myself, repeating Lothar’s words over and over again until they stuck. ‘Can’t control it. Can’t control it. Now sleep. And try not to set Lothar’s room on fire.’
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      No offense to Alina, but Beginners Controlled Shifting was quickly becoming my favorite class. Not because I particularly enjoyed the feeling of my bones breaking or because I didn’t still feel the pain now and again. But getting into the details around shifting were fascinating to me. I had already learned how to focus on my center and shift from there rather than focusing on one body part. The benefit of that being it made my shifting feel more seamless. Not watching one finger break at a time was a relief. Shifting from the center of my chest outward was also faster.

      I walked into the classroom to see the words “Shifting with Objects” written on the white board. I grinned and headed for the table in the back corner where I sat during the last few classes. Which didn’t seem like an overly dramatic thing to do. That didn’t stop the entire class of students from going silent the second I entered and watching me as I sat down in my chair. I silently wrote my name down on the parchment before me and kept my head down as if I didn’t notice and didn’t care that they were obviously just talking about me.

      ‘Let them be afraid.’

      The only favor I wanted to gain was with the Vontex. And I already seemed to have Alina’s approval.

      “Open the books before you to page 142,” Professor Huxley stated as he walked into the room and twisted the knob on the podium. He wasn’t one for playing it safe or letting anyone in the class get used to the idea of ease. Everyone shrieked a bit as the intensity of the enchanted ceiling grew stronger and moonlight shined down on our desks.

      “Pull off your hood, Miss Winters,” Professor Huxley said.

      McKenzie reached for the hood of her trench coat and let it down. I quickly realized why she was wearing the hood. It wasn’t because she was covering her head from the moonlight above us. It was because her hair was still growing back from having been burned to a crisp. Her scalp was covered in baby hairs that were only the length of half my forefinger. To say it was a frizzy mess would be an understatement. Not to mention that it was spotted with soot.

      ‘Did you sleep in the dungeons to avoid me?’

      She shot me an evil glare and I realized my suspicion might have been accurate.

      Some of the students started laughing. McKenzie’s cheeks turned pink.

      “Silence!” Professor Huxley shouted at the front of the class from his podium.

      Professor Huxley was a no-nonsense older gentleman who had clearly seen a thing or two over the years. His skin didn’t show age because he had wrinkles or age marks, but rather because he was worn. A silver scar with four long lines ran down from the bottom of his left eye to the corner of his lip. I imagined he was in some grand fight against another lycan and got swiped across the face by his opponent’s long claws. And yet, he was still here. He was tough. He was old. And he was gnarly. Like a biker who retired from gang life and got stuck teaching students along the way. I liked him from the start. He, however, wasn’t so crazy about me. I could live with it. After all, I tolerated living in my father’s house during the peak of my teenage angst years.

      I turned the textbook in front of me to page 142 like he said and read down the page. It was a detailed chapter on shifting with an item in hand. Beginners would shift with their clothes. I had already accomplished that with my final shift during the trials. Now I would learn to shift with something as small as a thimble and eventually something larger like a suitcase.

      Professor Huxley read us through the chapter then started calling on random students to answer questions about what they just read, proving whether or not they paid attention. Failing to answer resulted in him turning the intensity of the moonlight up a notch and the entire class getting angry at his victim. The moonlight was invigorating but only to a point. Then it became a constant struggle not to shift and get embarrassed by lack of control. Needless to say, everyone learned to pay attention really fast. Including me.

      I wasn’t always the best student but I had a good memory. I had to while practicing my music and learning new languages. Memorizing what to play on my guitar and sing at the same time isn’t as easy as it looks. And the only reason musicians make it look easy is because they practice every single day. I could see Professor Huxley had a blank expression on his face when I answered his question after he called on me without hesitation. Then he looked for his next victim.

      “Get up,” he ordered.

      We all did so and stood a short distance from our desks.

      “Take the pen from your desk and hold it in your hand,” he instructed. We all did so in silence. “I want you to focus solely on your hand. Learn to make the pen shift along with you as an extension of your body. Like an extra limb. Once you’ve mastered that you can shift from your center just like we practiced earlier this week but not a second sooner.”

      Professor Huxley guided us through the process as he paced slowly back and forth up the aisle between the desks. I shut my eyes until I could create the image in my head without any mistakes. He usually made us have the visualization ten times before we were permitted to let the shifting process run its course. If we made a single mistake in the visualization, we had to start over. Some of the students ended up staying late when they got the details wrong. And Professor Huxley always knew. He had an eye for detail. I could appreciate that.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and envisioned the pen in my hand molding into my skin and shifting with my fingers until the nails became claws. Then it drifted up my arm and to my body. Once I did so successfully in my mind, I started over again.

      I opened my eyes to see what everyone else was doing. They appeared deep in thought, practicing the visualizations.

      I shrugged and figured I was in the clear to go ahead and shift given that I finished. So I held the pen in my hand and let it slowly shift into a paw. First I focused on the pen, having it weave into my fur and bind with my body until my skin absorbed it. Then my fingernails turned to claws, followed by the palms of my hands turning into pads for my lycan paws.

      Watching it happen was as fascinating as it was gross. Even so, once I started I couldn’t look away.

      The fur on my body didn’t look right. It wasn’t black with silver streaks as it was before. It was turning green. An awful shade of fluorescent green that made my nose wrinkle at the sight of it.

      ‘What the hell? It’s definitely not supposed to look like this.’

      I tried to shift back, thinking I must have made a mistake and shifted improperly. That was until I felt someone’s eyes watching me. It was McKenzie. She was staring at me while pretending to focus on what she was doing. And I swear I could see a grin forming on her wicked face.

      The green color shot up through my arm and took aim right at my heart. That was when the pain started. It felt like acid running up my veins and puncturing me with each beat of my heart. I could hear it thundering in my ears, trying to reject whatever was happening.

      Professor Huxley was on the other end of the classroom. And I would be damned before he saw this happening and made me an example of what not to do like he did the other students when they messed up.

      I shook my hand over and over again, trying to focus on getting it back to a human shape with the pen in my hand. It wouldn’t budge. In fact, the harder I tried the more the burning cascaded through my chest like a bad case of acid reflux. I started feeling it higher in my throat and wondered if I might throw up green goo if this continued.

      ‘Fine. You want a show, McKenzie? I’ll give you a show.’

      I shut my eyes and focused on the crowning magic inside of me. I imagined it piercing through my skin and wrapping around me like a glove, holding me tight and purging the poison from my body. Whatever McKenzie put in my pen to embarrass me was strong. My magic was stronger.

      I heard the class starting to giggle. Clearly a few noticed what was going on with me as my hand turned an even brighter shade of green. Along with the fur still forming on my palm as it shifted into a paw with long claws.

      That didn’t last long. I opened my eyes and saw the room in a hue of red light. My crowning magic was coming out to play. And McKenzie was the first one to freak out.

      She moved away from her desk and backed into the wall behind her, clearly fearing that I might use my magic against her.

      ‘I’ve got bigger problems than your ego.’

      “What is going on here?” Professor Huxley said as he rushed to the back of the class to see my hand in the weird state overpowering it.

      ‘Not for long.’

      I flashed my crowning magic through my palm and pushed out whatever it was inside the pen. Some sort of ink that McKenzie put inside that was meant to hurt me. Or just make me a target for Professor Huxley’s lectures on everything that could go wrong. Either way, she wouldn’t win. Scarlet red swirls of light spiraled through my palm. My hand shifted back into human form so fast that I nearly gasped from the agony of my bones reforming too fast. The acid feeling dissipated and traveled through the veins of my arm once more. Only this time, it was making an exit.

      Green pus started oozing out of my hand as it turned back to normal. I rolled my hand over and let it fall to the ground with a splat as the other students watched, half intrigued and half ready to throw up from the awful smell. In all honesty, it was enough to make me wrinkle my nose too. My heightened sense of smell made it even more potent than it already was.

      “Who thought it would be funny to place corspine in Miss Blackburn’s pen?” Professor Huxley shouted across the large classroom. His voice echoed from wall to wall.

      McKenzie didn’t bother trying to hide. She was too busy attempting to keep her face as straight as possible.

      Professor Huxley took the pen into his hands the second it reappeared outside my body and examined it. “If only you kids would focus on your studies half as much as you do wasting my damn time,” he fumed. Then he took the pen and threw it into the white board. It landed with the pointed end stabbing the center. “Miss Blackburn,” he said my name sternly as he turned back to face me. “I realize you had a rather uncomfortable moment just now but please refrain from using your Blackatter abilities in my class. Next time request to go see Nurse Roslyn if you have a problem. I prefer Blackatters keep their abilities to themselves until you are very much aware of how to control them. I think we can all agree that you’ve showcased your inability to do so just yet.”

      ‘Ah. So you heard about the dorm room too, did you? Word gets about around here.’

      McKenzie had a smug look on her face as though she had won in the end.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” I said. “I didn’t know what else to do.”

      “Well, now you do. I expect you above all others to exercise good judgment in my classroom. Along with everywhere else. Blackatters are meant to be leaders. Not followers. So start acting like a leader by setting a good example and not stinking up my classroom with corspine.”

      “I didn’t put it in my pen,” I argued. “Someone else did.” I shot a look in McKenzie’s direction, knowing it was her but having no proof.

      “You kids are always playing tricks on each other and acting like this is a game. Why don’t you be the first to try being above such nonsense, Miss Blackburn? Show me you have the same focus your brother had.”

      Not the right thing to say. I didn’t like being reminded that everyone else at the academy knew my brother and apparently I was the last person to know he was even here. One thing stood out to me though. Those who mentioned my brother spoke highly of him. The only person to utter a word against him was Rodrick. And that was only because he assumed the worst. That Dirk had betrayed the lycan.

      I stiffened and bowed my head to Professor Huxley, letting him show his dominance and trying to convey an apology. McKenzie could win this one. I still managed to absorb the pen and shift with it before anyone else.

      When class was finally over I waited for everyone else to leave before, tolerating their glares and name calling as they left. I heard just about every slur one could.

      Show-off.

      Teacher’s pet.

      Freak.

      I did my best not to internalize it as I got up and quietly headed back to Lothar’s private quarters for a break. Only I didn’t want people seeing me walk there. The last thing I needed was the other students getting the wrong idea about me and my mentor. I had enough stress already.

      When I got back to his quarters, I saw a large box on the bed addressed to me.

      ‘I guess the secret is out to someone.’

      It was from Alina.

      I opened it to find the most beautiful electric guitar I had ever seen in my entire life. A Paul Reed Smith and empty sheet music pages for writing music.

      Attached was a note.

      SOMETHING TO OCCUPY YOU BEFORE YOU GO TO SLEEP. MUSIC ALWAYS HELPS ME RELAX. MAYBE IT WILL KEEP THE BAD DREAMS AT BAY.

      -ALINA

      She wasn’t wrong. I used to play until my fingers were raw and I got cramps in my hands from holding the pick during the late night hours back at my dad’s house. It helped me to relax in a way nothing else in the world was capable of doing. And maybe it would get me through until I had the right mixture of ingredients I needed from the journal’s recommendation.

      I took the guitar into my hands and started playing some notes from the most recent song I wrote. The same one I ended the show with at the pub before Devon sank his teeth into my neck. I shut my eyes and refused to let the image of his face transformed as Rodrick haunt me. Or the knowledge that even though I had this beautiful guitar, I wouldn’t be able to play it in front of a crowd again.

      I picked up the sheet music and wondered if I could start writing again. All I needed was the right mood. Maybe that would help me sleep. That was when I noticed the top page had writing on the back. It was another note from Alina.

      ELLINOR HAS REQUESTED THAT YOU COME WITH US ON OUR HUNT FOR WEREWOLVES TOMORROW TO GET YOUR FEET WET. BE READY AT NINE PM.

      On our hunt? Getting my feet wet?

      ‘Oh Lord! She’s going to take me with the Vontex tonight when they leave the academy to hunt down newly bitten werewolves.’

      I recalled what Lothar said to McKenzie the first night we met. There were no previews when it came to what the Vontex did. I already got one in the graveyard. I was about to get another whether I liked it or not.

      A thrill of excitement rushed through me. There was no way in hell I was going to get any sleep now.

      I took Alina’s note and tore it up. I didn’t need to be told this was a secret. The fact that she hid it under the blank music page said everything I needed to know. No other students got an opportunity like this. I was about to get a forbidden sneak peek into the unknown.
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      The knock at my door made me jump. It was heavier than usual and had to belong to a large brutish hand. I knew who it was before I opened it.

      “You understand the concept of discretion, right Blackburn?” Jake leaned up against the door frame as I opened it.

      “Yes. Do you?”

      He snickered. I could only imagine his face contorted in some mischievous way after Lothar told him where I was sleeping. He seemed to understand my meaning and extended his arm to let me know time was wasting away and I was meant to follow him.

      I was dressed in my trench coat and a pair of leather boots half a size too big for me. Not that it mattered. I was just grateful Alina was willing to share her wardrobe with me. The only thing I had with me that was my size was the trench coat I was wearing. I’d have to fix that soon but it would require a trip into the human realm.

      I walked down the stone steps. Jake held me back right before I walked to the main courtyard.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Discretion, remember?”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “I’m not going to tell anyone.”

      Jake took a small vial with dark powder in his hands. I instinctively took a few steps away, recognizing it immediately. It was the same powder Lothar had used to blind me when he wrestled me out from the back of the vehicle when the Vontex first brought me here.

      “Relax, Blackburn,” he said with a grin. “Telmir has multiple uses.”

      “Telmir?”

      “It’s a special powder designed by the vixra. It can blind an enemy’s sight or blind others from seeing you.” With that, he threw the powder in the air between the two of us and it spread over both our bodies like some sort of sparkling pixie dust. I couldn’t tell if anything was different.

      “Come on,” he said as he led the way out into the courtyard and toward the main drawbridge outside the fortress’s walls.

      It wasn’t until we walked onto the wooden drawbridge with the night guards watching over the front of the fortress that I realized the powder was doing exactly what he claimed. It was hiding us. We appeared as nothing more than a shadow. Like a bird flying overhead and never revealing exactly where it is.

      “Where are we going tonight?” I asked once we were far enough away from the fortress and making our way toward the woods.

      “The human realm.”

      “I figured that much,” I said.

      “We rarely know the exact area. Sometimes we stick to the city and other times we have to journey farther out, which can get a little complicated. The oracle wheel will tell where to go.”

      “The oracle wheel?”

      He smiled as though he found my naivety cute. Which only made me irritated.

      “You’ll see,” he said.

      Alina and Lothar were already waiting along the dirt path in the forest once we reached them. The same car that I was hauled away in was parked behind them.

      “Are you ready?” Alina asked me. The corner of her mouth was raised in a delighted smile.

      “Given I’m not exactly sure what we’re doing, I can’t really say yes,” I responded.

      “Same as we do whenever there’s a full moon,” Lothar answered. “Lycan are always more likely to hunt under the light of a full moon. It brings out our animalistic instincts more so than any other time. We use it as an opportunity to find freshly bitten werewolves and determine whether or not they’re suitable for the trials.”

      I never really knew why Lothar spared me that night he found me in the graveyard. Other than the fact that my eyes turned red. He suspected I was a Blackatter right then and there. What criteria did a regular person who was freshly bitten need to meet for Lothar to spare their life?

      “Here,” said Lothar, digging into his long black trench coat and pulling out a silver dagger from his pocket. “You’ll be observing tonight. Nothing more. Don’t do a single thing I haven’t expressly permitted and don’t move too far away from the car. If for any reason you feel in immediate danger get back in the car. And on the off chance you need it, use this.”

      He presented me with the dagger in his hand. It didn’t have straight edges. It was carved in waves that met a sharp point at the end. The handle was wrapped with brown leather and silver lining. It fit my hand perfectly. Almost like it was designed for me. The second it touched my fingers I felt an insane amount of energy surge through my body.

      “What the hell was that?” I asked once I took it into my hands.

      “The vixra provide these daggers to us. They’re made from silver. But they’ve been spelled by magic that will prevent the silver from harming the lycan that wields it. This dagger will protect you and only harm those who wish to hurt you. But it’s still a weapon. Use it wisely.”

      That was when I noticed Alina was wearing two belts with identical daggers around her waist. She removed the buckle from one and handed it to me. I wrapped it around my waist and fastened the knife to the hook along my side, loving the feeling of the cold handle against my skin.

      “Get in,” Lothar ordered me.

      He climbed into the driver’s side as Alina took the front passenger seat. I was stuck in the back with Jake and his leering eyes. He made no effort to hide the few times he had already tried to get a peek down my blouse.

      Lothar started the car and we were off. Only this time, I wasn’t caged in the back like I was when I first arrived. I was a part of the action. Well, I was watching it. Even so, this felt like a natural progression. One I was more than willing to let myself enjoy.

      I leaned forward and watched as the same gold light started to ripple open like waves in a pond. It sparked and flared as we drove through and entered the human realm right on the busy street. That was when I saw the silver wheel sitting on the center console.

      “What did I tell you?” Jake beamed. “The oracle wheel.”

      I peered over to him. His eyes were practically dancing at the sight of it. “You people have the craziest gadgets and toys that I’ve ever seen. Swords, magic dust, oracle wheels. Mind explaining?”

      “With pleasure.” Jake gave me a wink.

      Lothar glared at us through the rearview mirror.

      I decided to play along with Jake’s flirtatious attitude and crossed my legs as though I was intrigued and ready to listen. I didn’t like Jake. He leered at me whenever he had the opportunity and was playful in ways I found juvenile. Not to mention he had zero game whatsoever. But for some reason, Lothar couldn’t help but steal glances at the two of us in the backseat through his rearview mirror. And I got the faint sense that he saw me giving Jake attention and was jealous.

      ‘This might be fun.’

      “The oracle wheel was another gift from the vixra. Most of what we have is. But the oracle wheel is by far one of the most important. Each group of Vontex has one. We use it to help us find the humans that have recently been bitten. It gives us exact directions. We follow it and usually find the victim within a matter of minutes.”

      “Is that what led you to me?”

      Jake laughed. “That and the screaming.”

      I wasn’t flirting anymore. The last thing I wanted was to remember what I did to the grave keeper. It filled me with an instant and unending spiral of shame.

      “It works like this,” Jake went on, not even noticing the sudden change in my mood. “Spin it, Alina.”

      She reached for the side of the wheel and thrust it downward. It spun counter-clockwise until I couldn’t even see the spindles anymore. It created a swirl of white light, glowing from the center of the car. I practically had to cover my eyes for a moment because the light was so bright. Then it started to dissipate within seconds. One of the spindles was glowing, giving a direction once it came to a stop. Lothar took the closest exit and we drove west where it was pointing. A few kilometers away from the fortress and down Whitechapel Road. Then up Henriques Street. I recognized it instantly and felt my heart sink. It was a famous street for one reason. It used to be called Berner Street. And it was where Jack the Ripper murdered Elizabeth Stride. His third victim.

      Dirk took me on a Jack the Ripper walking tour along with a bunch of tourists when I was young. I lost sleep over it for a week. That resulted in a six-month-long obsession over reading everything about the Jack the Ripper cases that I possibly could get my hands on. I only stopped after my mum told me my little obsession was starting to disturb her. Young girls shouldn’t take interests in serial killers, or so she said. And to think… here I was. Hunting the killers in the flesh.

      ‘Not quite what mum had in mind for me, I suppose.’

      The alleys were darker, the atmosphere grim, and it wasn’t generally a place I wanted to wander in the late hours of the night.

      ‘Naturally, this is where a werewolf would end up on my first trip out with the Vontex.’

      It was late, the streets gradually emptied, and my imagination did what it does best. Running away with images that were clearly the inner workings of a mad mind. I could envision the streets the way they must have looked ages ago. Dirty, filled with people and riddled with crime. Drunkards running about in the streets and the local whores freezing cold on a long winter night. That wasn’t what made me uneasy about this area. It was so old that I doubted it changed much in appearance from the days of the Whitechapel murders.

      “You’re thinking it,” Jake said with an arch of his brow.

      “What?”

      “Oh, come on. This is where it happened. I can see your discomfort.”

      ‘You couldn’t see it when you brought up the grave keeper.’

      I didn’t respond. I simply flipped my long curls back and gave him a curious grin as if I wasn’t sure of what he was talking about. A rush of heat struck the pit of my stomach. I knew Lothar was watching.

      “This is where Jack the Ripper did his handy work,” Jake said.

      “So?”

      “So… ask what’s on your mind.”

      “Was he a…a-”

      “Lycan?” Lothar said from the driver’s seat. “We don’t know. But the Vontex from the 19th century suspected he may have been. The murders were far too brutal for words. So brutal that some of the handy work might have been the techniques of the Vontex before the police arrived to the crime scenes. The techniques for preventing bodies from transforming into werewolves was more barbaric back then. They were difficult to kill in times before we had modern weapons and silver swords and daggers enchanted by the vixra. Whoever the Jack the Ripper was, and if he was indeed a lycan, he was powerful.”

      “And he brought about a great amount of upheaval,” Jake added. “Some say he was trying to expose us. Or it was the Dolch Erbe intentionally murdering women so we would make a mistake and reveal ourselves. No one knows for certain. They were dark times.”

      “So why did the oracle wheel bring us here, then?” I asked.

      Before anyone had the chance to answer my question I saw something move by the passenger window. It was far too fast to be a car. Or a human for that matter.

      Lothar slammed his foot on the brakes and we stopped in the middle of the road. He climbed out of the car along with Alina and Jake. I got out too but stayed by the door.

      “Don’t move, Riley,” Lothar ordered me.

      I nodded, doing my best to do as he said. But it wasn’t easy. I felt exposed.

      Lothar withdrew the sword from his side, as did Alina and Jake.

      Alina sniffed the air and waited in silence, listening for some sort of sign of where the beast had gone. “There’s at least two,” she whispered.

      “Yes,” Lothar agreed, moving slowly down Henriques Street.

      There were a few cars parked on the road along with street lamps still lit above us. My senses picked up on all the awful smells in the area. Garbage, cigarettes, and least appealing of them all… old blood. Stale blood. Whoever was here, we were too late. The lycan we were searching for had already murdered someone.

      “To the left,” Alina said, walking around a shadow on the road.

      Lothar looked down at the body lying in the street. It was an old woman maybe in her eighties with a small basket of food she was carrying home from a local market. She had been there a while. We were the first to find her.  And yet, I knew what I was looking at from the second I saw the body. Her throat had practically been torn out but her chest was moving.

      “Oh my god,” I mumbled, taking a few steps forward. “She’s alive. Her body is trying to shift.”

      “Stay by the car, Riley,” Lothar scolded me.

      I backed up and watched as Lothar approached the old woman. Her breathing was labored and rough.

      ‘Oh, no.’

      Lothar shook his head and raised his sword high. Then he thrust it down and severed the old woman’s head from her body. I wanted to turn away but I forced myself to watch as her skull went flying into the brick wall behind her. I didn’t need to be told why Lothar chose to end her life.  She was too old, she had lived a long life, and she was far too weak to survive the trials. One key attribute I noticed about the trials was that all the initiates, including myself, were relatively young. Mostly in their teens and twenties. Only a select few were in their thirties. There were no significantly older students walking around. They couldn’t survive ten transformations.

      Alina sighed and pulled out a bag from inside her trench coat.

      “Wait,” Jake said.

      I heard it too. The sound of heavy breathing. And it wasn’t human. I turned around to see gold glowing eyes appear from a nearby alleyway. I saw a jaw full of sharp teeth. A werewolf had been watching us from the moment we got out of the car. It was bending forward on its hind legs ready to pounce. Whoever this lycan nearby was, he had bitten more than one victim that night. And he didn’t even bother trying to hide them like Devon did with me.

      “We’re dealing with an amateur,” said Jake, obviously coming to the same conclusion that I had.

      “Then we have to start looking for him,” Alina said as she edged closer to the werewolf. It had its eyes on her and was clearly ready to attack her first, probably assuming she would be the easier target over the two muscular men. It assumed wrong. “Especially since he was probably able to survive all ten transformations on his own.”

      Lothar and Jake closed in ranks around her, giving Alina protection as she walked with the old woman’s head in a bag and her sword in the other. The werewolf leaped through the air and tried tackling her to the ground. It never got the chance. Alina raised her sword and lunged forward, stabbing it directly through the chest until the beast sank down her blade. The only problem then was the beast coming in fast and forcing her to the ground with its heavy body weight. Lothar kicked it away and I watched as the animal tumbled to the ground and howled in pain with the sword still lodged in its chest. Blood sputtered from its mouth. Jake closed in on it and sliced it clean through the neck until it was dead.

      That was when I heard it. The sound of a man screaming down the road. It was the sort of screaming that meant only one thing. A man was going through his first shift. I could hear his bones breaking one by one, followed by an ungodly cry of agony.

      Lothar shot me a glare before taking off down the street, making sure that I knew better than to follow them. Alina and Jake ran down the road with their swords in one hand and guns in the other. I was alone on the street, listening as they turned a corner and saw what I assumed was a young man just starting his first shift in the darkness of what was probably one of the most haunted corners of London.

      ‘This is your idea of letting me observe? Leaving me alone like this?’

      I leaned up against the car with my arms folded across my chest, wondering if Lothar would kill the young man or if he would give him a chance to pass the trials. Rodrick said I was one of the few he had brought back in a long while. I gathered that Lothar’s mercy wasn’t easily won.

      A foul smell greeted my nostrils. I recoiled at the smell and covered my nose. One of the less enjoyable parts about becoming a lycan was the heightened smell. It didn’t help when there was something awful in the air. But in this case, I knew it was doing me a favor. I wasn’t smelling just anything. It was the smell of rotting flesh. Or more accurately, bad breath from eating dead human flesh.

      My back stiffened. The sound of two feet walked stealthily around the opposite corner of the street. A beast stood before me in the shadows. He was tall, he was hungry, and he saw me standing there.

      It was a lycan. And not just any lycan. The one that bit the two people the Vontex were now having to deal with.

      “No! No! No!” the young man shouted from around the corner. Then I heard the sound of metal clashing against the concrete. Lothar killed the man mid-shift. He didn’t show him the same mercy he bestowed upon me.

      I wasn’t sure if I should scream for Lothar to come back or to shift right away to defend myself. Either way, the lycan saw me and was coming in for his next meal. He went down on all four legs and started charging in my direction. I was getting better at shifting but I couldn’t do it fast enough to fight him off. So I ripped the silver dagger out of my trench coat and let the crowning magic brewing inside of me out as quick as I could. It tore through my palms so fast that it felt like they were being sliced open with knives. I let out a yelp just before I thrust my arm back and got ready to stab the lycan. Only my magic had other plans.

      My sight turned red and I could see the lycan with perfect clarity in the darkness of the night. Along with my target. His heart.

      The red magic swirled around the knife and shot a bolt of energy through my shoulder. I threw the dagger in the air and my magic guided it right where I wanted. The beast roared into the sky just as he reared up to attack me. The dagger landed true, directly in his heart.

      He tumbled to the ground and started sliding in my direction. And he wasn’t losing speed. I had to leap out of the way before he collided into me. He didn’t stop until he reached the corner of the lane.

      The lycan rolled over and cried into the air, swiping his paws at the knife as my magic swirled around it, holding it in place. There was a ribbon of red light between the dagger and my hand. I twisted my arm to the side and the dagger mimicked my movement. My magic could manipulate it from far away. I dug it in deeper, causing the lycan to thrash back and forth, desperately trying to swipe at the dagger and get it out. It was no use. I had it lodged deep inside of him. Jake turned the corner with his sword in hand. I barely had time to register what he was doing before he swung the blade high in the air and beheaded the lycan right in front of my eyes.

      “Great!” Alina whined as she came around the corner. “How much are you boys going to make me clean up tonight?”

      “Don’t worry about it, love,” Jake said. “I’ll help you out this time. It’s my turn anyway.”

      That was when Jake saw the red light of the dagger swirling around inside the lycan’s body. He took a few generous steps back and watched as I continued wielding the dagger and dug it out, only to retract my magic back inside my palm and letting the ribbon of magic fade away.

      “You’re nice to have around,” he said with a grin.

      Lothar turned the corner and saw what had happened.

      A thrill passed through me and I started smiling. I had defeated a full-blown lycan on my first trip out with the Vontex. I was alone. I had no one else to count on and I somehow managed to protect myself. It was the first time since the Vontex found me that I didn’t feel vulnerable or out of my depth. I was in control of myself in every way.

      Lothar quickly closed the gap between us. I let the crowning magic disappear from my eyes. He wasn’t saturated in a red hue anymore. He was just Lothar. And he was furious.

      I took a few steps back and let my hands up in front of me, sensing I would soon be on the defensive.

      “What are you mad at me for?” I complained at the sight of his narrowing eyes. “You left me here alone! I had no choice. I had to defend myself.”

      “That may be,” he said, getting right up in my personal space until I backed up into the rear of the car. “But you don’t have to enjoy it. Don’t ever enjoy it.”

      “The Vontex aren’t meant to take pride in their work?”

      Even Alina’s expression was grave after the words came flying out of my mouth. I knew then that what I said must have been completely and utterly wrong.

      “We exist to bring about death,” Lothar hissed. “And even though we try to save those that we can, we do not enjoy it. We do it to stop our own kind from destroying humans. Make no mistake, Riley, we are the villains. And we are at war. Often with ourselves. We do not enjoy or take pride in having to slaughter. We do it because it is necessary. Do you understand?”

      A lump formed at the back of my throat. I saw Lothar when he was trying to be intimidating. I even saw him when he was trying to be understanding and perhaps even a bit doting. But I had never seen him truly angry until that night.

      “Then why do it?” I asked. “Why live such an existence?”

      “Because these people are victims,” he grunted. “They were preyed upon by those who cannot help themselves. Whether we keep them alive or kill them, we provide a much-needed mercy to both lycan and mankind. We bring balance by causing violence. And violence should never be greeted with enjoyment. Do you understand?”

      I gave a small nod, unable to speak as the lump in my throat grew thicker.

      I remembered the way he smiled at me when I circled him in the graveyard. He enjoyed the hunt just as much as I did. He liked that I was a challenge for him the second we met. Was he putting on a show for the others? Or was he warning me not to showcase how much I was already liking the hunt? The thrill of smelling blood and using my instincts to do harm was invigorating. I knew it was for him too. But showcasing it was obviously forbidden.

      I remained quiet as he stepped away and went over to the lycan on the ground, examining it with a closer eye.

      “Do you think this is the one who did the killing tonight?” Alina asked.

      Lothar knelt down to the ground and smelled the scent on the lycan’s front teeth. I knew it had to be horrific. I could smell it without even getting close.

      Lothar nodded. “Yes, I believe its one and the same. That’s the old woman’s flesh in his mouth.”

      I looked over to the headless elderly woman and realized he was right. The two scents mingled with one another. We captured the killer and his prey all in one night.

      A flash of pain scorched my wrist. I latched onto it with my other hand and started screeching. It was coming from my bracelet.

      “What are you doing now?” Lothar snapped at me.

      “No! It’s my brother’s bracelet! It’s burning me!”

      Lothar snatched the silver dagger he gave me out of the lycan’s body and ran over to me. Before I could stop him, he reached for my arm and sliced the leather of the bracelet right off my wrist.

      “Hey!” I snarled, not wanting to lose one of the only items I had to remember my brother by. Clearly, Lothar wasn’t sensitive to items of sentimental value.

      I watched as the bracelet fell down to the concrete sidewalk. Lothar reached for the sleeve of my trench coat and pulled it up. There was a large rectangular burn where the bronze plate touched my skin.

      Seconds rolled by. My skin refused to heal.

      “What the hell?” I took a closer look to see the redness on my skin refusing to go away. I had already gotten used to being able to heal from my wounds quickly. Whatever was stopping my skin from healing wasn’t normal. At least not for a lycan.

      Lothar sighed as he examined my skin. “I’ll take you to Nurse Roslyn as soon as we get back. Get in the car,” he demanded. He kept my brother’s bracelet in the leather pocket of his trench coat covering his skin for protection. It must have been too hot for his skin as well.

      The second I was inside I heard him lock the doors so I couldn’t get out.

      I watched through the darkened windows as they gathered the bodies. Well, Jake carried them. Alina and Lothar just wrapped them up then used the dark telmir powder Jake had to make the evidence of blood left behind disappear altogether. I was forced to sit in the backseat all the way to the forest through the entrance to our realm with the stench of flesh in the cage behind me. My first experience out with the Vontex was as exciting as it was disgusting.

      Lothar’s words did nothing to dissuade me. I felt empowered. I wanted to go on the hunt again. And I wouldn’t feel bad about enjoying it. This was the only way I knew how to amend what I had done. To give back after I had taken life away. The Vontex might be a violent force but they weren’t as villainous as Lothar or Rodrick portrayed. There was indeed a thin line between good and evil. But the Vontex straddled it in the only way that made sense to me. My determination to become one of them only deepened. And I had a sneaky feeling that was Ellinor’s intention all along.
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      Professor Addair strolled through the center aisle between the desks in the classroom with her trench coat trailing along behind her. I watched as her long chestnut brown hair moved from side to side as she walked. She was the sort of teacher all the young men drooled over and the women wanted to be like. Or they were insanely jealous of how she seemed to grab male attention and refused to let go. There was no in between. But she always took it a touch too far, if you ask me. And I say that as a woman who dressed rather provocatively on stage. It was either staggering high heels attached to her knee-high boots or a plunging neckline. Either way, she was alluring. And the last woman in the world I expected to teach a hunting class.

      She walked up to the podium as everyone listened in silence to the clack of her high heels on the wood floor. Then she removed her trench coat and showed off her bare toned arms. Followed by a twist of the knob on the podium to darken the room and let the moon’s light cascade down on top of us. Everyone groaned. Except me. I was getting better and better each day that went by. And I was starting to feel the difference between artificial moonlight spawned by magic and the real thing. It was faint but it was there.

      “I think she likes showing off,” I heard Maribeth Carter, a year two student whisper from a few desks away. “She wants us to see how strong she is under her trench coat.”

      I couldn’t help but chuckle silently. I had only been through a couple of weeks of classes and I was already starting to see who roamed in which circles within the academy.

      “She can show off all she likes,” Xavier mumbled back to her.

      “Right, because that’s a totally appropriate way to conduct oneself in a classroom,” Maribeth whined.

      “Who said anything about being appropriate? If anything it helps with paying attention.”

      “Yes, I’m sure you’re not being driven to distraction.”

      Professor Addair went to the side of the podium and opened a chest that had been there since we all walked in. I noticed the stench from the second I came down the stairs to the classroom. Only now I knew exactly where it was coming from. Professor Addair took two large dead rabbits by their long ears from inside the chest and slammed them against the table to the right of the podium.

      I recalled the rabbit I saw in the graveyard. The way it smelled was divine. Like a meal just waiting for me to take the first bite. These little creatures were different. Their flesh wasn’t even the least bit fresh.

      “The sooner you pick up on things the sooner I will discard these little creatures,” she said in her thick Scottish accent as she leaned over the table with the rabbits underneath her curvaceous chest, giving the gents in the room a nice peek at her cleavage.

      “Subtle, isn’t she?” Maribeth whispered.

      “Huh?” Xavier was hardly paying attention to Maribeth anymore. His eyes were glued to Professor Addair.

      “As lycan, you will find that simplest things will distract you,” Professor Addair lectured as she started pacing back and forth on the platform before everyone in her skin-tight black jeans. “You must find a way to fight through it. If you ever find yourself in the human realm, you will be surrounded by distractions and temptation. Best you learn how to control it now.”

      “How is this supposed to help with hunting?” Maribeth whispered. Unlucky for her, Professor Addair caught it this time.

      “To hunt properly, you need focus, Miss Carter. A profound amount of focus that you obviously possess given you managed to pass the trials. But being around humans and other forms of life will always tempt you in ways you can’t imagine. It’s why the lycan are considered a threat by so many of our enemies. And until you learn to control it, you will be the eternal prey. Learning how to harness your mindset from that of prey to the hunter is part of why we’re here.”

      “How do we do that?” Xavier asked, clearly just wanting to get Professor Addair’s attention as she turned toward him with her piercing emerald eyes.

      “I will bring various dead animals to class every day. The smell will make you prone to distraction during my lectures, along with the moonlight above you as I make it more intense than you’re used to. Once you become adept to learning while a distraction is before you, your senses will become sharper. Now, how many of you have ever smelled human flesh while in werewolf form?”

      A few students in the class raised their hands. I kept mine down, not wishing to be reminded of what I had done to the grave keeper. Or to give anyone else cause to ask me questions I didn’t want to answer.

      “And how did it smell?” she asked with a smile as she leaned into the podium once more with her arms folded before her. Clearly, she already knew the answer.

      “Incredible,” a voice whispered from the other side of the room.

      “And how do these rabbits smell? How many of you smelled animals while you were in werewolf form?” she asked.

      I refused to participate. The fewer who knew the way I was captured by the Vontex, the better. It was bad enough that I could remember everything as clearly as I did.

      “You will find humans react much differently to the hunt than animals,” she continued when no one answered her. The silence across the room made me wonder how many other students dealt with such violence like I did after I shifted for the first time. Was the Vontex really that efficient at capturing them before they did something horrible? Or was I special? Were they holding back?

      “Animals are used to being hunted,” Professor Addair stated. “They have been throughout the centuries not just by other animals but by humans. Humans are used to being hunted by other humans during times of war and great upheaval. Or even by criminals who stalk the night. Occasionally you’ll hear about an animal attack on a human but its far rarer than it was once. Which is why the way lycan hunt in modern times is so different. And why we teach you how to control your impulses now rather than later. Animals will always run from you. Humans, however, will be drawn to you.”

      My ears perked up. This was the lecture I had been silently waiting to hear. I remembered how Devon made me feel when he drew me in. But the details surrounding how he did so were still a bit of a mystery to me.

      “Your scent is potent to humans,” she continued. “And yet, they will never know that’s what leads them closer to you. Ladies, you will exude a presence that will forever have men eating out of the palm of your hand. They will lust for you without you even trying because your body now gives off a scent of pure femininity with the perfect blend of mystery. Gentlemen, you will exude a presence that will forever have women falling at your feet and feeling weak in your presence. They will come to you willingly because your body gives off a scent of pure masculinity with the perfect blend of danger. And all humans are drawn to danger now and again just to remind them that they’re alive. I imagine many of you have already felt the effects from each other. How many of you have felt a certain…longing since you came here?”

      Not a single hand in the room went up. Everyone was far too embarrassed to admit it. But they knew. They had to. Because I felt it every time I got close to Lothar, Rodrick, or even Devon. Hell, even Jake on occasion. The thought made me cringe.

      “As lycan, we prey on human desires. We use it to draw our victims closer to us. Werewolves hunt for the scent of human flesh. Lycan hunt because it gives us a sense of power. Now, don’t get me wrong. The taste of human flesh and blood is unmatched by anything else in this world. But the thrill of having humans willingly give themselves over to us for a meal is why we are so dangerous. You will find yourself seeking out this thrill. It will excite you, it will satiate you, and it will make you a serious threat. Which is why so many lycan choose to stay in this realm and never enter the human one.”

      I sank deep in my seat.

      ‘Great. Just great. This means that it likely won’t go away and I’ll eternally feel like my insides are on fire.’

      “Which is why we’re going to have a little test of self-control and discipline. The greatest hunters throughout history have always practiced restraint. They know the one thing that others do not. That it doesn’t matter how fast you find and kill your prey. It’s how you close in for the kill. The process of finding the one you want and deciding if the time is right. Should you strike, or shouldn’t you? Is there too much risk involved? Is this particular kill because you need to feed on flesh? Or is this the perfect victim? These are the questions the best hunters ask themselves.”

      I swallowed hard at the thought. Did Devon see me as the perfect victim? It sure felt that way.

      Professor Addair opened up the cabinet inside the podium and took out a glass decanter with a strange honey colored liquid inside. Only this liquid didn’t look normal. It shined with a luminous blue glow that reminded me of one thing. Magic.

      “This is a very special potion,” Professor Addair said, holding the decanter up high for everyone to see just before she stepped down from the platform and walking between the rows of desks. “It contains a mixture created by a luxra witchling. When consumed it shows you your greatest temptation. And not the material kind,” she smirked as her eyes glinted from the light reflecting in the decanter. “Take out the small vials inside your desks,” she ordered. “And don’t you dare take a single sip until I say so.”

      I reached into the drawer of the desk and pulled out a small glass vial that didn’t look any deeper than a shot glass.

      Professor Addair started at the back of the classroom and worked her way forward, filling each vial to the brim until everyone in the class had some potion sitting on their desks. I watched as the liquid practically sparkled in the vial. The scent wafted over me like a breeze running through my hair. I knew right away that this wasn’t going to be a particularly easy lecture. Professor Addair was going to make this as uncomfortable as possible.

      She went back to the podium and stood on top of the platform. When she turned around she was playing with a long lock of her hair as an evil grin crossed her face. This was a woman who knew exactly how she appealed to men. And I suddenly understood why Rodrick appointed her to teach this particular class. If the guys could get through it without being utterly distracted they would be efficient hunters who could actually control their impulses. Because every single one of them was going to envision her when they took the potion. I could sense it.

      She dimmed the moonlight and let the stars come out as she slowly twisted the knob controlling the light over the room. The sky above us turned into a new moon. Nothing but the stars shined down on us.

      “You’re about to have enough to deal with,” she said. “So I’ll give you a reprieve from the moonlight. For now. Remain seated, stay quiet, and close your eyes after consuming the potion.”

      Everyone raised the vials before them. The smell of the potion was unlike anything else I had ever smelled. Like nectar that was pulling me in for a single taste that would change my life forever. I downed the mixture and barely had time to feel it hit my stomach before the back doors to the classroom burst open and slammed into the wall.

      Rodrick came marching in with an alarmed look on his face. I had never seen him so shaken. The man was usually made of stone. At least from the few times I had been around him. The real him anyway.

      “What’s going on?” Professor Addair complained. “I’m in the middle of a lecture.”

      “It will have to wait,” Rodrick said once he reached the front of the aisle between the rows of desks.

      “A bit late now,” she bickered.

      “It’s an emergency.”

      Professor Addair put her hands on her hips like an irritated teenager and rolled her eyes. Rodrick didn’t pay any attention to her.

      “Everyone must return to their dormitories this instant,” he said. “There’s been a breach in the shield protecting the fortress. I’ve been working with the vixra to try keeping it up but somehow our enemies have broken through. The fortress has several layers of protection but we stand a better chance if all year one and year two students retreat to central locations rather than being spread out across the fortress. You’re not skilled enough yet to partake in proper defense of the academy.”

      My heart started hammering in my chest. I wasn’t sure why but I knew his words were for me. All this was happening because I was here. Someone was after me.

      Rodrick’s gaze shot in my direction, holding my attention with little to no effort. Everyone started filing out of the classroom for safety including Professor Addair. I stayed glued to my seat. Once everyone else was gone he walked right over to me. I felt my heart begin to hammer in my chest. I couldn’t discern if it was from nerves or him coming closer to me.

      “Lothar told me what happened to your dorm, Miss Blackburn.” His voice was like velvet rubbing up against my body and making me weak. It was deep, masculine, and commanding. My body was having the same reaction it had when I first saw Devon disguised as Rodrick on the train.  “You won’t be safe there.”

      “Lothar permitted me to stay in his quarters,” I mumbled. “He said he’s rarely there.”

      Rodrick shook his head. “That’s on the eastern side of the fortress, right where the breach took place. My private quarters are underneath the fortress. You will stay with me until this problem can be fixed. We can’t risk having a Blackatter being discovered at the academy. Every single enemy we have will descend upon us like a plague if the secret gets out that we’re harboring more than one Blackatter.”

      I swallowed hard and slowly stood up from my chair. He extended his hand out to me and I took it. His skin was warm. Inviting. A spark jolted through my arm and made my body go tense. He closed the space between us and set his hand on my cheek. A need was quickly rising inside of me. A need that wasn’t met the night Devon ensnared me and had my body pinned up against the wall in his cleverly planned disguise.

      “Come with me,” Rodrick said as he made the gap between us none existent, pressing his body up against mine.

      ‘Devon said there was something between Blackatters. Is this what he meant?’

      That was when I noticed his scent. It was overpowering. But it wasn’t the scent I associated with him. It was…different.

      ‘The potion.’

      I pushed Rodrick away from me and searched about the room. I thought everyone had left. I saw them leave. I was wrong. The more I tried to focus the more I saw the classroom in a blur. The students were still surrounding me. The class was full. Professor Addair was watching us with giddy eyes as she waited for the potion’s effect to wear off. I turned around and saw the blurred sight of my own body. I was sitting in the chair with my eyes shut and my hands resting on the table with the empty vial still in my hand.

      ‘This is a hallucination. It’s not real.’

      “Come with me, Riley,” Rodrick said my first name as though he had been dying to since the moment we met.

      I shook my head, refusing to give in. If this was the discipline Professor Addair was speaking of, she was right. It was a challenge. And I was determined to prove I was up to the task of defeating it.

      “No,” I thundered. My voice seemed to echo about the room, shaking away the blurred effect and revealing my reality more and more as the seconds went by.

      “I can’t protect you here,” Rodrick insisted, trying to get a hold of my arms and pull me in close once more.

      I shoved him away again, only this time with more force. “I don’t need you to protect me. I want to learn how to protect myself.”

      “You don’t have the skills.”

      “I’ll learn.”

      “There’s no time.” His eyes tried to lure me in once more. Only now I was too aware of my surroundings to be fooled.

      I wanted him. Maybe even a part of me needed him. The part that Devon said longed for him so my bloodline would continue. I didn’t really need a potion to tell me how potent that need was. I sensed it every time I was in a room with Rodrick. It didn’t matter. I had bigger problems to handle.

      “Rodrick,” I said his name with venom in my voice. “You need to leave me alone.”

      My eyes flashed open. I was back in my own body and looking down at my desk. Rodrick never stormed in. The shield over the fortress was never breached. I was safe. And most of all, I could feel the potion starting to wear off.

      Professor Addair saw my eyes open and walked down the aisle toward me, her expression beaming with pride.

      “Not bad,” she said. “You made the second best time of anyone in my class to break through the potion’s spell.”

      “Who holds the first?” I asked.

      “Rodrick Everleigh, the Dean of L.I.T.”

      I scoffed. I should have known. Then the realization struck me. Professor Addair didn’t look a day over twenty-five. She was young with a tight body, voluminous hair, and perfect skin. There was no way Rodrick could have been taught by her. Their ages were too close.

      She must have seen the confusion written all over my face because she dropped the facade and shifted right before my eyes. She wasn’t a young beauty. She was older. Perhaps in her sixties. Her hair was speckled with strands of gray and her face had grown tired with wrinkles. Professor Addair was a master shifter.

      “As I said, Miss Blackburn,” she whispered in a deep and almost masculine voice. “You will find the simplest of things will distract you. You must find a way through it. And it appears you did.”

      She took the empty vial from my desk and shifted back into her younger form before the next student opened his eyes and overpowered whatever hallucination he was having. From the stunned expression in his eyes, I safely assumed it was of Professor Addair.

      ‘If only he knew.’

      “Well done,” she said to him as she came by his desk to pick up his empty vial and headed back to the platform at the front of the class.

      As it turned out, Rodrick wasn’t the only one at the academy carrying a secret. There was more than one master shifter at the academy.
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      I slowly walked through the halls of the fortress, keeping to the shadows so no one would see where I was going. My dorm was uninhabitable but that didn’t mean I wanted the entire student body knowing where I was sleeping. I could hear students whispering about me as I walked by. The last thing I needed was the rumor mill to spread even more lies.

      ‘I heard the magic inside her is evil.’

      ‘I don’t care. I’d do her. She’s hot.’

      ‘I’ll bet she thinks she’s better than us.’

      ‘She would never survive without the professors fawning over her.’

      ‘Her father was an MP. I guess privilege follows her everywhere. Even the lycan realm.’

      I hid my face under the hood of my trench coat, not wanting anyone to see my cheeks turn red. But they weren’t red from their venomous lies. I had thoughts of Rodrick running through my mind. The potion Professor Addair made us take revealed our greatest temptation. Mine was clearly Rodrick. Not entirely surprising given that Devon disguised himself as Rodrick. He knew all along that Rodrick and I were Blackatters. And that I’d be drawn to him. Now the question remained, was the temptation reciprocated? Did Rodrick feel drawn to me? I tested that theory in his study. He resisted me with ease. Hell, he practically kicked me out. I wasn’t about to test it again and risk my place at the academy.

      I shook my head in frustration. In the end, none of it mattered. I couldn’t allow my impulses to sway me toward any man. At least for now. I had to become a Vontex. No matter what it took. And it didn’t matter to me that Lothar said the Vontex aren’t meant to enjoy what they do. The single outing I had with them replayed in my mind over and over again. The way I killed the lycan, the way my instincts served me, the smell of blood on the streets. It was more violence than I had ever seen. And the aggressive part of me that changed when I became a lycan loved every second of it.

      Once I was certain no one was looking I slipped through the proper halls leading to Lothar’s quarters. I wanted some alone time before I went to get some food. The potion left a queasy feeling inside my gut along with some dizziness. A much-needed rest was in order.

      I stopped in my tracks once I noticed that Lothar’s door was jutted open. A single smell assaulted my nostrils. The scent of old blood wafted through the air and collided right into me. I sniffed a little harder to discover another smell. Something burning. Human flesh.

      ‘Lothar, what the hell are you cooking in there? I thought you rarely used this room.’

      I slowly went up the final few steps and pushed the door open a bit more, just enough to see inside and make sure I wasn’t intruding on Lothar. I froze in place at the sight before me.

      Nurse Roslyn was lying dead on the floor in the center of the room. A river of blood spread from the wall to the floor as though she had fought off her attacker and was dragged to her death from one side of the room to another. Her mouth was wide open, her pale skin was stained with crimson red, her bodice was ripped apart, and worst of all, her eyes were stuck staring at the ceiling.

      I took a deep breath and stepped closer to her, being careful not to disturb the blood stains all over the floor and track them everywhere. Once I was close enough, I knelt down and felt for a pulse on her neck. I stopped before I touched her skin. There was no need to feel for a heartbeat. My heightened sense of hearing told me the truth with the utmost cruelty. Her heart wasn’t beating. Nurse Roslyn was dead.

      A door opened and slammed shut outside the room. I jumped up in surprise, unsure if I should hide or remain right where I was. Footsteps came nonchalantly down the hall.

      ‘Lothar will know I didn’t do this. He has to!’

      Only it wasn’t Lothar who appeared in the doorway. It was McKenzie.

      “Jesus Christ,” she cursed, taking a bold step into the room with me and getting a closer look at the body.

      I looked down at the body and back up to McKenzie, waiting to see what she would do. Or worse, what she would assume.

      “Is she-” McKenzie started, unable to finish her sentence.

      “Dead? Yes. Definitely dead. I can’t hear a pulse. Can you?”

      McKenzie shook her head. Her eyes couldn’t tear away from Nurse Roslyn. I even saw a hint of sadness in her eyes. “How did this happen?”

      My brows furrowed at her words. She must have known I was waiting for her to accuse me of the worst because she started shaking her head.

      “Look,” she muttered. “You’re capable of a lot. You’re a reckless twat and an elitist cow but I don’t think for an instant that you meant to kill me. And you’re not capable of this kind of brutality.”

      ‘Elitist? Me? You’ve obviously never met my dad.’

      “Aren’t all lycan capable of this kind of brutality?” I asked her, not quite believing that she wouldn’t instantly accuse me of doing this.

      “Yes. But you healed me when you didn’t have to.”

      “Why are you here anyway?”

      “I came to see Lothar.”

      ‘Naturally.’

      She stepped over the blood and got a closer look at Nurse Roslyn. Once she was sure alongside me that Nurse Roslyn was dead she let out a huge breath and then headed out the door.

      “Where are you going?” I asked.

      “To the Dean’s office. Where did you think I was going? We need to report this. There’s a murderer on the loose inside the fortress.”

      The second she said that every single hair on my body stood up. She was right. Whoever did this was likely still around. And they obviously found a way through the shield. Or worse, we had another traitor among us. Again!

      “Wait here,” she said.

      She didn’t give me much of a choice before she fled the room and ran down the stairs.

      A light flickered from the corner of my eye. That was when I saw it. Nurse Roslyn was holding my brother’s metallic bracelet tight in her hand. I could see the broken black leather side straps on either side of her closed fist. I reached down to touch her hand. It was ice cold. And clearly, the body had been there a while because it was impossible to get her hand open to pull my brother’s bracelet out. She was already in rigor mortis. Her body had been there for hours.

      ‘Oh, no. What if she was bringing the bracelet back to me? What if the killer was here waiting for me and she walked in first?’

      My mind ran wild with the possibilities. I dashed over to the door to wait for Rodrick to come in and to get away from the stench of rotting flesh and aging blood. It was nearly enough to make me puke.

      Just as I heard heavy footsteps enter the hall and come up the stairs I saw a faint light flicker in the room. I turned back toward the entrance to see Nurse Roslyn’s wrist light up. My brother’s bracelet was glowing inside her tight fist.

      My thoughts went from bad to worse.

      ‘The bracelet. It started to burn me. What if whoever did this to her found her because she had the bracelet? Did she die because of me?’

      The footsteps were getting closer. And it wasn’t just McKenzie and Rodrick. There were guards behind him heading inside to see what happened. They all brushed by me as they entered Lothar’s quarters and saw Nurse Roslyn lying dead on the floor.

      Rodrick went stiff at the sight of her. His eyes were the only part of him showing a clear expression. He was in shock.

      A hand came up to my shoulder. I nearly jumped out of my skin from the sudden contact. As it was, I let out a small yelp, getting everyone’s attention in the room.

      It was Lothar.

      “Riley, what happened?” he asked me.

      “Yes, I think we’d all like to know that,” said Rodrick.

      McKenzie glanced over to me as if to say, this is where you come in.

      I cleared my throat and started talking. “I found her this way.”

      “When?” Rodrick asked as he knelt down to take a closer look at the body. He didn’t bother checking for her pulse either. None of us could hear a heartbeat.

      “Not even ten minutes ago,” I answered. “I just got out of Professor Addair’s class and she gave us this potion. At first, I thought it was the potion still inside me doing something weird but then I smelled Nurse Roslyn’s blood and I knew it was real. I came over to make sure and that’s when McKenzie walked in.”

      Lothar stepped into the room. “I told you what happened with Riley’s dormitory,” he said, directing his words to Rodrick. “I offered her a temporary place in my quarters given I rarely use it.”

      McKenzie’s jaw clenched. She crossed her arms in front of her chest and glared at me with squinted eyes.

      ‘Don’t get the wrong idea, you insecure twat!’

      “And why was Miss Winters here?” Rodrick asked.

      She let down her arms and placed them on her hips. “Lothar said something about getting me new accommodation until our dorm room was fixed,” she said. “I came around to see if a new room became available before I headed to dinner.”

      Rodrick lifted up Nurse Roslyn’s arm and inspected it as if he was wearing spectacles. Or maybe that was just me watching the intensity with which he examined her skin. He let go of her arm and moved her tights up her legs.

      “Are you sure that’s appropriate?” McKenzie asked, a bit stunned by what she was seeing.

      “Help me,” Rodrick said to the guard who knelt down to look up her other leg.

      “What are you doing?” I asked a bit mortified.

      “What do you smell here, Miss Blackburn?” Rodrick asked me. “Consider this your crash course in human anatomy from a lycan perspective. What do you smell?”

      I stood there dumbfounded. McKenzie sniffed at the air as if Rodrick had asked her the question and not me. Then her eyes flashed once she understood.

      “Blood,” I answered. “Flesh. And…”

      “And what?” Rodrick asked.

      “No,” Lothar said, suddenly seeming to understand whatever it was that Rodrick had discovered. He went over to the body and started removing Nurse Roslyn’s blouse.

      “Seriously, what are you doing?” I asked. My jaw was nearly on the floor from their blatant disrespect. They weren’t coroners. Was this how they treated the body of the man who shifted into being my brother’s form before it was sent home? Was it some sort of standard procedure?

      “Um…I…I smell…”

      Rodrick ripped open Nurse Roslyn’s blouse and I saw something on her left shoulder. It was a mark that I instantly recognized. A brand meant to look like a tattoo. The same one I saw in Alina’s class. The symbol of the Dolch Erbe.

      Rodrick stood up from where he knelt down and let his eyes roll over to me. That was when it hit me. I felt like a complete idiot for not having noticed it sooner.

      The body wasn’t Nurse Roslyn. It couldn’t be. Because the smell hidden under all the flesh and blood was male.

      The tattoo on the left shoulder of the body started to glow. It turned a bright shade of blue as the edges became more defined.

      “Everyone get out!” Lothar yelled.

      The glow from the brand became too much. I had to raise my arm to block it from my view as it overpowered the entire room. Only that didn’t help. Because there was an equally bright glow permeating from my body. Right where my brother’s bracelet left a burn on my wrist. I squinted my eyes to see what the hell was going on. To my shock, a tattoo was showing right where the bracelet had the previous night. Only my skin didn’t have a burn mark anymore. There sat the symbol of the Dolch Erbe, right on my flesh.

      Lothar looked at me with stunned eyes, almost as if I had just confessed that someone close to him had died.

      Rodrick’s jaw clenched at the sight of me. And McKenzie was trapped in place like she had shrieked and then froze in place.

      “Lothar?” I said his name. “Lothar!” I repeated it. He didn’t move. No one moved. I was the only one in the entire room that could still move about and barely see through the glow of blue light consuming Lothar’s bedchamber.

      ‘What magic is this?’

      Rodrick, Lothar, McKenzie, and the guards were all frozen in place, unable to move and unable to speak. Well, everything except their eyes. I could see them blinking. Lothar started breathing heavier. His knees buckled. Then the guards followed along with Rodrick and McKenzie. It was as if they were paralyzed and then slowly suffocated.

      Lothar’s last orders repeated in my mind. Everyone get out!

      I started backing up, ready to make a run for it out of the room. Only my legs wouldn’t budge. I was struck by the same paralysis as the others. Something invaded my senses. A smell that made my lungs feel like I was inhaling hot ash. It stuck to my throat all the way down as I gasped for a single breath. The air in the room wasn’t oxygen anymore. It was some sort of gas. I reached for my throat and tried to breathe. My feet were stuck but my arms seemed to work. Not that it stopped the stinging striking at my nostrils with merciless force. Until finally, I collapsed onto my hands and knees, barely catching myself before I collided with the bloodstained hard wood floor.

      ‘Silver! There’s some sort of silver pathogen in the air! Is this one of the Dolch Erbe’s weapons?’

      I collapsed to my back along with the others. I managed to turn my head to see what was happening before my entire body went stiff and I couldn’t take in a single breath.

      A hint of movement distracted me. The body on the floor was alive. I saw the arm twitch. Then the leg. And within a few seconds, I didn’t see Nurse Roslyn anymore. I saw a tall man with a muscular build in a black trench coat, large enough to be a cloak, shifting before my eyes right back into his normal state as he got up from the floor.

      ‘It was a trap. This whole thing was a trap.’

      I blinked multiple times to see if I was hallucinating when the cloaked man stood and turned to face me. A shadow covered his hooded face, preventing me from seeing who it was. He dug inside his pocket and pulled out a small decorative copper box. One of the designs on the sides stood out right away. The symbol of the Dolch Erbe was etched into the copper.

      The cloaked man lifted the lid to the small box and I saw bolts of electricity start to spark outside the edges. Then they grew larger until the electrical sparks turned into massive bolts that cracked like lightning, striking each person in the room with overwhelming force. One hit me right in the center of my chest. My back arched as my body clenched from the pain, trying to see through the blinding light. It spread over my entire body.

      ‘It’s silver. He harnessed the power of silver. And the air. It was silver in some sort of gas form.’

      I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think. When the silver lightning stopped shocking my body and retreated my limbs didn’t relent. They remained tense like I had been electrocuted. I couldn’t move a single muscle. Not even my eyes. I tried to focus on the crowning magic inside of me. I didn’t feel it lingering in the background like I usually did. The cloaked man did something to force it down and keep it away.

      He took steps over to me. Each time his feet met the wood floor I felt my racing heart start to beat a little faster.

      ‘This is it. This is how I die. I went through being murdered and enduring the trials to have it end like this?’

      The man knelt down on the wooden floor and lifted the hood off his head. Devon stared down at me with the same flirtatious smile that once held my interest and captivated my attention, making me willing to bend the rules and put my life at risk. Only he looked different. His face was marked with long claw wounds. My claw marks! They left silver scars behind, forever marking his once handsome face with his treachery.

      He brought his hand over to my hair and brushed a strand back so he could get a clear look at my face. Then he brought a single finger down to slide over my cheek as if he was a lover touching me gently as I slept.

      “Don’t worry, Riley,” he whispered in a deep voice. “This will be unpleasant but you’ll find it worth your while.”

      I couldn’t look away. I was still frozen. And still fighting to feel my magic at the tips of my fingers. Nothing happened.

      Then the red fog appeared. It wafted over the floor behind Devon. He was too distracted to notice. And for the first time since I fell, I was grateful that I couldn’t move. If I had, my eyes might have darted away from his, revealing what was happening.

      The crowning magic brewing behind him wasn’t mine. It was Rodrick’s. He slowly stood up, breaking free of his paralyzed state faster than me. The sound of metal gliding against the holder on his belt hidden inside his dark trench coat finally caught Devon’s attention. Devon stood from where he was kneeling over me just in time for Rodrick to lunge the sword clean through Devon’s gut. Rodrick shoved his weight forward and pushed Devon away, crashing the sword into the stone with enough force to pin Devon to the wall. But Rodrick didn’t stop there. He kept pushing the sword deeper inside of Devon. It wasn’t without effort. I could hear Rodrick struggling to breathe through the thick silver laced air.

      “Why?” Rodrick growled through his teeth.

      I heard the sound of blood gurgling up Devon’s throat. “Do you really care to know?” he muttered, trying his best to avoid showing just how agonizing it was having a sword running through his intestines.

      “The longer you wait, the less I care.”

      Devon snickered at him, as though the entire situation was funny. “It didn’t take much convincing. And I’m not the one you should be asking.”

      The red fog started curling around my body and loosening my legs. I could bend my toes. Then my knees. Until finally, my hips relented and I could roll over to see what was going on. Rodrick’s crowning magic was slowly breaking the bind of the silver gas wafting throughout the room.

      ‘It seems the Dolch Erbe have a nice collection of unique weapons as well.’

      I had never seen Rodrick shift before. He did so faster than I’d ever seen Lothar shift. And when he did, his head nearly crashed into the ceiling. He towered over everyone, including Devon. His fur was brown with streaks of blonde. A gorgeous coat of hair that I envied. His fangs were long, snarling down at Devon as he took his impossibly long claws and tried swiping Devon across the face. Only he never got the chance. Devon swooped under him, taking the sharp blade into his hands and pulling it right out of the wall.

      The red fog curled over my arms and gradually allowed me to move more of my body. I reached for the ground and tried to push myself up. I wasn’t strong enough yet. The air was still thick with enough silver vapor to make me weak.

      Devon kept his grip on the blade and pulled it right out of his own chest. Rodrick went down on all fours and started mauling him. He latched onto Devon’s head with his bare teeth and thrashed him back and forth, trying to break his neck.

      Devon reached inside his pocket and took out the box once more with blood covering his sliced hands. I could see the skin on his palms healing from pulling out the blade. Just enough for him to lift the lid off the box and allow the silver strike of lighting to burst out and smash Rodrick right in the chest, throwing him clear across the room. He plowed through Lothar’s bed and crashed through the bedroom window, shattering the stained glass and breaking through the stones on the wall. I heard him growling all the way down as he fell from the tower and onto the grass down below.

      The copper box remained open. I saw Lothar finally coming around and trying to stand on his knees. The silver lightning bolt shot straight into him as he tried to shift, stopping him before he got the chance and freezing him into place as silver sparks flew through the air.

      Devon got up from the floor, covered in his own blood. The wound in his chest had already healed and he was back to grinning gleefully. His expression said everything. He won, Rodrick had lost, and there was nothing I could do to stop him now.

      He didn’t waste time taunting me. His arms swept under my back and knees, lifting my body over his shoulder.

      “It’s been fun,” Devon laughed down at Lothar below him.

      I wanted to reach out to Lothar. To fight back. To do anything! I tried kicking him. My legs could move but not with enough force. Devon chuckled as the blow of my legs didn’t do any damage at all. I tried to move my fingers. My right hand started to twitch. I reached inside Devon’s trench coat, searching for anything I could use against him. Something sharp pricked my finger.

      ‘Gotcha!’

      It was a dagger. The same damn dagger he used against me in the forest. And I had just enough strength left to wrap my fingers around it.

      I yanked it out of his belt and shoved it right into his back. And what I hoped was his spinal cord.

      Devon groaned and fell to his knees. And to my surprise, his grip on me loosened. I pried myself free and fell to the floor. I was still weak but at least I wasn’t being carted off to only God knows where.

      I pushed myself on my hands and moved one leg at a time, trying to stand up. I fell right back down to the floor. Apparently, being able to move my body didn’t mean I had total control over it yet.

      Devon yanked the dagger out of his back with a loud grunt and lifted his hand up toward me with his palm open as if he was going to summon the lightning right through his arm and send me flying just like he did to Rodrick.

      A strong breeze swept through the room. The hole in the wall from the broken window let in a stiff wind that sent papers on Lothar’s desk flying about in a sea of chaos. My hair flew behind my head. When I peered back to see what was going on I half expected to see a storm brewing behind me. Far from it. There was a bright glow ripping through the air just outside the hole in the wall. It floated in a circle of light revealing another dimension opening up. And it was pulling me toward it.

      I gripped onto what was left of Lothar’s bed frame, holding on for dear life. Which wasn’t that tight of a grip considering my fingers just got the ability to move again a matter of seconds earlier.

      The wind latched onto my body and wouldn’t let go. The glowing hole in the air was pulling me with all its might, sucking me away.

      “Lothar!” I screamed.

      He was still paralyzed, helplessly watching with no way to help me.

      My fingers started to loosen. I couldn’t hold on anymore.

      The last thing I saw before I was sucked right out of the room through the hole was Devon’s face. And that twisted smile of his. Only this time he wasn’t assuming he had won. He did win. I flew right out of the room and into the unknown.
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      I’m not entirely sure how long I was out. All I knew was that the second I woke up, my stomach began doing flips and turns. I started retching as the burning sensation of bile in my stomach forced its way up my throat. Then came my recent meal along with any water that was lurking inside my stomach. The space around me was blurred. Nothing was steady. It was as if I had been struggling to get a rowboat back to shore during a storm but found I couldn’t make it all the way. Everything moved around in circles until a white flash of light burst through the air before me, illuminating everything until I could see clearly again.

      I was in a heavily wooded forest. The trees were thicker than the woods Devon took me to. There was a large black cauldron sitting over a fire with something bubbling inside along with four large silver goblets. I could smell what was inside them. Blood. It tickled my senses but I couldn’t say that it made me hungry. The last thing I wanted in my queasy stomach was food.

      Barking in the distance startled me. Then the sound of howling. There was a wolf nearby. Not a werewolf or a lycan. The sound it made wasn’t deep or menacing enough.

      Two men circled the cauldron as bright blue flames started to edge over the sides. They were dressed in long dark furs covering their backs and faces. I feared what they looked like underneath.

      Someone stepped through the bright light spread over the space. I squinted my eyes to see what was happening. Devon walked through the light and gracefully stepped onto the dirt below him. His eyes instantly drifted over to me.

      I tried to move but my body was still feeling the poison of silver in the air, crushing me into the ground and making my body ache.

      Devon walked my way and knelt down as he had before, playing with the curls in my hair as he taunted me. He knew as well as I did that he gained the upper hand in the end. As if he knew something I didn’t. Which given my current predicament, he probably did.

      “Where are we?” I managed to mutter.

      “I told you not to worry, Riley,” he answered. “I got you here safe.”

      “What was that?”

      “A vixra tunnel. A magical causeway from one place to another. The sickness won’t last long. I promise.”

      I glared up at Devon as he smiled down at me, trying my best to let him know that the second I could move my entire body again he would regret doing this to me.

      “Devon!” A sharp voice pulled his attention away. “Stop fooling around and get her ready.” It was one of the men wearing dark furs. It looked like the fur of a large bear. He circled the cauldron and stopped on the other side.

      Devon picked me up and brought me over to a tall stake lodged deep into the ground. He tore away my trench coat and held his hands over my hips until I could move my feet. Then he pulled out the one thing that I grew a hatred for the second I arrived at the academy. Locksin. He tied it around both my wrists, ankles and my chest. Once it was firmly fastened around my bare skin he attached it to a chain on the stake, pulling it tight so I couldn’t get away.

      “Steady yourself,” he said. “It will only get tighter if you resist.”

      ‘What? You want to make sure I can stand as you torture me?’

      I regained all the strength in my legs but it didn’t matter. He had me right where he wanted me. And he knew I wasn’t going anywhere.

      “We’re starting, Devon,” said the man in the bear fur. As the sight before me became clearer and my vision returned to me I saw the teeth. The bear’s teeth and claws were still attached at the head. The other man was draped in a similar fur but his was a wolf.

      The other one remained standing on the opposite side with his hands folded before him. I could see the array of black tattoos on his skin. His face was still a mystery hidden in darkness.

      Devon walked over to the cauldron and took one of the four silver goblets into his hand. The others did the same. Then Devon took the dagger I used to stab him and withdrew it from his side. Apparently, he made time to grab it before following me to… to… where ever we were. I grinned inwardly at the sight of his blood still staining the silver blade. Until I saw what he was going to do with it. He disappeared into the woods and came back with a rope in his hands, pulling along a wolf as it whined and wrestled with the rope to get away. His teeth gnawed at the rope, again and again, trying to get loose. Until he fell onto his back and Devon was able to pull him.

      Then the second he had the wolf close enough he plunged the dagger into its heart. I winced as the wolf cried. Then in a matter of seconds, it stopped moving. Devon removed the dagger and lodged his bare hand into the wolf’s chest. He ripped the heart right out, tearing the veins and arteries away.

      I watched with stunned eyes as he took the tip of the dagger and let it sit over the top of each goblet, allowing the wolf’s blood to trickle into each one from the top of the blade. After the goblets had drops of blood he took the wolf’s heart and tossed it into the cauldron. It hissed as the contents splashed from side to side.

      My pulse started racing once more as they formed a triangle around the cauldron and started chanting. It was a harsh language that I didn’t recognize. But I swear some part of me must have known whatever they were doing was dangerous. Or at the very least, unnatural. My body started reacting before I even realized I was moving. My arms had strength in them again. I yanked down the locksin around my wrists, desperately trying to get away. The wretched material only got tighter until I couldn’t feel the blood flowing to my fingers anymore.

      I half expected them to drink the wolf’s blood from the goblets. But they didn’t. They took the dagger one by one and sliced into their palms, allowing more blood to drip into their goblets, combining with the wolf’s blood. Then they tossed the blood right into the blue smoking cauldron. The flames inside flickered higher and hotter. I could feel the heat from where I was tied up.

      ‘The visions! This is what I saw in my dream.’

      The smell of sulfur practically punched me as the flames grew. I started gagging when it seeped into my throat and threatened to choke me.

      The flames went from blue to black as smoke barreled up into the sky. The raging fire underneath heating the cauldron turned a normal orange hue.

      It was suddenly bright enough to take in everything around me without having to squint my eyes. Where ever we were, it was old. Ruins stood all around me in tall formations. Stones piled high showing where structures once stood tall as low hanging clouds drifted through what I imagined were windows and were now nothing but holes in the stone with vines covering them in long layers of green.

      I didn’t know where the hell I was but I could sense it was holy on some level. It was a sacred place. And one where many people had died. Perhaps lycan? Or witches? It held strong magic that flowed through the air. I could smell its potency.

      Movement stirred as I looked back at the three men placing their goblets near the cauldron. Then they stood and removed the furs covering their faces.

      Devon was closest to me. To his right was a man I didn’t recognize. And to my shock, the man at the head of the triangle was none other than my brother. Dirk stood before the other two men, chanting the same words, summoning the same magic, and branded with the same tattoo over his right shoulder. The brand of the Dolch Erbe.

      ‘Dirk! My god! You’re alive. But what have you done?’

      “Dirk!” I screamed, hoping he would look away from the cauldron and see me crying for him. It usually took getting his attention by tapping his shoulder for him to know I was speaking to him. Growing up with a deaf brother taught me a great many things. Patience. Reassurance. Even sign language. But with my hands tied up in the monstrosity above me, there was no way to get his attention. He knew I was there. And he was either too distracted or too indifferent to care. His eyes were glued to the cauldron. And mine were glued to him. His body was tattooed all across his chest and arms. They were symbols I had never seen before. Ones I gathered I could find in the academy’s library if I looked hard enough. There was little doubt in my mind that I wouldn’t like what I found if I discovered their meanings.

      The smoke from the fire and the cauldron started to die down. Dirk brought his arms up before him and calmed its vigor. That was when I saw it. The scarlet red fog rose from the ground, circled around the stone ruins, and started wafting over the floor of the forest. Dirk was channeling it.

      It was true. He was a Blackatter. Just like my dad and me. And I knew he wasn’t using the magic inside him for anything good.

      The man I didn’t recognize took Devon’s dagger along with the one remaining goblet and walked in my direction.

      I shook my head, starting to panic at the thought that he might shove the dagger into me with Dirk watching. Would Dirk move to protect me? Would he even care?

      I got my answer rather quickly. The more I tried to jerk away from him the tighter the locksin became, holding my arms into place and refusing to let go.

      The man took the tip of the dagger and dragged its impossibly sharp edge down the length of my arm, from my elbow down to my wrist.

      I cried out in pain.

      Dirk didn’t look away from the fire. He was focused, cold, unfeeling, and not the young man I grew up with. Something changed about him. Something profound. I shivered at the thought that I might never discover what it was.

      Once the man had enough of my blood inside the goblet he took it back over to the cauldron and poured it inside. Dirk let his crowning magic seep into the cauldron along with my blood until whatever was inside turned scarlet red.

      I tried to shift. I didn’t care if the locksin would hurt me. I needed the strength I possessed as a lycan to break free.

      It was useless. My body was still tainted with the vaporized silver Devon used in Lothar’s bedchamber.

      I watched in horror as the potion inside the cauldron started to bubble over onto the dirt ground. Devon manipulated the liquid seeping out until it levitated in the air, curling around his body and weaving over his arms. Then he extended them and finally met my gaze.

      I tried to tell him with my eyes everything that he couldn’t hear. That I wanted him to stop. I needed my brother back. He had to protect me. I was scared and I needed to break free. Whatever he was doing, it wasn’t right. It was putting us both in danger.

      I shook my head as his eyes went from cold to downright cruel. He wasn’t going to help me.

      The magic from the potion turned into a bright red cord. It floated through the darkness around the cauldron. I shifted and twisted around the stake, hoping with everything remaining inside me that I could find some way to escape. The scarlet red of his magic latched onto me and wrapped around my body like a snake, pulsating through my veins and forcing me to remain still.

      Devon handed my brother his bracelet. The same one marked with the symbol of the Dolch Erbe. The one our mother gave us. A belonging I never thought I’d see leave Dirk’s wrist. He latched it on and tied the broken leather together. The magic he wielded enveloped the black leather and sealed it tight.

      Goosebumps slithered over my arms and legs as his magic vibrated, weaving into a braided chain as it got stronger. A shock wave thundered through me as the chain linked between both our bracelets. My body went tense as my matching bracelet started sending sparks through the air.

      “It is done,” the strange man with the sharp voice said.

      Dirk let down his arms and the braided cord between us dissolved in thin air.

      The calm in the storm washed over me once I realized what Dirk had just done. I could hear his heartbeat. I could even feel his being pass through me as if he were a shadow. Our lives were linked. He somehow managed to fasten his life to mine. If he died, I would die. If I died, he would fall with me. Then the vixra would lose a potential Vontex. He was protected from death. If anyone tried to kill Dirk, I would die right alongside him.

      “Are you’re sure he won’t harm her?” the strange man asked.

      Devon nodded his head. “Rodrick, Lothar, and the vixra already have an affection for her.” Devon looked over to me as I tried to catch my breath. “They won’t let anything happen to her.”

      The truth hit me harder than anything else I had ever experienced. Harder than my mother’s death. And harder than when I thought Dirk was dead. I spent the last week believing Devon might be the leader of the Dolch Erbe.

      I was wrong.

      Dirk was their new leader. He betrayed me. Along with the vixra, the lycanthrope, the Vontex, and the academy.

      Devon wanted me to help find Dirk because he knew he had gone rogue. He wanted to join him. And somehow, he thought he was going to force my hand and bring me along with him.

      I might have been new to being a lycan and I might not understand all the various rules, obligations, or the history of what I was. I might have even found some of their beliefs and ways of life to be less than honorable. Rodrick said himself that they were not the heroes. They were the villains. Even so, I knew at the moment that there were worse villains that needed conquering. I just never thought in a million years that the head villain staring me down would be my own flesh and blood. My twin brother.

      And worse yet, this was the place where the Dolch Erbe did their dirty work. This was where they murdered lycan.

      Maybe my brother didn’t want me alive after all. If he was indeed the leader of the Dolch Erbe then I was his enemy. He had no reason to keep me alive other than to use me as a way of preserving his own life. There might not be any way that I could save him.

      ‘And dad always thought I was the disappointing child.’
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      I watched as the three of them began chanting louder and louder. The bubbling of the magic brewing in the cauldron turned so bright I had to squint to keep seeing. Dirk walked over to the edge of the pyre of logs underneath it and pulled out a large iron. The symbol on the end was clearly visible even through the steam spiraling off the cauldron. It was the symbol of the Dolch Erbe. And worse, it was attached to an iron just like the tool used to brand me with the symbol of the academy. Dirk was going to brand me with a large Dolch Erbe symbol. Once that was on my body, no one would trust me ever again.

      ‘This is your idea of a family reunion? Forcing me to join your ranks by making sure no one outside your circle trusts me?’

      I pulled on the locksin tying me down. I tried moving my knees and jerking my feet away. It was no use. I couldn’t do anything except groan as the locksin grew so tight I thought it might rip through my skin.

      Dirk glared at me with cold eyes, slowly walking closer as I tried to jerk loose from the stake.

      “Dirk, no!” I begged, hoping he was reading my lips. “Please don’t! You can’t do this to me!”

      I never thought in a million years that I would see my brother again until Devon told me he was alive. Even worse, I never thought he would look at me with murderous eyes, intending to do great harm. This was my twin brother. The one who I painstakingly learned sign language for as his hearing started to fail him at age seven. The one who I trusted above all others, even before we lost our mother. The one who I could complain about dad to endlessly and he would always show me such patience.

      I shook my head in disbelief. He wasn’t my brother anymore. He was someone else. A man I couldn’t trust let alone be near.

      The crowning magic circling around me lowered to the ground and absorbed back into Dirk’s body. He took the right side of my shirt and ripped the fabric from my shoulder. The heat of the iron was glowing bright red. I waited for the unbearable pain as he thrust it into my skin. The pain never came.

      I was blinded by a bright green light. It shot through the air and I saw Dirk take a few steps back, covering his eyes. I shut mine only to discover it wasn’t enough. I could still see the green light with my eyes shut. Then I heard Dirk scream. I forced my eyes open to see him fly in the air high above the cauldron until he crash landed into the trees on the other side, rolling several times before stopping. The green light came from my bracelet. It was shooting a funnel of glistening magic right into Dirk’s chest, protecting me right before he used the iron.

      He slowly struggled up to his feet. When he was finally up, I saw the damage my bracelet had done. There was a hole in his chest showing his cracked sternum. His skin sewed itself back over the wound as he searched for the branding iron.

      The other two didn’t move to help him. Instead, they set their sights on me. The man I didn’t know pulled out a wooden stick from his trousers. It wasn’t until he started chanting more words and got closer that I saw what it was.

      ‘You’ve got to be kidding me!’

      The tip of the wooden stick was glowing with blue light. He was using a wand.

      ‘That’s how Dirk got the magic to work binding our lives. He used a witch!’

      The luminous glow of blue magic fired through the man’s wand and right into my bracelet.

      I recalled a memory I had of accidentally clamping down my curling iron on my wrist when I was a teenager. It stayed sealed in my mind as the most painful thing that ever happened to me. Until we lost mum. That was an entirely different level of pain. Then there was shifting. That took the grand prize after I learned that the world was full of more mystery than I ever realized. This, however, was a new sort of pain. The pain of being struck by powerful magic.

      I couldn’t scream. I could barely even cry as the magic collided into my body, making everything go tense.

      I shut my eyes once more as green light discharged through my bracelet like a bullet firing away at an enemy. The green light set fire to the ground and shot directly at Dirk, Devon, and the mystery witch I had never seen before.

      All three of them cried out in agony. Dirk wasn’t going to go down without a fight. He let out his crowning magic and fought off the green flames as they started traveling up Devon’s body. My ears rattled from his screams. Even so, I don’t think I ever heard such a pleasant sound in my entire life. The man who completely diverted my life was rolling on the ground as green flames consumed him and scorched his bare chest. Dirk tried to save him. He even smothered him in his red magic, trying to create his own protective blaze. It didn’t work. If anything, it caused the green fire to spread and get hotter.

      “Get out of here!” Dirk finally hollered at the witch standing to the side.

      It was too late. His witch was trapped. Along with the witch’s wand. He searched about frantically as the flames started moving up his legs. Soon he couldn’t ignore the pain anymore. He fell to his knees and gave into his own urge to scream as the green fire consumed his flesh. Then he too fell to the ground. I couldn’t look away. I was half fascinated and half repulsed by the sight of the witch’s entire body lighting up as if someone had thrown gasoline over him before setting him aflame.

      I wish I could say that I watched them turn to dust. I never got the chance. Dirk encircled his entire body with his scarlet red crowning magic and walked right through the flames over to me. I was still tied up with the locksin to the stake. Still completely helpless. And I couldn’t for the life of me even begin to understand how my brother could look at me as if I was nothing more than a piece of dirt he had stained on his shoe.

      The second he was close enough he latched onto my throat and started to squeeze. The air inside my body was trapped. I could barely take in a single breath.

      ‘He thinks this is me? I didn’t do this!’

      My eyes began to bulge. I managed to mouth a single word as he glared at me. “Why?”

      He spoke in a deep voice that I hardly recognized. “Because our father lacked the willpower.”

      I didn’t understand his answer. And perhaps he didn’t have an interest in letting me stay conscious long enough to find out. His grip grew tighter and tighter until I was certain I would pass out.

      The magic in my bracelet started to glow once more, doing things I never knew it was capable of as green light flickered over the bronze plate of my bracelet with my name engraved on it. It didn’t seem to phase him. He was ready this time. He shifted into a gigantic lycan, giving up on the idea of making me pass out so he could brand me. Either way, he meant to harm me. And whatever power was in my bracelet sought to protect me from him.

      I stared as he morphed into a beast right before my eyes. He towered over me with a deep brown coat of fur and speckles of gold. He was as glorious as he was terrifying. I saw his claws rear out. He was preparing to swipe down at me. I flinched, anticipating the strike just as the magic in my bracelet shot through the air and threw him back once more. Only this time he didn’t fly back. The crowning magic flowing around him was settling over the ground in an array of scarlet red smoke. I could see sparks starting to dance over it, putting out the green fire on the forest floor beneath us. He was fighting back against whatever magic was running through my bracelet. And just when I thought he might overpower it, something tingled on the tips of my fingers.

      My body was recovering from the silver vapor that Devon used against us in Lothar’s chamber. I could feel it slowly returning to me. A single blue spark caught my attention on the ground. The witch’s wand was still there on the forest floor. The witch’s body along with Devon were little more than charred black corpses but the wand remained.

      ‘Is it protected by magic?’

      I closed my eyes, pretending as though I was preparing myself for the swipe of Dirk’s claws and doing everything in my power not to lose focus when they slashed down across my face. I moved my head to the side in time for them not to scratch down my entire neck. That didn’t stop them from slicing through my cheek. I felt the river of hot blood flow down my neck and chest before I gained the courage to open my eyes.

      ‘Focus! I have to focus!’

      When I opened my eyes I was shocked to find that the very thing I wanted to happen was taking place just behind Dirk’s head. My hand manipulated the witch’s wand from the ground. I managed to lift it into the air with my crowning magic and point the tip directly at Dirk’s scalp. Only he thought the crowning magic was his own. He never deciphered the difference. Not until I channeled every shred of magic I could possibly gather into the wand and let it burst into a tornado of scarlet red light. It pierced through the air and struck Dirk in the back, spreading over his body and sending sparks flying everywhere. For a second, I thought the forest might catch fire. It was stronger than I ever hoped it could be. That was when I saw it. The green light from my bracelet was glowing again, sending lightning right into the wand and channeling even more magic.

      Dirk looked as though he was being electrocuted. His lycan eyes were bulging, his legs were extended, his fur stood up on end, and finally, the magic in my bracelet let out one final burst through his chest. The only problem was that his crowning magic was rather resistant. He brought it up over his body, circling around him as though it were a shield. The sparring of magic started shooting out flares. I felt the power surging between us grow stronger, vibrating inside my body and making my bones shake until it exploded like a piece of dynamite had gone off.

      Dirk went flying away from me, knocking the cauldron over until whatever was brewing inside it came spilling out onto the forest floor with a loud hiss while I was cast back into the trees. The only good part about that was the locksin shattered off my wrists the second I smashed against the tree’s thick trunk.

      ‘Yeah. That definitely cracked a few ribs.’

      I managed to get my body up to a sitting position but it wasn’t without effort. I grunted and groaned with each small movement I forced my body to make.

      ‘This is good. I can feel everything.’

      The ache of broken ribs was nothing new to me anymore. Not after shifting countless times. Only now I had the added bonus of locksin around my legs.

      There was one quick way to fix that.

      I closed my eyes and let the process of shifting overpower my body, allowing it to become one fluid motion. The locksin shattered from my ankles. My body started to twist and bend until I was a fully formed lycan with enough anger and attitude to rip Dirk apart if I managed to get a hold of him.

      One sniff of the air and I had his scent. It was a mixture of blood and leather, along with a touch of his magic. I never thought magic could have a smell but his was potent. Far more potent than mine. Which meant one thing. He was probably more skilled with it. If I found him he might overpower me. But telling me that while I was in lycan form wasn’t possible. I ran toward the ruins on all four legs, dashing through trees and over fallen branches until I found the devastation the liquid potion inside the cauldron had caused. It tumbled over the stones remaining from the ruins and melted them. Along with burning down several trees. It looked like the scene of an explosion with nothing but wreckage remaining.

      Dirk’s scent was fading in the wind. He ran away. My brother actually lost control of the situation and ran away.

      ‘There isn’t a single place in the world you can hide from me. I will hunt you. I don’t care how long it takes. I will hunt you down.’

      I ran from one corner of the destroyed ruins to the next, searching frantically for any sign of him. I sniffed the ground, the air, and the small traces of magic he left behind that hadn’t completely evaporated yet. He was close. I dashed into the woods, faster than I even knew I could run. Having four long legs with supernatural power made it feel as though I was creating my own wind as I ran, leaping over fallen trees and throwing my whole body weight where ever I caught his scent.

      ‘Come on, Dirk! You coward! I never knew you would run from a fight!’

      I could feel the rage inside of me building. The aggression. It wanted release. To tear Dirk limb from limb and watch the blood spill out of his body. I snarled my razor sharp teeth, hearing his footsteps running away.

      I raced in his direction only to see a bright green flare flickering in the distance.

      ‘No. That’s not him. His magic is like mine. It’s bright red.’

      I refused to allow what it was to stop me.

      “Riley!” A voice shouted my name.

      This time I did stop. That voice was one I instantly recognized. I knew it just by the sound carrying my name through the breeze.

      ‘Mum?’

      Dirt flew up in the air as I came to an abrupt stop, digging my front paws in deep and breathing out a cloud of vapor through my nostrils. My ears twitched, trying to hear the voice once more. Only this time, I didn’t run away from the green light in the distance. I was drawn to it.

      “Riley! Come closer,” the voice demanded.

      I slowly walked through the darkness of the woods, scanning the area to see a woman in tight black jeans, a white blouse, and long blonde hair cascading down her shoulders.

      ‘No. Mum had brown hair. It can’t be.’

      I growled at whoever it was standing in the distance. The person who dared interrupt me as I hunted down Dirk in the dead of night.

      “Stop that this instant!” she scolded me. Only this time it wasn’t my mother’s voice. It was Adeline.

      She appeared through the trees like a ghost floating in the darkness. I instantly felt a surge of embarrassment. My stomach turned into a stone weighing down my chest. I turned my nose downward and cast my eyes away as she slowly approached me with her magic weaving in a serpentine-like dance over her palm, lighting the way in the darkness of the thick trees.

      Adeline got closer to me and stared me down. Quite the feat considering she was significantly smaller than me when I was in lycan form. That didn’t make me feel empowered. She was a vixra. And somewhere down in the deepest pit of my stomach, I knew I had to obey her.

      “Shift back,” she ordered me in a stern voice.

      I shook my large lycan head.

      ‘How could she ask that of me? I have to find Dirk! I’m already starting to lose his scent.’

      “Do it this instant!” She wasn’t playing around this time. The vixra magic in her hand started growing larger. I knew she would use it on me if she felt threatened.

      I shut my eyes and focused on shifting, trying my best to do so fluidly like in Professor Huxley’s class. It was getting easier. Regardless, I could still feel slight traces of the silver vapor I inhaled as my lungs started changing back into human ones. And the second I did, my body gave into exhaustion. I collapsed on the floor of the forest without a single ounce of energy left inside of me.

      Adeline managed to catch me just before my head hit the ground. Then she knelt down with my limp body in her arms, holding me as if she was my mother and I was her cherished child.

      “How?” I muttered as sleep started overpowering my senses.

      She grinned down at me. “I cast a spell over your bracelet back at your father’s house,” she said. “It sent me a distress signal telling me you were in danger.”

      “Vixra magic?”

      She nodded. “It was meant as an extra layer of protection.  I promised your mother I would protect you. Even if it meant protecting you from those you love.”

      The green light that bolted out of the bracelet when Dirk linked our bodies saved me before he could brand me. Only it was too late to do so after he linked our lives. Adeline saved me in the end. If I had stayed a lycan and given into my anger, I would have killed him. And ultimately killed me.

      Adeline lay me down gently on the ground then stood up. I watched with flickering eyelids as she dragged her finger down through the air, cutting through it as if there was a hole in the middle of the forest. A bright light pierced through the night. A strong breeze struck me just as it did inside Lothar’s chamber.

      Adeline turned back to face me then helped prop me up into a standing position. “Come now,” she said. “You’ll have to get used to vixra tunnels if you’re going to work for us one day.”

      She took me through the tunnel, stepping out of the creepy forest and into a bright light illuminating a bridge through time and space. Its glow felt like a blanket wrapping over my body and holding me tight.

      “My mum,” I whispered as she helped me walk.

      “Sorry about that,” she said. “I know it was a low trick but I couldn’t think of how else to get your attention. Lycan are stubborn once they shift. Especially after they catch the scent of potential prey.”
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      I woke up just in time to see an array of gold speckles retreating from my skin and flowing back into Nurse Roslyn’s hand. She took a wet cloth from a silver bowl of water and gently dabbed the moist material over my cheek. I jerked away as a sharp hot stinging struck my skin with vicious force.

      “Ouch!” I shrieked.

      “It’s going to hurt for a while,” she said. “It will remain red for a few weeks and then gradually turn silver. Unfortunately, it’s a Blackatter claw scar. It won’t ever fade entirely.”

      “You’re alive,” I whispered.

      She gave a soft nod of her head. “Yes. I heard there was an incident involving someone faking my death while I was away visiting my mum. I’ll be sure to leave word with others before I leave again so such a mistake won’t happen. In the meantime, you take care of yourself, Miss Blackburn.”

      She gave the cloth a final squeeze and draped it over the side of the silver bowl. That was when I saw my reflection in the silver. There were four large claw marks going down my face from my eyebrow down to the corner of my lip.

      “My god,” I muttered, leaning in closer to the bowl to get a better look.

      “Don’t fret,” said Nurse Roslyn. “I have some creams that will help it heal over a bit. We can make claw marks thinner. They won’t disappear entirely but we can make them less noticeable. And lucky for you we live in an age of modern makeup for whatever is left over. I also got rid of the Dolch Erbe mark on your wrist. It was nothing more than a simple locater spell. Someone must have placed it on the bracelet knowing you would wear it.”

      I sighed in relief only to find myself confused seconds later. A Blackatter claw scar? That was what she called it. I remember the scars cascading down Professor Huxley’s face. He must have been struck by a Blackatter as well. His scars didn’t heal over like other lycan wounds do. I wondered why. Now I knew. Having my skin torn open by a Blackatter was an irreversible event.

      I shook my head in frustration. My own brother had scarred me for life.

      “Don’t worry,” Rodrick said from the end of the bed. He had been so quiet as Nurse Roslyn treated me with her magic that I didn’t even notice he was standing there. “A scar like that will make a great story in the future.”

      I scoffed. “No, it won’t.”

      “How do you figure that?” he asked.

      “Because it was tragic. Not heroic. My brother did this to me.”

      Rodrick’s expression changed from one of concern to disgust. His brow furrowed. He stroked his chin over the stubble on his face and took in a deep breath. “I was afraid you might say that.”

      A light snoring caught my attention and I turned to my other side. Lothar was sitting in a chair next to my bedside in the infirmary with his head propped up on his hand.

      “He’s been here all night,” Rodrick answered the question in my mind before I had a proper chance to ask it.

      “But why?”

      “He’s your mentor,” he stated as if it was obvious.

      “For the trials. That’s over now.”

      “It ceased to end when you announced your intention to become a Vontex. He’ll be your mentor until you’ve been formally initiated into the Order of the Vontex.”

      Lothar looked exhausted. There were bags under his eyes. His skin was pale. Did he never go to sleep that night?

      ‘Of course, he didn’t. He must have been up all night searching for me. Just like he did the last time Devon kidnapped me.’

      “I want to apologize to you, Miss Blackburn,” Rodrick said in a deep voice.

      “Riley,” I interrupted when it looked like he would keep speaking. “Just call me Riley already. I feel too young for everyone to keep calling me Miss Blackburn.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” he insisted. “You’re a student and I’m the Dean of L.I.T. Certain formalities must remain applied. Without formalities, our kind tends to let our impulses rule.”

      I huffed in frustration. “What if I told you that I wouldn’t accept your apology for whatever you think you did wrong until you call me Riley?”

      He didn’t reply right away. On the contrary. He appeared to be taking a second or two to admire my wit. “I should have begun training you in the ways of the Blackatter much sooner,” he said with his head hanging low. “Ellinor requested it and I put it off. To be fair, I was rather preoccupied with trying to get the shield over the fortress fixed. A quest that now seems ridiculous given that the enemy came from the inside. Regardless, Devon managed to get back in and I’m still not entirely sure how.”

      “You won’t have to worry about him anymore.” I swallowed the lump building in the back of my throat in anticipation of what would inevitably come next. The part where I would have to explain everything that happened just as I did the last time. “Devon is dead. Along with a witch my brother was using to help him.”

      “Help him do what?” Rodrick asked as he took a nearby chair and sat on the opposite side of the bed.

      “I don’t know how I know but the second his magic struck me I had a solid idea of what he was doing. Dirk somehow managed to link our lives. If he should die, so will I. And vice versa.”

      Rodrick twisted the thick silver ring on his finger back and forth as he considered my words. “He’s insured that he will survive should the Vontex hunt him down.” He wrung his hands together in quiet frustration. I could see the battle taking place behind his gorgeous blue eyes. Only they weren’t gazing at me with longing. He had murder on his mind.

      I did my best to calm the knots rolling around in my stomach. Something about Rodrick being close to me still caused my insides to feel as if they were being turned into an oven, slowly heating up my muscles with a thick layer of tension. Then gradually, I started explaining everything that took place. Rodrick listened with acute patience, letting me explain certain things in detail and gently prodding me for smaller bits and pieces when I was too vague and he needed a deeper understanding.

      By the time I finished, Rodrick leaned back into his chair and rested his arms in front of his chest. Almost as if he was preparing a defense. What did he think I was going to do? Or say?

      “Riley,” he said my first name slowly, “I need you to prepare yourself.”

      “For what?”

      “For what very well might come in the near future. If what you say is entirely true then the vixra will hunt down your brother. He will be found, he will be tried before the vixra council in Hungary, and he will be condemned to a life of imprisonment. We clearly can’t kill him until the vixra manage to remove the spell linking the two of you together. But spells surrounding twins are extremely powerful. Especially with the both of you being gifted Blackatters. There are few vixra in the world who still hold enough knowledge of the old ways of magic during the times when the Blackatter line was gifted with traces of crowning magic. He may very well live out the rest of his days in a dark cell. Or you may be forced to endure the vixra’s attempt to unbind the spell linking the two of you. Either way, it won’t end well for him.”

      I shook my head, knowing what was coming but still unable to process it entirely. “There was something so different about him,” I insisted. “It was almost like he was possessed. He didn’t seem like himself.”

      “You assured me just now that it was, in fact, him.”

      “Yes, but… it wasn’t all the same. He’s different. Something changed him. The brother I knew would never do something like this to me.” I pointed to the wounds running down my face. The evidence that the man I used to know and call my brother had either died inside something that was only a vessel or it had been replaced by purely evil.

      “But he did.”

      I wrestled with the sheets in my fists, trying my best to channel my frustration away from Rodrick. “You don’t understand. The way he was wielding his magic and the look he gave me, it wasn’t him. I need to find him and talk to him. There has to be more going on here that we don’t know about. Maybe the witch cast a spell on him or something to make him act this way or cause him to doubt his own reality. I don’t know but something deeper is going on here.”

      “You say that because you don’t want to believe that your brother is capable of doing something so mad as to join the Dolch Erbe. But I’ve seen it before. Witchlings who devoted their entire lives to preserving their own kind go rogue and join them. Graduates of this academy in the past have joined them. I don’t know what their recruiting tactics are but they’re strong. And they convinced your brother to turn on his own blood. A grave offense that in any other scenario would result in his immediate execution. I told you this would happen if he joined the Dolch Erbe. If it’s true he’s leading them, it will make it more difficult to find him. Once the vixra manage to do so, they will make sure he suffers for his betrayal.”

      “But Alina said in her lecture that the leaders of the Dolch Erbe are reborn every century or so. If this was his destiny at birth, he can’t possibly be blamed. I have to find him. I have to know the truth and at least try to save him. Or figure out if it’s too late to save him.”

      “It is too late to save him,” Rodrick practically hollered at me. His voice was severe, demanding my attention and refusing to let go. “If Dirk has already managed to acquire luxra witchlings at his side then he’s succeeded in re-initiating the formal society of the Dolch Erbe with a proper hierarchy surrounding him. If that’s the case, there’s no going back. There’s no saving him.”

      “You’re not listening,” I fired back. “He wasn’t himself! My brother wouldn’t do something like this unless he had a clear motive. I need to know what caused this.”

      “That’s enough, Miss Blackburn!” He was back to using my last name. He spoke of having a shield around the fortress but at that moment I felt as though he was creating a shield around himself. One that would refuse to allow a casual discussion or informal pleasantries between us. “I’ve dealt with the Dolch Erbe much longer than you, as have many others who fought them over the centuries. Your words are archaic. The Dolch Erbe cannot be reasoned with. They can only be conquered.”

      ‘Training with you is gonna be fun.’

      His posture stiffened as he stood up from the chair and showed me his backside, walking away from me and ending the discussion. Unfortunately for him, I had grown to find his coldness completely insufferable. He gave me glimpses of a real man behind his well-guarded metal armor, only to remind me of my father’s cold glare when a conversation no longer suited his desires.

      “No! It’s not!” I hollered, removing the sheet from my chest and standing up a little too quick. I had to hang onto the rail at the end of the bed to stand firm but I refused to let the dizzy spell taking over me win. “Everyone gave up on my brother! We all thought he was dead. You gave up on him. I might be mad as hell and I might want to give Dirk a bruised jaw but I won’t assume the worst. I won’t give up.”

      Rodrick turned around and closed the gap between us so fast that I nearly shuffled a few steps backward. I knew it was his sore spot when I said it. That didn’t stop me. Few things did when I was on a tear. Especially now that I was a lycan.

      “I’ve gone to great lengths to protect my own, this academy, and anyone who shows enough strength to survive the trials, Miss Blackburn. And I will protect a fellow Blackatter even if it means destroying one that’s gone rogue. We will begin training properly after you’ve recovered. I suggest you rest until then and don’t do anything foolish.”

      With that, Rodrick turned around and walked out the door of the infirmary. I winced at the sound of the heavy wooden door slamming shut.

      Lothar jolted awake, rubbing his eyes from a deep state of sleep.

      I waited expectantly for him to stop pretending.

      ‘You and I both know you didn’t sleep through all that.’

      “What?” he said as I placed one hand on my hip, letting him know he wasn’t fooling anyone. “I might have heard a little,” he admitted as he slowly leaned forward with his hands folded over his knees.

      I squeezed the rail so hard that I heard the metal start to whine from my tight grip. “I know I must sound crazy to everyone,” I fumed. “I’m new here, I know next to nothing, and I’m sure you along with many others have lost people you care about to the Dolch Erbe. The very thought of my brother leading them probably makes your skin crawl. But the man I saw among those ruins wasn’t my brother. Or if it was, something has gone terribly wrong.”

      Lothar stood from the chair. “You don’t sound crazy to me,” he said quietly, scanning the room to make sure Nurse Roslyn wasn’t within earshot. “You said your brother lost one of his luxra witches?” he asked.

      I shrugged my shoulders. “Yes. I watched him and Devon burn alive with… well… I guess it was some sort of fire magic.”

      “I can’t say Devon is any loss to the world.”

      “Believe me, every time I need to think happy thoughts as I go to sleep at night I’m going to envision him burning alive.”

      Lothar grinned. Probably the biggest grin I had ever seen on his face. “Rodrick can often have a one-track mind. So much so that he can’t see the forest for the trees.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Lothar took a step closer. I could hear the steady beat of his heart through his chest. He maintained eye contact with me as he spoke, making sure I wouldn’t make the same mistake Rodrick did by mindlessly turning my back.

      “The leader of the Dolch Erbe is always surrounded by three luxra witchlings. They’re considered the middle echelon of the witchling world. They’re not as powerful as the vixra but they can overpower a kruxa such as Nurse Roslyn with little effort. Few people trust them because they tend to work closely with realms the living prefer not to engage with.”

      “Realms like ours?”

      He shook his head. “No. Realms where the dead roam free and where mysteries surrounding death are answered.”

      I stopped myself from gulping. Just the sound of it made the smallest hairs on my arms stand up. He could only have one meaning. The luxra worked with magic involving ghosts and demons. Beings I once thought could never exist. Only now the thought didn’t seem so far fetched or even the least bit strange.

      “Dirk will be on the lookout to recruit another luxra witchling for his inner circle,” he went on. “He’ll need one to help him continue the magical practices necessary to create weapons against the lycan. Weapons such as the silver poison in the air that paralyzed us in my private chamber.”

      “So what do we do?” I asked.

      “We track all the possible luxra witchlings Dirk might approach for recruitment. We’ve always been eager to discover how the Dolch Erbe finds such loyal followers. Loyal to a degree of madness. With the death of a luxra in his inner circle, we might have a plausible way to track him while he searches for another one.”

      “How do we do that?”

      “Tell me the truth, Riley,” he challenged me. “Is this an effort you’re willing to die for? Because a great many Blackatters have battled against the Dolch Erbe over the centuries and died. Blackatters with far greater abilities than you.”

      “You’re asking if I’ll die to save my brother? If it means getting him back the way he was, yes, I would. And I’d like to think that in his right mind he would do the same for me.”

      Lothar stopped speaking. He let his hand come up to my cheek and examined the long wounds rolling down my face. I flinched slightly at the sting of his hot touch near the open wounds. He cupped my face and tenderly let his thumb graze over the edge of the cut closest to my lip. “It gives you character. You look tougher now,” he said.

      “Was I not before?”

      He snickered. “Alina set the bar rather high. I think you just met it.”

      I blushed. Which was a mistake because the sting in my cheek only grew more intense. I glanced down at the bracelet around my wrist. There was another silver scar under the leather strap and metal plate. One forever reminding me of what my brother did. And how the spell Adeline cast over the bracelet protected me.

      He pulled his hand away. “I’ll help you find your brother, Riley. But I can’t guarantee your safety. And if I feel at any time that you’re brother might seek to really hurt you, I won’t have any choice. I will bring him to the brink of death and deliver him to the vixra. Do you understand?”

      I gave a small nod, realizing that a little help was better than having none at all.

      Why was he helping me though? Why would he even bother? It couldn’t be because I was a student and he was my mentor. Helping me disobey Rodrick was an entirely different level of service. Perhaps even devotion.

      ‘Maybe Devon was right. Rodrick and Lothar have an affection for me.’

      Although, they clearly had different ways of showing it. Rodrick sought to protect me by telling me what was best. Lothar sought to protect me by helping me find my brother.

      “There’s no need,” I said, standing firm even though my body was aching. “My mum went to great lengths to shield the two of us from all this. She would be ashamed of what he has done. If my brother tries to hurt me like that again before I can talk some sense into him, I’ll take him to the vixra myself.”
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