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	CHAPTER ONE

	 

	The needle dug into my skin, moving up and down my shoulder blade at an agonizingly slow pace. I kept my eyes fixed on the wall, not really seeing the artwork chaotically plastered all over it, and my arms around the backrest of the chair I was straddling. The pain felt good. It felt real. The incessant buzzing of the tattoo machine disconnected me from the here and now. I’d picked a complex model, so I’d be stuck under the needle for at least three hours. Gloria, the tattoo artist, had tried to convince me that we could do it in two sessions. Two hours now for the black ink, and another two hours next week to add the color. Anyone who knew me could’ve guessed my answer. No. Four hours. Now. She could take her time, too. Make it five hours, Gloria. I have nowhere to be. 

	Five hours under the needle. That should have exorcised some of my demons. Except we were three hours in, and the ache in my chest refused to let go. My hands turned into fists. I pursed my lips, and it wasn’t because the needle was inching closer to my spine, where the skin was more tender. Flashes flew across my vision. I screwed my eyes shut and prayed they’d go away, otherwise my trembling fists would find their way into my mouth, and my teeth would sink into the flesh before I’d have time to control myself. 

	“It’s coming along well,” Corri flappity-flapped around the chair. She floated a few inches from my face, the breeze her translucent wings created wafting over my sweaty forehead. I smiled and opened my eyes. “I still can’t believe you’re doing it,” she breathed. A cute blush spread across her pale cheeks. “I thought you were joking…”

	“I never joke about tattoos.” One week before, she’d done me a favor, going against Morningstar’s orders. I said I’d get a tattoo of her, so I was doing it now. Corri’s pretty pixie self on my left shoulder blade. And not just because she was my friend and a super champ when it came to going against my father’s rules, but also because the whole endeavor was sufficiently complicated to keep me under the needle for long enough to have a good shot at forgetting about the small blades in my bedroom drawer. Thin, sharp blades that would leave the most elegant red lines on my stomach, breasts, thighs… Not on my wrists, though. Too visible. They would only tell on me; tell Valentine Morningstar that his plan had worked. I was nearly broken.

	After year two at Grim Reaper Academy ended, Morningstar started putting his plans into action. As the new Headmaster, he had every intention to turn the professors, the curriculum, and the Academy rules and traditions upside down, eliminate all that didn’t suit his vision, and replace it with something better. Why was it better? Because he, Valentine, the greatest Grim Reaper alive, had come up with it. Among the first and most crucial decisions he’d made was that I was going to spend the summer vacation with him. Oh, and that I was going to break up with my two boyfriends, the demon Pazuzu Eremus, and the false god GC Apis. I did spend the summer vacation at his castle in the Scottish countryside, but I didn’t break up with my guys. We had teleportation devices now. Distance wasn’t an issue. 

	When I disappeared for two days in Hell, my father got me an Unseelie bodyguard. A tall, bulky fay with dark eyes and long, black hair, all dressed like some elvish warrior from some ridiculous fantasy game. It was their military uniform, apparently. Whatever. Having Crassus follow me around didn’t mean a thing when I wanted to see Paz and GC. So, I disappeared for another three days. Corri helped me distract the Unseelie guard, this time. Morningstar punished her with one week in the Blank. He punished me by sending me out to reap.

	“You’ll reap in my place,” he’d said. “You’re ready.” Ugh, that fake smile on his stupidly handsome face! “I’m Headmaster now, and my responsibilities lie with the Academy. I can’t do two jobs at the same time and do them well. But I’m lucky I have you, my daughter. You’re so talented, such a natural, that I know I can send you on the field and rest assured that you’ll do a great job even if you’re not officially a Grim Reaper.”

	I had to admit… I did feel a bit flattered. I knew he only wanted to get rid of me, and at the same time make sure I was too damn busy to run away to see GC and Paz, but I still couldn’t help feeling proud of myself that I’d only graduated year two, with another year to go, and I was so good that Morningstar said I could go reap on my own. I could, basically, take over his job. Oh, how naïve I was...

	He didn’t only send me reaping. He got in touch with his Violent Death colleagues and asked them to give me the most difficult, dangerous, and disgusting jobs. The most heinous reaping cases were passed down to me the moment the other Violent Reapers got them. I had no idea how that was possible, how they could control a system that I’d always thought was random, but they did it. So, I spent my summer amongst serial killers, rapists, mobsters, and the poor. The poor always had it the worst. Thank God the war-ridden countries kept it light, but I did get summoned in the middle of a tribal conflict in Africa at the end of July, where I couldn’t believe what humans could do to other humans. That was when I started cutting again. My thighs, at first, then above the hem of my panties, on my stomach, drawing endless lines from one cigarette burn mark to another. Soon, my stomach was a map of bright red roads and pale, long-healed dots. 

	It was bad.

	I couldn’t keep it up. 

	Not when I had to talk some poor soul out of doing exactly what I was doing every week or so. Of course, those cases landed in my lap, too. All because of Valentine fucking Morningstar, who wanted to punish me for disobeying him. Although, there were days when I wondered whether he was really trying to show me who was boss because I’d refused to break up with GC and Pazuzu, or there was something else there. Maybe he was punishing me because I existed. As simple as that.

	Either way, I couldn’t keep cutting myself. I still needed to feel the pain, though, especially after a particularly horrible day. Tats. The idea came to me out of the blue, and it stuck. The first one was under my breasts. I’d read that was one of the most painful places to get a tattoo, so I went right for it. An intricate sun and moon mandala with beads, rays, and strings coming out of it and curving up to hug the underside of my boobs. My ribs were next. Abstract geometry on the left, and a fox on the right, because I liked foxes. My stomach, my lower back, my upper back, and I was soon running out of ideas. What to get, what to get? Corri on my left shoulder blade. That should keep me satisfied for a while.

	She’d risked being sent to the Blank for another week when she’d snuck Paz and GC into my room. I couldn’t get out of the house unless I went reaping, and even then, Crassus the Fay followed me, teleporting right after me wherever I went. Morningstar had given him one of those stupid teleportation pins. He was my shadow. My very tall, very big and ripped shadow. I eventually got used to him, but my guys were so close to being caught that night, that I vowed not to try again. The summer vacation was almost over, anyway. I wasn’t going to lose my mind if I didn’t fuck for three weeks. 

	The only good thing that came out of my involuntary volunteering to reap in my father’s place, was that Morningstar taught me how to teleport on my own. I didn’t need the tiny teleporting device attached to my cloak anymore. I was ahead of everyone at the Academy, and that could only serve as an advantage. I hated that I had to reap all summer. I hated that I had to look my poor victims in the eye and sever their string of life. And I hated that I had to turn my back to their aggressors and pretend that all was good in the world, that nature was following its course and I was just a pawn on this great chess board called life. Life and death. Life was white, death was black. White moved first, but that didn’t mean much, did it?

	“Done.”

	Gloria’s voice startled me. She was a beautiful false goddess with four arms and skin as blue as the sky. She was Hindu, and her name wasn’t Gloria, but that was what she liked to be called. In the supernatural world, one’s origin, name, and abilities were something to be proud of. Every time she stepped out of her tattoo shop, people insisted on calling her by her real name, which only made her become more introverted and antisocial. Two years ago, I wouldn’t have understood her. To be powerful and hide it? To have an exotic name that was barely pronounceable and change it? To be special and wish to be normal? But now I got it. Now I knew. And that was why I called Gloria by the name she’d chosen for herself.

	“Thanks. Till next time.”

	She smiled. “What will it be next time?”

	“I don’t know. I was thinking of a scythe on my leg? That should fit.”

	“Keep it up, and you won’t have a free inch of skin left.”

	I nodded, ignoring her last comment. I wanted to keep my tattoos in places that were rarely exposed. My arms, neck, and chest would remain untouched, for sure. At least, that was what I kept telling myself. It might not have been true, but it was soothing to think that it could be. 

	I waved at Gloria and stepped out into the scorching sun. Crassus, my fay bodyguard, was waiting for me on the sidewalk. He never talked to me, never even looked directly at me, so I’d learned to ignore him a long time ago. At first, I was careful what I said and did around him, but when I realized his only job was to make sure I didn’t see GC and Paz, I started treating him like an ornament. “Fays are expensive soldiers,” Corri had told me at some point. “Not even your father can pay Crassus to do more than one or two jobs at a time. I think his task is to keep you away from your boyfriends and tell on you if you meet them. If your father wants him to do more than that, like… I don’t know, spy on you all the time and report back everything you say in his presence, he’d have to pay him more.” So, there was no point in hiding my desire to get rid of Morningstar around Crassus. He didn’t care. That certainly made my life easier, because most days, that was the only thing on my mind, and the only subject of conversation between me and my pixie.

	Gloria’s tattoo shop was on a quaint street in Amsterdam, in a neighborhood where only supernaturals lived. Paz’s mom had recommended her to me. When I’d last seen her son, I only had the underboob tattoo. I wondered what my boyfriends were going to say when they realized my one tattoo had turned into at least five more. Not that I cared. My body, my rules. 

	“Do you think I’m turning into a bitch, Corri?”

	The pixie’s brown eyes grew so wide they almost popped out of her head. She smacked her forehead with her tiny hand.

	“Oh no! Why would you say that, Mistress? Never! You just got a tattoo of me on your back. And I’m just a pixie.”

	I laughed. “You’re my friend.” She shook her little head, and I shrugged. “I don’t know,” I whispered. “I feel like I’ve changed so much this summer. Like I don’t care anymore. I don’t care what people think.”

	“What do you care about, then?”

	“One thing and one thing only. Retiring my father.”

	She gulped. “Killing him.”

	I laughed bitterly. “Yeah. Sure. That.” Except I knew I couldn’t do it. Not that I didn’t want to, but the only time he’d challenged me to a scythe fight, he’d beaten my ass. “I knew Scylla Charon isn’t teaching you squat in PE,” he’d said. “You know how to use your scythe for reaping, but you’re a terrible fighter.” And then he made a note in the notebook he’d dedicated to revolutionizing the Academy. He was probably going to make Professor Charon teach us how to fight, which sounded absolutely stupid to me. Why would a Grim Reaper need to know how to fight and kill with her scythe?! I knew why I had to, but generally speaking, it was stupid. Just to retire the old Grim Reapers? Morningstar actively working on teaching the students – on teaching me – how to kill didn’t make any sense at all. He baffled me.

	Corri trembled. “I don’t like this, Mistress. Too dangerous.”

	I motioned for her to come sit on my shoulder. “Someone has to do it. Not someone. Me. I’m the only one who can do it. The prophecy says so.” My scythe started throbbing in my hand, the blade glowing scarlet. I sighed. “Here we go again…” I teleported us both to where I was called to reap. Crassus was right behind me.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Year three, semester one. Grim Reaper Academy. 

	I materialized in a cloud of black smoke at the tall, iron wrought gates, and looked up at the gothic building. I smiled when I remembered this exact day, this exact time, one year before. GC and Paz had been waiting for me after a whole summer of texting and video chatting. They’d taken turns lifting me up, kissing me… and then they’d fought over me, like silly children. No one was waiting for me now. I hadn’t told them when I’d come because I didn’t want them to meet me. They’d only get themselves in trouble. Valentine Morningstar was already at the Academy, in his new office, playing Headmaster. I’d reaped until the very night before the first day of school. I knew that if I’d come earlier, the temptation would’ve been too strong, and I didn’t want to get my guys in trouble before the year started. Because I knew I was going to get them in trouble, eventually. I had no idea what my father had decided for the whole Academy, but I knew what he’d decided for me: that I was supposed to be single until I graduated, focus on my studies, and if I was a good, obedient daughter and became a Grim Reaper, then he’d find me a worthy match. Probably an angel, or something. Some boring seraph. What bugged him most wasn’t that I was dating, but that I was dating a demon and a false god. 

	“Ready?” Corri asked in an excited whisper.

	“Mhm. Let’s do this.”

	I stepped through the gates, walked down the corridor that led to the inner courtyard, pushed the doors open, and stepped into the warm light of the setting sun. There weren’t many students outside, but the ones who happened to lounge and catch up around the stone tables over drinks, snacks, and boardgames, looked up and went silent. 

	“Mila Morningstar is in the house,” I mumbled sarcastically. They were all looking at me like I was the eighth wonder of the world. Big eyes and pursed lips. They couldn’t wait for me to move the fuck faster and get inside, so they could gossip behind my back.

	“Mistress, they’re behaving like they know something…”

	“Of course they fucking know something. Valentine probably bragged about sending me to reap all summer.”

	As I crossed the courtyard, I saw Pandora, Kitty, and Sheba leaning against a wall, passing a cigarette around. Pandora waved at me. I furrowed my brows and nodded. Klaus popped out of nowhere and threw his arms around me.

	“Girl, you’re finally here! What took you so long?”

	I hugged him back. “I’ve been volunteering all summer, haven’t you heard?”

	He held me at arm’s length and studied me closely. Once he was satisfied, he gave me the biggest grin he could muster. “There’s no volunteering when it comes to reaping. You’ll get paid, you’ll see. Of course I heard. Your dear father has made sure the whole school knows what a kickass reaper you are. If nothing else, he’s proud of you, and it shows.”

	I rolled my eyes. “He still thinks he can get me in his corner.”

	He thought for a second. “Err… no. I think he’s genuinely proud. You’re mortal enemies, sure, but you know how it is in movies and comic books… Mortal enemies can be civil with each other. Even friendly.” He stole a glance at Crassus. “Who’s that?”

	I sighed. “My bodyguard.” I stepped aside and waved at the fay. “Crassus, this is my friend, Klaus. Klaus, Crassus, my loyal guard. His job is to make sure I don’t bone GC or slash and Paz.”

	“Hi there!”

	I giggled. Crassus didn’t make a move, let alone a sound. He didn’t even nod in acknowledgement. 

	“Is he deaf or something?” Klaus whispered.

	I laughed out loud. “No. Morningstar just needs to pay him more if he wants him to talk to me. And why would he want that?” I took him by the arm. “Come on, I’m starving.”

	“You missed dinner by three hours.”

	“I bet Patty saved something good for me.”

	That cheered him up. “To the kitchen!”

	 


 

	CHAPTER TWO

	 

	I saw GC and Pazuzu the next morning, at breakfast. Sure, my father could prohibit me from seeing them on vacation, but there was no way he could control what happened in class and in the dining hall. The VDC students always had classes together now, and at breakfast, lunch, and dinner, we all sat at the same long, wooden table. The VDC table.

	I walked into the dining hall and stopped dead in my tracks. Corri almost fell off my shoulder. If I’d been in a better mood, I’d have made a joke about how she needed a safety belt, but I hadn’t stopped abruptly because I was in a good mood. Crassus halted two feet behind me. I must have taken him by surprise, too.

	“What the fuck?!”

	The four long tables were gone. The MDC, RDC, NDC, and VDC students who’d arrived before me were all scattered around the room, each at their own tiny plastic tables. Square and big enough for one tray of food, each table had one plastic chair. The distance between the new tables was considerable. This way, it was nearly impossible for the students to talk to each other while they ate. They could, but they’d have to shout, and that, as I was soon going to learn, would cost them about 50 worth points. The professors ate at their usual table, up on the dais, and Valentine Morningstar occupied the Headmaster’s tall, fancy chair. What a delight!

	“It seems they have redecorated,” Corri said.

	“They? Who’s they? My father has redecorated,” I spat between gritted teeth. I shot him an angry glance, but he just raised his glass of orange juice and smiled at me. It wasn’t enough that he had me followed around twenty-four seven, now he was doing everything in his power to have me completely isolated. Or to have us all completely isolated. 

	I grabbed a tray and went to get some food from the open buffet. I wasn’t hungry anymore, but I knew I needed to eat if I wanted to stay strong and healthy. The Violent Death Cabal had PE later, and if I knew my father at all, then I knew to prepare myself for a serious workout. He’d probably changed every professor’s class curriculum by now, including Mrs. Charon’s. Plate filled with pancakes and bacon, I looked around the hall. GC and Pazuzu were each at his own table, facing each other. They didn’t talk, and they didn’t have to. Since I’d started dating them both, they’d developed a strong bond, and they could now communicate via glances, grins, and subtle gestures. There was one table relatively close to theirs that was empty, and I instantly guessed the other VDC guys had saved it for me. Back straight and chin up, I headed over there and claimed it. 

	Pazuzu’s intense green eyes fixed me with a gaze that went right to my core. A mix of lust and impatience that made my heart ache… GC waved at me, and I dared to wave back. His eyes were blue one second, and light green the next. His blond curls caught the shy sun rays filtering through the windows and turned them into red gold that framed his handsome face perfectly. I bit the inside of my lip. Oh, how badly I wanted them! My appetite was gone. No, it was transformed. I didn’t crave pancakes anymore. I craved them. GC’s big cock teasing my entrance as I teased Pazuzu with my lips and tongue. I closed my eyes, unsure whether I wanted to deepen the fantasy or chase it away.

	“Are you feeling okay, Mistress?” Corri flew around the table for a minute, then settled next to my plate. She eyed it suspiciously, as if she wanted to make sure the food hadn’t gone bad. But I hadn’t taken a single bite yet, she must have noticed as much. “You look like you’re running a fever.” Right. I was flustered.

	“I’m fine, don’t worry about me.” I pushed the plate closer to her. “Have a pancake. I loaded too many.” But my fingers didn’t release the edges of the plate. I wanted to let go and relax in my chair, but I couldn’t. The more I looked at my gorgeous boyfriends, the more anger seeped into my veins, turning my blood into pure fire. Who was Valentine Morningstar to order me around? To prohibit me from dating who I wanted? He called himself my father, and for the sake of appearances, that was what I called him too, but he wasn’t my father. He’d never been there for me. He had no right…

	I squeezed my fingers around the edge of the plate. In one swift motion, I pushed myself to my feet, grabbed my chair with the other hand, and swung it around, smacking it down right across from where GC was sitting. He jumped in his seat, startled. He looked at me in shock, then stole a glance at the professors’ table. For a moment there, I thought he was going to run away. But he didn’t.

	“Hey there, goddess. Whacha’ up to?”

	“I’m sitting with you.” I motioned at Pazuzu to join us, and after a moment’s hesitation, he did. I could feel Crassus tensing up behind me. Normally, he would have reacted in some way, but my father was there, after all. He didn’t need to react. If Valentine didn’t do anything, then I could sit and eat with my guys. For a minute or two, he didn’t. I shoved two strips of bacon in my mouth and smiled up at them. “Tell me how much you missed me.”

	Pazuzu reached under the table and squeezed my thigh possessively. I melted under his touch. Oh, I wanted more. So much more. 

	“You know I missed you more than anything,” he said in a low, sexy voice. I bit down hard on my lower lip. All I wanted to do was to run my fingers through his raven black hair. It reached his shoulders now, and it seemed he wasn’t interested in getting a haircut.

	“I missed you more,” GC said in a whisper. 

	I grinned at them. “I got more tattoos. Can’t wait to show them to you.”

	They didn’t have the reaction I expected. Instead of shooting me a string of naughty innuendos, they fell silent. I was getting ready to ask them what was up when I heard shuffling behind me. It wasn’t Crassus, because his black and green uniform didn’t shuffle. I looked up, my heart beating wildly in my chest. Not because I was afraid of Morningstar, but because I was going to confront him, and when it came to confrontation, years of abuse had trained my body to believe that any kind of argument was a good reason to trigger my fight-or-flight response. I squeezed my hands into fists and held my ground, willing my heartbeat to slow down and my bladder to behave.

	“Mila, you arrived so late last night,” Morningstar started in a sweet, calculated tone. “Did you have time to review the new Academy rules?”

	“I’m afraid not. I didn’t have time to visit any of the chapels.” I could only guess these new rules he was talking about were displayed in the Holy Chapel and the Unholy Chapel, probably next to the worth scoreboards. 

	He cocked an eyebrow. “Why would you visit the chapels? What’s gotten into you? Religion?” It was such a stupid joke that he didn’t even laugh at it. “They’re right outside. For convenience, I had them displayed at the entrance of each classroom, each professor’s office, at the entrance of the library, and the dining hall. I also had the scoreboards from the chapels taken down, by the way. Now you can all see your worth scores on the boards I had installed right next to the Academy rules.” He smiled in satisfaction. “You’re welcome. You have everything you need in one place, all over the place. Wherever you look, there they are: rules, worth points. Such a relief to always know where you stand, am I right?”

	I blinked. Okay… Well, this couldn’t be that bad. I, for one, had always hated that I had to go all the way to one of the chapels to check my worth score. It had been Headmaster Colin’s way to make the students visit God or Satan once in a while. Unlike Morningstar, he did believe religion had a role to play in our lives. I’d gotten close to Francis that way, but now, thinking back to what I’d discovered about him and the god he worshipped, maybe it would’ve been better if Francis and I had never become friends.

	Speaking of Francis… I looked around and spotted him a few tables away. He was looking at me intently. There was a hint of sadness in his mossy green eyes that I couldn’t explain.

	“And where you stand now, daughter,” Valentine snapped his fingers before my eyes to regain my attention, “Is 50 points less than where you stood a minute ago.”

	“What?!” I jumped to my feet, the plastic chair rattling as I pushed it away. “You can’t do that!”

	“Yes, I can. Read the rules, Mila. They apply to you, too.”

	“Listen to me,” I hissed in his face. Or tried to. He was so tall that I had to lift myself on my toes to make an impression. “You can’t tell me who I can and can’t date. GC, Pazuzu, and I are a thing. Deal with it.”

	He smirked. “But you are mistaken, Mila. This isn’t personal. I realize that you’re not going to stop seeing them just because I don’t agree to your union, or whatever this is. As much as it pains me to know that my wishes mean nothing to my own daughter, I have made my peace with it.”

	“Then why are you taking my points?”

	“Read the rules, Mila.” He motioned toward our table. “Students are not allowed to gather in groups. Three is a group.”

	I swallowed hard. No, this couldn’t be. Ridiculous! Students weren’t allowed to gather in groups?! What sort of fascist regime was this?

	“No,” I said.

	“Sorry?”

	“No, I’m not leaving this table. I don’t care about your stupid rules. From now on, I will sit with my boyfriends whenever I please. Because you said you’ve made your peace with it.”

	He pinched the bridge of his nose, as if he was dealing with a stubborn creature and losing his patience.

	“If you insist on dating these losers, then at least have the decency to go out with one at a time. A group is a group, and the three of you are forming one right now.” He turned to Paz. “50 points from you, Mr. Eremus.” He pointed at GC. “And 50 points from you, too. Rules are rules.”

	“What the…” I could barely contain myself. Corri flew up on my shoulder and put her tiny hand behind my ear. I gulped and tried to calm down. My breathing was erratic, and I felt like I was getting lightheaded. “Fine.” I grabbed my food, slammed it back on my table, but didn’t sit down. I marched out of the dining hall and looked for the scoreboard and Valentine’s stupid rules.

	There they were. On the wall next to the dining hall door. Everyone’s worth points had been reset to the 100 default at the beginning of the year, but Paz, GC, and I were 50 points down now.

	“Shit.”

	“You father is not joking around.” Corri had flown off my shoulder and was now flapping her wings like mad, making that buzzing noise I hated so much. She was keeping herself in the air, parallel to the set of rules printed and posted next to the scoreboard. 

	“Let me see.” I pushed her to the side, and she protested with a tiny screech.

	 

	Grim Reaper Academy

	Rules to Abide By

	 

	1. Curfew is from 8 PM to 7 AM. 20 worth points will be taken from all students caught outside of their rooms during this time.

	2. All parties and celebrations are forbidden.

	3. Students will not gather in groups of three or more. 50 worth points will be taken from all students forming a group.

	4. Students are not allowed to visit other students’ dorm-rooms. 50 worth points will be taken from both the host and the guests.

	5. Students must ask for a permission slip from the Headmaster to visit Salem.

	6. Proper dress and decorum will be maintained at all times.

	7. Any complaints about Grim Reaper Academy and the staff will be made directly to the Headmaster.

	 

	I covered my mouth with both hands. This was bad. There was a curfew now?! The Academy had never had a curfew before. If we wanted to study, we could study in the library all night. No parties and celebrations? Did that mean no Mabon, no Halloween, and no Christmas? What the hell? Why? What had Christmas ever done to Valentine Morningstar?! 

	“Don’t gather in groups, don’t go to each other’s rooms,” I whispered. “What are we allowed to do, then?”

	“Study. You’re allowed to study.” 

	Valentine had followed me from the dining hall. Of course, he wanted to see my reaction to his stupid ideas.

	“Proper dress and decorum will be maintained at all times,” I read out loud. “So, uniforms day and night. No exceptions. But why?”

	“Have you seen Miss Darkmoor’s choice of clothes when she’s not in uniform? Unacceptable.”

	Sure, Pandora loved her super short skirts. But she was a demoness, for fuck’s sake! And Kitty was a succubus. Of course they were going to dress sexy! It was in their nature.

	“I can’t believe you did this. It’s too much.” I crossed my arms over my chest. His exaggerated rules would make it impossible for me to have any kind of normal contact with my guys. No groups, no spending time in each other’s rooms… What was this? Catholic school? “This is Grim Reaper Academy, father. There are demons, and vampires, and angels, and incubi… and they’re all used to their freedoms. Freedom of speech, freedom of being themselves, freedom of fucking whoever they want. You can’t just waltz in here and do whatever the fuck you please.”

	“Yes, I can.” He straightened his back, his expression turning dark and sour. “Also, language, daughter. Language.”

	“What? Are you going to make a rule about that, too?”

	“Keep this up, and I just might.” He scowled at me, and I scowled at him. Fortunately, he gave up first this time, turned on his heels, and went back inside. 

	I sighed deeply and went over the seven rules one more time. Not because I was trying to etch them into my brain, but because I was hoping the words would magically change before my eyes and become something else. Something more palatable. Magic didn’t work that way, though.

	“What are you going to do now, Mistress?”

	Crassus was standing behind me, as usual. I shot him an annoyed glance and tried to remind myself he was just doing his job. 

	“Adapt, I guess? Anyway, how is he going to enforce all this bullshit? He doesn’t have eyes everywhere, and the other professors are not on his side.”

	Was that a smile on my Unseelie bodyguard’s face? I stared at him like I was suddenly realizing I must be losing my sight and needed glasses.

	“Is he smiling?” I asked Corri. “Are you smiling, mister?” Not that he was going to answer me.

	“I am.”

	He did! He answered me! I blinked, more confused than ever.

	“And why are you smiling, pray tell?”

	He turned on his heels and walked away. I felt like I was supposed to follow him. He was leading me toward my first class, anyway, so that suited me just fine. But when we reached the corridor where most of the classes were held, I almost tripped over my own feet. Unseelie guardians. At every classroom door. Tall, well-built, dark-haired, ever-so-silent, ever-so-sober fay guardians. 

	“Hell no!”

	 


 

	CHAPTER THREE

	 

	Once the class started, the Unseelie soldier appointed entered the classroom with the professor and stayed guard until it ended. Up in the four towers, there were always two or three guards patrolling the dorm corridors. Crassus was in charge of my floor, of course, since my room was the only one there. Now that he’d actually said two words to me (exactly two, no more and no less), I started to think of him as a living, breathing person. I tried to initiate a conversation a few times after that, but he’d fallen back into his stubborn silence. No matter. The ice had been broken. With a smile and two words. There was no going back, only forward. I was going to crack Crassus the Unseelie no matter how hard a nut he was. It went on my list of goals, right under “retire stupid Morningstar” and “find ways to fuck my boyfriends”. The list was growing every day. With so little freedom, what else was I supposed to do? 

	The classes hadn’t changed much from last year. We still had Geography with Mrs. Maat, Rhetoric with Mr. Curio, Anthropology with Mrs. Po, and Psychology with Mason Colin. Honestly, I was surprised my father hadn’t kicked Colin out. The Supernatural Council wouldn’t have protested, I was sure. He’d scared the shit out of them last spring, turning all skeleton-like and all. It was the only class I was looking forward to. But it was on Friday, right before Literature, the last class on our weekly schedule, and until then, I had to suffer through two PE classes – plus  one extra, four Geography classes – we were studying pocket universes this year, – and Morningstar’s brand new class – History of the Human Inquisition. My brain did a double take, which didn’t help much, and it never quite recovered from the initial shock. We didn’t even have a textbook. That was how much of a ridiculous Morningstar-invention the subject was.

	“Like, we’re going to learn about the Spanish Inquisition, or something?” I mumbled under my breath as I walked toward class. “How they burned witches at the stake?” I was talking to both Corri and Crassus, my only companions. I saw GC and Paz in class every day but couldn’t interact with them. Our relationship had moved online. We texted our secret group when no one was around. The Headmaster hadn’t confiscated our phones yet, but I wouldn’t have put it past him. Also, I was glad he was so out of touch with the world that he didn’t realize students didn’t need to gather in groups when they could group text. I also had a group with Klaus, Patty, and Klaus’s boyfriend, Joel the merman. Just for shits and giggles. We didn’t usually discuss important matters.

	What bugged me the most was that Francis and I weren’t texting. I would have loved to see how he was doing. Even knowing that he regularly fed young women to his abomination of a god, I still kind of liked him. And Sariel… Oh my God, Sariel! I saw him at breakfast on the first day of school, then at lunch and dinner, and every day after that, too. But I never saw him in class. He wasn’t VDC anymore. He’d been transferred to the Merciful Death Cabal, and he kept to himself. It was a relief, really. Things like these made me even more confused about Valentine Morningstar and his agenda. I would’ve thought he’d expel Sariel. He didn’t. Instead, he’d moved him to the cabal he actually belonged to. Was it possible that my father wasn’t entirely evil? Was it possible that he had a heart and was even willing to show it sometimes? So many questions, but this particular set could wait. All that mattered was that Sariel Gracewing was okay, that he was back at the Academy, and that he still had a chance to become a Grim Reaper. 

	“I’m sure you’re all wondering about what we’re studying in this class,” Headmaster Morningstar began once we all settled in our seats. “This is the first time History of the Human Inquisition is on the Academy’s curriculum, so I apologize for the lack of study materials. Don’t worry, you will receive an extensive bibliography in the next couple of minutes. We might not have a textbook, but we have a library filled with books, articles, and even research papers on the horrors humans have inflicted on the supernaturals through the years. Centuries after centuries of oppression, cruelty, and misinformation.”

	I couldn’t help it, which was so, so unhealthy for me. I raised my hand.

	“Mila.” The tightness in his voice signaled he hated to be interrupted. I already knew that about him.

	“Sorry, I just have to ask. Are we going to study the Medieval Inquisition? As far as I know, the witches they burned weren’t supernaturals. They persecuted, burned, and hanged their own people.” That was one of two things I wasn’t proud of when it came to humans. The second one was our hobby called ‘making war’. Other than that, – and knowing the supernatural world a bit better now, – it was all good. Being human wasn’t all that bad.

	“No.”

	“Oh.”

	“Everyone here knows the Inquisition killed humans, not supernaturals. Next time you feel the urge to show us how smart you are, Miss Morningstar, please abstain. That’s 10 worth points.”

	Whaaaat?! He just took 10 points from me because I asked a simple question?

	“Moving on…” He turned away and looked at Francis, then at Merrit, Raziel, Caspian. Okay, I was finally starting to get it. He was going to ignore me, GC, and Pazuzu in every class he had with us. Fine. “We’re going to study the real history between humans and supernaturals. They staked our vampires, exorcised our demons, led our archangels into sin, caught our pixies and sold their skeletons to museums.” As if he cared about pixies! Also, what museums? Where? I was pretty sure this was just an urban myth, not history. “We’re going to be brave and look reality in the face. Humans are a plague. They have no powers, no skills, yet they work on this mind-blowing premise that they’re the most important beings on this planet. They don’t respect life, be it theirs or someone else’s, and their only true aptitude is that they breed like no other species on Earth. They have always outnumbered us, but the fact that they are many does not make them right. It’s time to look at their misdeeds and learn who we’re dealing with every day. Humans are not our friends. They are controlled by their fears, and when fear takes the wheel of their brain and emotions, no act against the supernatural world is too abominable.”

	A knot formed in my throat. I looked around me. Some of the VDC students shot me dark glances when they thought Headmaster Morningstar wasn’t looking. I gulped. My phone buzzed in the pocket of my uniform blazer.

	“this some bullshit hang in there”

	GC, with his non-existent punctuation. I smiled and hid the phone quickly. Oh, this class was going to be hard. And we had it twice a week.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Finally, Psychology with Professor Colin, and then Literature with Professor Lovecraft. Even if Lovecraft’s theories about the Great Old Ones had proved useless so far, I didn’t give up hope. I couldn’t. I couldn’t live in a world where there were monsters sleeping and dreaming in the ground, asking for human sacrifices. A world where cultists, like Francis and his family, worshipped these beings and fed them in exchange for immortality. Francis was just honoring a long tradition, or that was what I liked to believe. If I found a way to kill his Great Old One, then I knew he wouldn’t stand in my way. Not even if it meant losing his life. Francis Saint-Germain was a good guy. The fact that he sometimes did heinous things didn’t change that. Right? 

	Right. I was just lying to myself. A cute, harmless lie so I could sleep at night. Not that I slept very well lately. Dream after dream, until the alarm clock went off in the morning. I didn’t pay much attention at first, but when the dreams started chipping away at my energy and sanity, I started considering talking to Professor Colin about some therapy sessions. If my father allowed it, that was. I doubted Valentine wanted me sane.

	I sat at a desk between Pazuzu and GC. It was the closest I could get to them these days. Professor Colin entered the classroom, placed the textbook on his desk, and came to the front, hands tucked behind his back. He was wearing a well-fitted suit and a light cloak over his shoulders. The cloak was overkill, but I guessed he thought it reminded everyone he was a mage. It did. 

	“Today, we’ll work in groups of four.”

	I thought I hadn’t heard him right. I stole a glance at GC, and the look on his face told me he thought the same. The Unseelie guard standing in the back of the class grunted in disapproval. That should have been enough to make Professor Colin change his mind, but instead, it made him turn to the fay and address him in a calm, firm tone.

	“Mr. Galio, rest assured that I know what your orders are. However, this is a class activity and it does not go against the rules. You must understand that in Psychology, it’s important for my students to work together and develop their empathy and communication skills. Their line or work will often put them in situations when a good heart-to-heart will save lives.”

	“I thought a heart-to-heart was between two people. Not four,” the Unseelie guard retorted in a low, grave voice that made chills run up my spine. Crassus was waiting for me outside the classroom, since there was no reason for two guards to watch over a bunch of students and a disgraced ex-Headmaster. Come to think of it, my Unseelie bodyguard was less scary than Mr. Galio.

	“And you are correct. However, this is a more creative activity. Allow me to explain it to my students.” He took out a marker and started exemplifying on the white board. “One of you will play the victim who’s having dark thoughts and wants to end their life. Another one will play the Grim Reaper, of course. And I want the other two students to play the good voice and the bad voice, because Reapers are beings too, with feelings, wounds, fears, with their own problems. The Reaper will listen to these two voices, who will argue their stance, one for the positive and one for the negative, and then decide how to talk to the victim.”

	I cocked an eyebrow. For real? What was this? Kindergarten? We were much too advanced for this exercise. It might have worked in year one, but in year three?!

	Professor Colin pointed at me. I sat up straight at my desk, wondering why he was singling me out. 

	“Let’s say Mila is the victim. She calls for a Grim Reaper to sever her string of life…”

	What a nice euphemism for trying to commit suicide.

	“Mr. Apis is the Grim Reaper, and then… Hm.” He wasn’t actually thinking about it on the spot. He was just pretending. “Mr. Saint-Germain will be the good voice in her head, and Mr. Eremus will be the bad voice.”

	“Because I’m a demon. That makes sense.” Pazuzu chuckled.

	“Come on, get closer. Join your tables. Let’s try out this scenario.”

	For the next five minutes, we showed the Unseelie guard how Professor Colin’s exercise worked. Since Galio’s job was to make sure the rules were respected and not to keep me away from my boyfriends, he didn’t protest. Eventually, he gave his consent, and the other VDC students were encouraged to form groups. 

	“The perks of the Unseelie doing one job at a time,” I whispered. I briefly wondered why Crassus had stayed outside. Was he having a bad day? Was I just being lucky?

	“They can do more,” said Francis, “But they have to be paid for them separately, on separate contracts.”

	“Told you!” Corri chirped. Not that I didn’t believe her, but it was nice to have confirmation.

	“How do you think my father can afford so many guards? I heard the fays are expensive.”

	Francis had the answer again. “He can’t. The Council is sponsoring him. My father told me he sent them his new set of rules, and they approved them. Then, they approved his request to hire two dozen Unseelie soldiers to enforce them.”

	“Why would the Council do that? They didn’t want to appoint him Headmaster, yet they did, and now this… Why do they keep doing things they don’t want to do? My father can’t possibly be that powerful.”

	“You saw him,” Francis whispered. “With your own eyes. How he transformed…”

	I didn’t want to admit that every time I thought about it, my blood froze in my veins. “A circus trick. So what? It’s not like he’s the only one who can do that.” 

	Silence.

	“Is he?”

	Francis shook his head. Pazuzu leaned in closer. “I told my mother what you saw.” GC and Paz hadn’t been there when Morningstar had pulled his fancy trick on the Council members, but I’d made sure I described every detail to them. “She told me it’s because he’s been reaping for so long. For sure, the other twenty-one Grim Reapers can’t do it.”

	“What did he do, exactly? He looked normal one second, and changed into a glowing skeleton the next. He banged his scythe on the floor and made the ground shake. That’s all.”

	“You’re right, he didn’t do anything,” GC said in a grave whisper. “He only warned everyone that he could, if he wanted to. You know what I heard?” He looked at me, at Paz, then at Francis. When no one said a word, he continued: “My mom told me there’s only one being in the world who looks like that and can cause an earthquake at a snap of their fingers. Death.”

	“Death? Like… actual Death?” I giggled stupidly. “Isn’t Death a… metaphor? A concept?”

	“No, Mila,” GC said. “Death is real.”

	“So, like… what? Is it a she, or a he?”

	“My mom says it’s both.”

	“Okay, look…” I pushed myself away from the table and crossed my arms over my chest. At this point, I didn’t care if Galio heard we weren’t talking about Professor Colin’s exercise. “If Death is an actual person, then Life has to be, too.” My guys shrugged. Since no one was going to contradict me, I took it as a sign that I was onto something. But where would it lead me? This world I’d always wanted to be a part of was getting more and more twisted each day. One morning, I’d get up and not want to be here anymore. I just hoped it didn’t happen before I found a way to rid it of my father.

	“Any progress on the prophecy?” Francis asked. Pazuzu and GC already knew I’d hit a wall when Morningstar kicked my butt in scythe fighting.

	“No. I have no idea what I’m supposed to do. How I’m supposed to do it. If a Grim Reaper doesn’t retire on his own, then the next one has to take him out. But I suck at scythe fighting.”

	“Poison him?” GC suggested.

	“Seriously? Do you think it would work?”

	“You can’t know until you try.”

	“It won’t work,” said Francis. “Grim Reapers are untouchable. Once you graduate and become one, nothing can kill you. Well, except for another Grim Reaper. But not with poison, or magic, or… fuck if I know… by pushing you over a balcony. It has to be with a scythe going straight for the string of life.”

	I blew out my cheeks. “I need to learn how to fight. And then, I need to become good at it. But it doesn’t make any sense. If that’s the way to do it, then I’m sure some of the current Reapers are skilled enough to off him. Why does it have to be me? Because of some prophecy I never even saw with my own eyes?”

	Paz chuckled. “You don’t see prophecies. You hear them.”

	“No one writes them down?”

	“Sometimes they do, but that’s not how they start.”

	I shook my head. “So many things make no sense at all.”

	“Maybe it has to be you because you’re the only one who has the guts to stand up to him,” GC suggested.

	Well, it was true that even the Council had pissed itself, and I was pretty much the only one who could still tell him to go fuck himself knowing for sure she’d live to tell the story. Maybe I was overthinking this whole mess. Maybe it didn’t have to make sense, and the key was to simply believe. Although I wasn’t quite sure what I believed in. The prophecy? Not really. Myself? But when I didn’t use it for reaping, I was terrible with the scythe, and no amount of believing in myself was going to change that. God? Good one. Since I’d seen both Heaven and Hell, I’d completely lost my faith. I could totally understand why none of the other students were religious and didn’t care about visiting the two chapels.

	“We need a place to meet,” Pazuzu said. He looked at me like it was the end of the world, and I was the last sip of clean water left. “Texting is not enough, and Professor Colin won’t be able to pull this off every Friday.”

	“You guys are texting?” Francis asked.

	“We have a group thing,” GC grinned, looking at me just as thirstily as Paz. 

	Francis bit the inside of his cheek. The sexual tension floating around the table wasn’t lost on him. Corri had flown off long ago, the whole discussion making her feel uncomfortable. She was perched up on the white board. I was plotting against my father, who’d bought her for me, and I was also actively breaking his rules. Since I’d made the decision to keep her with me at all times and not send her to the Blank, she’d gotten used to her freedom. The last time Morningstar had sent her to the Blank, she’d thought she was going to be okay with it. Instead, it had hit her hard. On the one hand, I was happy she’d finally come to her senses. On the other hand, I now needed her more than ever, and even though she had almost limitless powers, her fear of the Blank stopped her from doing anything illegal. Well, illegal by Morningstar’s standards. I had to respect her boundaries. I knew that if I ordered her to do what I wanted, she would. That was what pixies were for. 

	“I want in,” Francis breathed out. “I want in your group.”

	“What?” GC snapped out of the sex fantasies playing in his head. “Dude, no. It’s not that kind of group. It’s just for us,” he motioned between him, me, and Paz, “because we’re together. I mean, because we’re with her.”

	“We’ll make a new one,” I said, blushing. The truth was that I didn’t want Francis to see what the guys and I had texted back and forth since we started dating. There might have been some naughty pictures in there, too.

	“Cool, whatever,” Paz shrugged. “As long as we keep ours secret.”

	I stole a glance at the Unseelie guard, and when I was sure he wasn’t looking, I took out my phone. “Doing it right now. I’ll add Sariel, too. Have you guys talked to him?” Francis was the only one who nodded. “Well? How is he? I’ve been meaning to catch up with him at lunch or dinner, but he always sits so far from the VDC. I’m 60 worth points down already, I can’t afford to lose more.”

	“He’s fine.” There was a strain in Francis’s voice. “Maybe don’t add him, though.” He motioned toward my phone.

	“He doesn’t want to take Morningstar down? He outed him in front of the whole Council, and then in front of the entire Academy. He got him in big trouble with his parents. All’s well when it ends well, but my father humiliated him.”

	“What makes you think it all ended well?”

	I cocked an eyebrow. “He’s here. He’s in the MDC, which means he wasn’t expelled.”

	Francis sighed.

	“What? What aren’t you telling me?”

	He shook his head. “A lot, but I can’t. It’s better if you hear it from Sariel. If he wants to tell you, that is.”

	I ran a hand through my long, blue hair. “And how am I supposed to talk to him?” I saw the Unseelie guard move from the corner of my eye. “Give me his phone number. I’ll text him.” Francis complied, but I wondered whether Sariel would even bother to reply. We weren’t friends, so why would he? Whatever had happened to him after the Council, why would he want to tell me anything?

	“I still think we need a place to meet,” Paz insisted. 

	I nodded, my eyes still in my phone. “You know what? I’m adding Klaus and Patricia to our new group. But yes, I agree. We can’t come up with a way to retire Morningstar via texts.” Actually, we probably could, but I didn’t think I could stay away from GC and Pazuzu until we did. “Ideas? The Unseelie are everywhere.”

	We were all silent for a minute. I looked at GC and Pazuzu hopefully. I didn’t know the Academy well enough to come up with suggestions, but they did. 

	“I know a place,” Francis said in such a low whisper that I barely heard it. “But you won’t like it.”

	“No. No, no, no. We’re not going down there.”

	“It’s safe.”

	“It’s not safe, and you know it,” I hissed.

	“What are you two talking about?” Paz asked.

	I’d never told my guys about the cavern under the Academy. They knew there were tunnels and caves underneath, because we’d partied on the beach in front of the opening to one, but they’d never explored them. Francis had told me there was something there that kept the students away, something in the air. I knew what it was. The rotten smell of the creature sleeping inside the well. Only Sariel knew about the Great Old One, and he’d never told anyone, either. It was Francis’s secret, and as much as I hated it, I was going to respect it, just like Sariel did.

	“It doesn’t matter,” I said. “Because it’s not a good place. We’ll think of something. I’ll ask Patty and Klaus. Between the six of us, we have to come up with something.”

	Francis didn’t say another word, and I was grateful. When the class was dismissed, neither of us had done Professor Colin’s exercise. However, I knew we’d done exactly what he’d actually wanted us to do: plot against Morningstar.

	 


 

	CHAPTER FOUR

	 

	PE was weird. On the first week, Mrs. Charon told us to put our scythes down and listen to her. It took her two classes to go through all the safety measures before showing us how to fight. Normally, we should have learned this in semester two, and not too extensively, either. She didn’t feel comfortable that the new Headmaster was making her teach it in semester one. She didn’t believe we were ready. Also, she thought it was more important for us to learn how to teleport without the teleportation devices than to fence with our very real, very sharp scythes. On the second week, she asked us to put our scythes down again, and threw us each a stick with another stick tied to it. The new toys barely resembled our scythes.

	“We’re going to try with these for now.”

	“Were these… things approved by Headmaster Morningstar?” asked Merrit, holding the stick away from him, as if it carried the plague. 

	Professor Charon shot him a murderous look. “This is my class, Mr. Castegny, I decide how to run it. Do you have a problem with that?”

	Merrit shrugged, unfazed. He was one of the few students who agreed with most of the changes my father was implementing. I’d always disliked him, and now I knew why. He sucked. 

	“All right, I want you to hold the sticks like you hold your scythes, and… I’ll just pair you up.”

	It was a beautiful Tuesday morning, and the weather was holding up well. With a little luck, we’d be able to have PE outside the whole month of September. I took a deep breath in, filling my lungs with the crisp mountain air. Paz and GC were a few feet away from me, and even though I couldn’t touch them or talk to them, at least I saw them every day, in almost every class. I was feeling particularly positive today. Sariel had finally answered my texts, and even though he hadn’t spilled his secrets yet, at least we could chat about meaningless stuff. Klaus had added his boyfriend, Joel, to our group chat, and promised the guy was safe and wouldn’t tell on us. We hadn’t made any progress, but at least we hadn’t walked into trouble, either. Yet. I’d have thought Headmaster Morningstar would monitor our messages too, but he probably wasn’t tech savvy enough for that. Silly me. He didn’t need to be tech savvy. He just needed to hire a powerful mage, and the fun would be over. First, he needed to catch on to the fact that the students weren’t using the free wi-fi for homework alone. Guess that’s what happens when you’re nearly immortal and obsessed with reaping for the past six centuries. You lose touch with reality. I just hoped no one felt the need to tell him about the huge crater in his plan too soon.

	“Pazuzu and Francis,” Professor Charon started pairing us up. “GC and Caspian, Mila and Merrit.”

	Shit. I knew I could kick his ass with my stick, on one condition: that he didn’t use his mage powers. I’d learned some sweet moves from Valentine the first and only time we’d dueled. 

	“I’m going to show you the basics. Feet apart, make sure you’re well-grounded and centered, shoulders square. The blade is for hitting, obviously, and the handle is for blocking. Try not to hurt each other, okay?”

	“How could they hurt each other when you gave them sticks, Scylla?” Valentine landed next to Professor Charon and tucked his wings on his back. His black cloak whooshed around him, ominously. He slammed his scythe on the ground, and the earth trembled subtly. Lately, he’d made a hobby out of reminding everyone how powerful he was. Every now and then, just to keep things interesting, and the students and professors under control, he’d cause a mini earthquake. “What is this?”

	“Headmaster…” Mrs. Charon tried to explain herself, but Valentine silenced her with a flick of his wrist.

	“Rhetorical question. I’ll tell you what it is. A bad joke.” He turned to us. “Throw away those pathetic sticks and pick up your scythes, Reapers.”

	Here we go. I had a feeling the infirmary would be out of beds soon. In the next fifty minutes, to be more exact. I grabbed my scythe and held onto it tightly. I didn’t want to be paired with Merrit, anymore. I was afraid I might actually hurt him. But if I was paired with GC, Paz, or Francis, wouldn’t that be worse?

	“Mila, step forward. Let’s show them how it’s done.”

	So, you want to beat me in front of everyone? Weaken their trust in the prophecy? That wasn’t a bad plan, come to think of it. I did as I was told. Corri flappity-flapped around my head three times, worried and agitated. She’d seen the result of Valentine challenging me to a duel before. It hadn’t been pretty. No cuts, but he’d left some dark purple bruises on my legs and arms.

	“I don’t like this, Mistress. I don’t like this at all,” she whispered.

	“Shh! Go sit on Paz’s shoulder. I need to focus.” The last thing I needed was a hysterical pixie to tell me how dangerous it was to fight my father in front of the VDC. If he really wanted to prove a point, then I could easily imagine him aiming to leave more than just bruises. Lucky me I wasn’t afraid of blades.

	I grounded myself and held the scythe with both hands. I felt it buzz and tremble, ready for action. The blade didn’t glow red because there was no call for reaping, but the handle knew blood would soon be spilled. Valentine stepped in front of me, confident and relaxed. He made the first move, and I blocked him easily. This was just the warm-up. He advanced, I backed up, he attacked, I blocked. When he took a step back and smiled at me, I realized he wanted me to take charge. With a grunt, I tried to cut him on the cheek. He dodged. It was a dance. I attacked again and again, and he dodged or blocked me every time. I wasn’t making any progress, and he soon started acting like he was bored. When I least expected it, he attacked me viciously, and I barely had time to raise my scythe and stop his blade inches away from my face. I pushed with all my might, preparing myself for the next blow. He was stronger than me. Physically. It wasn’t only that I didn’t yet know enough moves to take him by surprise, but that he was simply taller, bulkier, and stronger than me. When he put all his force into it, I could barely block him and push him away. My lower back was already protesting, and the muscles in my arms and calves started burning dully.

	“Good demonstration, Mila. Thank you.”

	What? I was confused. That was it? He’d only wanted to put on a show, not finish me and humiliate me?

	“If I may, Scylla, I’d like to redo the pairs.”

	Mrs. Charon pursed her lips. She was silent for a moment, but when he started calling out names, she stepped up and dared to confront him.

	“With all due respect, Headmaster Morningstar, this is my class. I’ve already established the pairs. And I strongly believe that it’s better for the VDC to start with the… pathetic sticks, as you called them. It’s safer this way. I’d like to teach them a few basic moves, first. I see that Mila is way ahead, and that’s marvelous. She can help me make sure we don’t fill up the infirmary with bleeding students. Especially since semester one should have been about teleportation, not scythe fighting.” That last part had nothing to do with the rest of her speech, but she didn’t want to miss a single occasion to remind Morningstar he’d changed the curriculum for no reason at all and made it worse.

	“I see.” He nodded, his brows furrowed. He looked calm and patient on the outside, but I knew him better. He was boiling with anger. Okay, maybe not anger. He thought few people deserved his fiery, unrelenting anger, so he often chose to show annoyance, instead. In this case, he was acting like Professor Charon was a yappity dog that wouldn’t shut up, and he was detachedly pissed off. “Mrs. Charon, let me make a few things clear, and once I do and everyone understands the part they need to play, let’s do our best not to repeat this tiresome conversation. One, this is the Violent Death Cabal. They will not fight with sticks. You want to use sticks, do so with the Merciful Death Cabal, or the Neutral Death Cabal. But don’t force my Violent Death students and my Righteous Death students to play with toy scythes in a sandbox. Two, I thought I explained to you at the beginning of this year why we’re studying scythe fighting and not teleportation. Didn’t I? I’ll do you this one favor and explain again, this time for all present to understand.” He turned to us. “For teleportation, you have your devices. Keep using them until Mrs. Charon can make time for two or three classes on how to teleport on your own in semester two. Learning how to fight is much more important than learning how to zap yourselves from one place to another when you already have a perfectly good way to do it.”

	“But why do we have to learn how to fight?” GC asked. “When we graduate and twenty-one of us become Grim Reapers, the old generation will retire, and if we have a few cases when they refuse to retire, yes, we’re going to challenge them to a duel and take them out, hopefully. But other than that, why do we need to be super good at fighting?”

	My darling GC had just asked all the right questions in one breath. Our eyes were on Morningstar. The Headmaster pursed his lips, smiled ever so subtly, and nodded mysteriously.

	“You never know when a war breaks out and you’re sent to the front lines.” And with that, he turned on his heels, spread his wings, and flew off.

	What war? Whose war? Silence fell over the PE class. We were all tense, confused, and our questions had just doubled in number. Mrs. Charon smiled forcefully.

	“All right, you heard the Headmaster. You have your scythes, let’s just work in our initial pairs…” 

	At least, Valentine had forgotten to redo the pairs. I did my best to protect Merrit’s most precious skin from the blade of my scythe, although he proved quite vicious in attacking me. It was a good thing he was also rather clumsy. Caspian cut GC across the chest, GC got mad and struck the mage with the heel of his scythe right in the gut. Professor Charon yelled at them and sent them both to the infirmary. I bit the inside of my cheek. GC would be fine because he was a shapeshifter and he healed quickly, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t worried about him. A few other guys cut each other by accident. Raziel, the angel, ended up with a bleeding jaw, and when Pazuzu hit Francis in the shin by mistake, Professor Charon called it a day. 

	“I can’t deal with this, I can’t deal with this,” she muttered as she ushered half of the class to the infirmary. “Please take the sticks I gave you and practice the moves in your free time. Otherwise, every class will be a bloodbath.” 

	“Francis, Francis!” I caught up with him, which was easy since he was limping. “Okay, fine. The cavern. That will be our spot.”

	He looked up at me, surprise in his beautiful eyes. “What made you change your mind?”

	“Didn’t you hear him?” I whispered, stealing a glance at Crassus. Was he really not going to tell Valentine a word about my tentative plots against him? “War? What war? Reapers are not soldiers, or warriors, or whatever. We’re just… Reapers. Part of the cycle of life and death. We don’t take sides.”

	He nodded. “Tell the others. Let’s do this.” 


 

	CHAPTER FIVE

	 

	At first, I thought it was safer for all of us to teleport down in the cave beneath the Academy, but then I realized there were a couple of inconveniences standing in the way. For one, Patricia and Joel weren’t students at the Academy, so they didn’t have teleportation pins. Then, only Francis and I could do it, since we were the only ones in our secret, illegal group who’d been there before. And Sariel, but Sariel had refused to join us, or the group chat, for that matter. He had something up his butt, and I was yet to figure out what. So, I told everyone to meet me in my old room. Valentine’s old room, which ex-Headmaster Colin had given to me, thinking I might be able to get into my father’s head if I lived where he’d lived for three years when he was a student of the Academy.

	It wasn’t easy to sneak out of my dorm when Crassus stood guard by the door and followed me around every time I made the tiniest step. Corri didn’t want to get involved, and I didn’t blame her. I didn’t want to get her in trouble, either. Another week in the Blank was not an option, and a secret organization started by me, my guys, and my friends wasn’t worth the risk. But Klaus was a mage, and since he’d started dating Joel, he’d become bolder and braver. He was always looking to impress his boyfriend, and distracting Crassus long enough for me to sneak out was the perfect opportunity. Actually, distraction wouldn’t work with the Unseelie soldier. We all knew that much. Instead, he gave Patty a sleeping potion that she poured into his wine when he had dinner with the other Unseelie guards, and by the time I reached my room, thoroughly followed by him, he was so exhausted that he could barely see straight. Tiptoeing around his hunched, sleeping form was easy. Getting to the lower floor and down the corridor to my old room with two guards patrolling back and forth was the hard part. We weren’t supposed to be out and about after 8 PM, and it was twelve past eight. Patty and Joel didn’t have any restrictions, but Francis, GC, Pazuzu, Klaus, and I did.

	When it came to magic potions, Klaus wasn’t the best mage. It didn’t help that he’d refused to take the Alchemy optional because, in his own words, “potions are boring”. A simple sleeping potion was one thing. A potion that allowed the drinker to assume the form of someone else was an entirely different shebang, and we gave him one week to get the recipe right. He failed. 

	“The plan was too complicated, anyway,” Paz had said when Klaus had admitted he couldn’t do it. “We need something simpler.”

	And that was how Paz ended up using his telepathic abilities to lure the two Unseelie guards away from the stairs, and then away from the corridor, so I could reach my old room. He cleared my, GC’s, and his path first, to make sure it worked. 

	“Okay, we’re here. Now what?” I was beyond excited. And scared. I’d left Corri in my dorm and told her to keep an eye on Crassus. 

	“We’re bringing the others,” Paz said, stepping closer to me, “But not before…” He grabbed me by the waist and pulled me against him.

	I melted under his possessive touch. GC came from behind and leaned in to leave a wet trail of kisses from my shoulder to the back of my ear. I closed my eyes and moaned. We hadn’t done anything in such a long time, and we were alone now. Against all odds, we were alone in this old, cramped room, and we didn’t have much time at our disposal, but we had enough. Francis and Klaus couldn’t leave their dorms without Pazuzu’s help, but Patty and Joel could show up at any time. 

	“Ten minutes,” I breathed. “I want you both so much, but we only have ten minutes.”

	“More than enough for me,” GC whispered. He proceeded to undo his belt and pull down his pants and underwear. He pushed me against Paz and lifted my skirt. 

	“Wait…” My red tights were in the way, as usual. Proper dress and decorum at all times my ass. I was getting tired of wearing the same stupid uniform. I pulled them down, got rid of my ankle boots, and stepped out of them and my lace panties at the same time. I was dripping wet, and my core was begging for Paz and GC, for my guys, my lovers… for their hard cocks. “Take me.”

	Paz held me tightly as GC pushed his cock inside me from behind. I clawed at the demon’s chest, my lips seeking his. GC grabbed me by the hips and held me in place as he fucked me hard and fast. We were both desperate. My teeth pulled at Paz’s lower lip, my tongue moved against his, pushing deeper, wanting to taste all of him. A kiss wasn’t enough. I wanted to kneel, pull his pants down, and take his cock into my mouth. I moved my hand down between us, sneaked it inside his uniform slacks, and grabbed the prize I was craving. He was hard and wet under my touch. I wrapped my fingers around his length and pumped him lightly, as much as the strained position and GC thrusting wildly from behind allowed it. 

	“Oh my God, so close,” I moaned.

	The false god had been inside me for three minutes at most, and I was already coming apart. I’d been too distracted by Morningstar, his rules, and his changes to realize how unfucked I was. GC came inside me with a grunt, his fingers digging into my flesh. The feel of his hot seed filling me threw me over the edge. I hadn’t yet recovered from the mind-blowing orgasm when Paz pulled me away from GC, causing his cock to slip out of me and his cum to tickle down my inner thighs.

	“Mine now,” he growled. 

	He lifted me up, and I wrapped my legs around his waist. When had he rolled his pants down? The tip of his cock was at my entrance, and I impaled myself on it, too impatient to wait for him to thrust in. I bounced on his lap, knowing full well that he was perfectly capable of supporting my weight. 

	“This isn’t enough,” I moaned, looking him in the eye. “I want so much more… So much…”

	“Well, get rid of your father first, and then we can fuck non-stop. How’s that?”

	He was close, and I was close, too. I’d never come so quickly and desperately in my life. My walls throbbed around his shaft, my pussy needing his seed, needing to milk him dry. Even though we weren’t fucking as much as last year, I was still on the pill. Whenever the opportunity for a good, cathartic shag came up, I wanted to enjoy it fully. I opened my mouth and screamed in pleasure, not looking away from his handsome face for one second. I came, and then I came again, and when my third orgasm shook my whole body, he shot his thick load deep inside me, so close to my cervix that it made me spasm and moan in delight. After another minute, he put me down.

	“Still want more?”

	“Oh, you have no idea.” And he really didn’t. As I looked for my panties and struggled to make myself look decent again, I couldn’t help but make scenarios in my head. Three quick orgasms hadn’t been enough. They’d barely taken the edge off. I imagine how much kinkier it would have been if Francis had been there to watch us. He’d done it before, and I doubted he’d turned into a good boy since then. I didn’t know him well, I still had a long way to go to figure him out, but if I knew one thing about Francis Saint-Germain, it was that he was kinky as hell. He liked to watch me get fucked by my boyfriends. And what else did he like? I couldn’t help but wonder. Did he like Sariel, like Lamia, Pazuzu’s mother, had suggested? 

	“Hey! Are you okay?” GC took my hand and squeezed it lightly. 

	“What? Yes.”

	“You spaced out for a minute there…”

	“Sorry, I just have a lot on my mind.” Yeah. A lot. My phone vibrated. Sariel replied to my last message, briefly and boredly, as usual. Sariel. Last year, had he really been interested in me, or had all his awkward flirting been because of his mother, who wanted to see us together? So much had changed. He had changed. I didn’t know what to think of him anymore, but as the days passed, I was starting to realize that I kind of missed him. “We should get the others here.”

	Just as I said that, Patty and Joel sneaked in. My heart jumped in my chest, my hand going to my ribcage. I pulled at my shirt and smoothed down my skirt. My uniform blazer was lying in a corner. I went to get it. That was close. I fantasized about being watched by Francis, and maybe Sariel, why not? But not Patty and Joel.

	“All right, give me some space,” Pazuzu demanded. He sat on the bed, cross-legged, closed his eyes, and focused. He had to find the Unseelie guards on Klaus’s corridor in the MDC tower, and then on Francis’s corridor, here. Once he had them, all he needed to do was to plant thoughts in their minds. They would interpret them as gut instincts, and they’d follow them without question. They were harmless, too. Like… the thought that they’d heard something down the hall, which directed them that way and gave Klaus the minute he needed to sneak out of the room and go down the stairs. Once he was out of the tower, it was up to him to hide in dark corners and behind curtains, sneak around the rest of the Unseelie guards, and make his way to us. 

	I tapped my foot impatiently. They should have all used the teleportation devices to get to the meeting point. They all knew where my room was, and except for Francis, they’d all been in here, too. But Paz had wanted to try his mind at telepathy and see if he could do it. He was either trying to impress me, or he was right, and it was a good idea to check if we could sneak around like this, without teleporting from one place to another. There were just a couple of steps from here to the other room, and once we were down the secret staircase, the Unseelie had no chance of finding us. 

	It was taking too long. “Screw this. They should have teleported.”

	“Shh,” Paz admonished me.

	Patty leaned in to whisper in my ear. “It’s good for him to practice his telepathic skills. Just in case.”

	“In case of what? Teleportation is the safest way,”

	She shrugged. “I don’t know. I have a feeling.”

	Patty and her feelings… You’re just scared. Not that I wasn’t. When Klaus finally entered the room, I let out a heavy breath of relief. Joel jumped into his arms. The merman was significantly taller than Klaus, slender and graceful. He had dark blond hair and beautiful azure eyes, like the ocean in the depths of which he was born. When he walked, it was as if he danced. It was clear he would’ve been more comfortable had he afforded to wear his fish tail all the time. When he was on land, his long, dark blue tail turned into two elegant legs. So elegant, that I was almost envious. As a guy, he was more graceful than I was.

	Francis knocked on the door a minute later.

	“Oh, for fuck’s sake, just get in,” I cursed under my breath as a pulled the door open. “What’s wrong with you knocking like that? Do you want to alert the guards?”

	His cheeks were flushed. “This was exhilarating. Let’s not do it again.”

	“Thank you!” I threw my hands in the air, looking at Paz. “Next time, everyone who can teleport with or without a device, shall do so. And Patty and Joel can do whatever the fuck they want because the Unseelie don’t care about them.”

	Paz narrowed his eyes at me. “I did well. You could at least admit it.”

	“You did well,” I complied. “Also, you almost gave me two heart attacks.” One for Klaus and one for Francis.

	“Okay, let’s go,” said Joel. “Where’s this secret tunnel?” He was the only one who seemed genuinely excited. When I told them all about Francis’s idea and about how there were secret passageways and caves under the Academy, Klaus had been suspicious, and Patty had made her reluctance known loud and clear. She’d always been superstitious, and secret doors and such were on her list of no-nos. I guessed Joel was used to them, since the bottom of the ocean was filled with sunken ships and junk. 

	“This way,” Francis went to the door, ready to open it. I ran after him and grabbed him by the wrist. He looked at me with wide eyes.

	“You need to tell them first,” I breathed. I suddenly felt cold all over. I hadn’t had time to wipe myself well after I’d had sex with GC and Paz, and even the gooey liquid that had pooled in my panties was ice cold now. “They have a right to know what they’re getting themselves into.”

	Francis shook his head. “Mila…” He looked at my hand wrapped around his wrist. He didn’t pull away, though. It was as if he didn’t have the strength. That was when I realized the hand that was touching him was the only part of my body that was still warm. “I can’t.”

	“Yes, you can. Yes, you can. You told me, and you told Sariel. They have to know. If you don’t tell them, then I’m pulling the plug on this. We’ll keep chatting online and come up with a plan that way.”

	He shook his head again, but I could see it in his eyes that his resolve was disintegrating, like threads in an old fabric that had been worn for too long. The secret he kept for his family and his ancestors was his greatest burden.

	“Tell us what?” Paz stepped forward. He looked at me, confused. “You two have secrets?”

	I sighed. Of course my boyfriends would feel offended that I hadn’t told them the second I’d found out. 

	“No. It’s his secret, I stumbled into it, so I kept it. It’s not mine to tell.”

	“Mila, what’s this about?” GC took my other hand and pulled me toward him. I let go of Francis’s wrist.

	“Oh, I knew it! I knew it!” Patty started pacing the floor frantically, running her hands through her long, rich chestnut hair. “Secret tunnels and caves come with… even darker secrets. Always. What it is, Mila? Francis? Did someone die down there? Is it a cemetery? I hate cemeteries.”

	I furrowed my brows and shook my head. “For real? You work at Grim Reaper Academy.”

	“That’s different. You don’t actually kill people and collect bodies. Oh my God! Did some serial killer collect bodies down there?”

	“Calm down, it’s not like that,” Francis snapped.

	“Err… it kind of is, though,” I said. That earned me an exasperated look from Francis and a scared glance from Patty. “Why don’t you just tell them? I’m sure they’ll understand.” Tone down the sarcasm, Mila. This is serious. But how else could I have dealt with the terrible truth if not with the help of dark humor?

	“No one will understand,” Francis mumbled. “No one ever does.”

	“Okay, mate, now you have to tell us,” GC said. He pulled me against him, and I was grateful. He felt warm and safe. 

	Francis leaned against the door, arms crossed over his chest. I could see how tense his whole body was. 

	“I’m immortal,” he started.

	“Big whoop! Who isn’t around here?” Joel laughed.

	“Wait, what? I’m not immortal, and you are?! What the fuck?” Pazuzu was revolted. 

	Francis ignored them both. “My immortality is not natural, though. I wasn’t born this way, like GC, nor was I made, like Delacroix.” He was talking about the only vampire in the Violent Death Cabal. “To become immortal, I died first.”

	“There are many kinds of undead supernaturals,” Klaus said. “What’s the big deal?”

	“The big deal is…” He hesitated. “Ugh.” He pinched the bridge of his nose, then took in a deep breath. “The way I was revived is the big deal. And the One who did it.”

	“The One?”

	“The Great Old One.” 

	Silence. No one knew what the fuck he was talking about. Apparently, no one had read Mr. Lovecraft’s short stories. I would have expected GC, Paz, or Klaus to know about the Great Old Ones. They’d been on this Earth for so long… Even if the cults worshipping these terrible gods were super good at keeping their secrets, word always got out, right? Wrong.

	“You’ve never heard of the Great Old Ones?” I asked. When they shook their heads, I sighed. “I’m human. How do I know more than you? Okay, so these Great Old Ones are like gods. Not like gods, they are gods. Not like God and Satan, and not like false gods, either. They are actual gods. All-powerful, all-knowing, immortal, and indestructible.”

	“No one is indestructible,” Patty murmured.

	“These guys are.” I rolled my eyes at my own choice of words. “Not guys. Monsters. If I were to describe them in one word, that would be it: monsters. They cannot be killed because they were never born, or at least that’s what I heard. They don’t come from this dimension, so they can’t be killed by beings from this dimension. They come from a place where life and death don’t exist, where duality doesn’t exist. So, they just are. And if they just are, they cannot not be.”

	“That doesn’t make any sense,” Joel giggled. How could he be so damn positive all the time? 

	“What does this whole story have to do with Francis?” Paz asked, more confused by the second.

	“Aren’t you paying attention?” Francis snapped again. “One of these beings, one of these monsters, as Mila calls them, made me. I was dead, and it gave me life. As long as the being lives, I live. And it’s…” He lowered his voice. “It’s under the Academy, inside a deep, dark well, sleeping.”

	I waited for everyone’s reaction. Klaus and Joel were frozen in place, trying to make sense of what they’d just learned. Patty had started shaking subtly, and I could bet the story had given her chills, too. GC was silent, and Paz looked like his brain was glitching. He was probably still hung up on the fact that Francis was immortal and he wasn’t.

	“Guys, we’re telling you there’s a monster under the Academy. If we’re going down in the caves to hold our meetings, you have to be aware of the thing’s existence.”

	“I don’t get it,” Paz said. “What makes the… thing evil?” He looked at Francis. “You were dead, and it gave you back your life. Isn’t that a good thing?”

	“No, because there’s a price. And I keep paying it every three months.”

	Every three months?! Francis took a girl down in that cavern every three months? Okay, it was my own fault I’d never asked him before. 

	“What’s the price?” Patty asked gravely. She was starting to put two and two together.

	“A life. A life every three months. Human, supernatural, it doesn’t matter.” He sounded tired. It had taken all he had to come clean about who he was and how he was still here, among the living.

	“Sacrifice. You’re talking about blood sacrifice,” said Klaus in a trembling voice.

	“Yes.”

	Silence again. If anything, they were all holding up well. Even Patty. I would have expected her to scream in horror and make a run for it. She was shaking visibly, her chin was trembling like she was about to cry, but her eyes were dry. Pazuzu was the one who broke the silence.

	“And how do you know about all this? You said you stumbled into his secret. How does one stumble into blood sacrifice?”

	I dragged in a breath. He wasn’t going to like this.

	“The monster almost ate me.”

	 


 

	CHAPTER SIX

	 

	After the big reveal, it was hard to convince them to follow me and Francis down to the cavern. Not even Joel was excited about the prospect of secret doors and passageways anymore. Patty went silent, which was unnatural for her, and only meant she was in a state of shock, and Klaus let out a torrent of curses and wails. He’d almost lost me! And he hadn’t even known!

	“You didn’t tell me that you almost died? How could you? I’m your friend, Mila, I care about you. This was so, so unfair.”

	I shook my head in defeat. On the one hand, he was right. I should have told him. But there were so many people who’d almost lost me when the Great Old One wrapped its tentacles around me and dragged me into the well. I couldn’t possibly tell them all! My mom, my dad (as much of an asshole as he was, he probably deserved to know he’d almost gotten rid of me but not quite), my boyfriends, Patty… Corri? Not even Corri knew about what had happened in year one. 

	Oh, by the way, I didn’t tell them Sariel had been the one to lure me down there. There was no point in stirring shit from the past. Bygones. He’d stopped bullying me and trying to get me killed, and that was all that mattered. Plus, he’d saved my life once. Just because of that, I thought he deserved a break. If GC and Paz found out that Sariel had been behind all of it, they’d kill him. Not just threaten to kill him, but actually kill him. I didn’t need the drama right now.

	Pazuzu was the one who decided he wanted to go down there and see the well. He wanted to see where he’d almost lost me forever, and GC was soon on board. When Klaus, Joel, and Patty realized they couldn’t stop us, they joined us. We sneaked out of the room, down the dark corridor, and into the old dorm with the piled-up furniture and the fake bookcase. As we closed the door behind us and climbed down the secret stairs, we took out our phones and used our flashlights. Klaus was kind enough to save our batteries by creating a magic ball of white light. Having a mage around had its perks, even if he wasn’t as powerful and well-trained as Lorna Chiaramonte, my number one rival.

	We reached the bottom of the stairs, and I hesitated before stepping into the warm, rusty water. Francis led my friends forward, GC followed them, but Pazuzu sensed my anxiety and stayed behind. Damn him and his telepathic abilities! I couldn’t hide a thing from him these days…

	“Mila, I need to tell you something.” He placed his hands on my shoulders, pulled me toward him, and forced me to look into his eyes. But when our eyes locked, he opened his mouth, yet not a sound came out.

	“What is it?” I whispered in the darkness. Klaus had moved on with his ball of light. All we had was the flickering candlelight on the still water. I knew Francis went down there regularly to change the spent candles and keep the new ones lit. “I’m sorry. I’m not afraid, I promise. This isn’t the first time I’m coming down here after it happened. As long as Francis is around, everything is under control.”

	“You’re not trying to convince me.” He smiled. “You’re trying to convince yourself.”

	I nodded. He was right.

	“I know you’re not afraid. You’re fearless,” he continued. “But that’s not what I wanted to tell you.” He took in a deep breath, released it with a heavy sigh, then took my chin between his fingers. “I almost lost you, and I didn’t even know. You’re human, you’re mortal, and you face danger every minute of every day. And night. I should’ve…” He shook his head. “But I didn’t.”

	“Should’ve… what?”

	“Should’ve told you how much I love you. I’ll do better, I promise. Starting right now, I will tell you every morning, and every night before you go to bed.” He leaned in, his lips just inches from mine. I could feel his minty breath on my face. “I’ll tell you that I love you every time I kiss you, every time I’m inside you, every time you come apart in my arms.” 

	“Paz…” 

	He wrapped his other arm around my waist and dived in for a kiss. I placed a firm hand on his chest. It was my turn to say something that I should’ve said a long time ago.

	“I love you, too.”

	His green eyes grew wide. For a second, he didn’t know how to react. He probably thought he hadn’t heard me right. I’d never said the three words before, not to him, and not to GC. He recovered quickly and smiled like a kid who’d just found out Disneyland was his for the taking.

	“Mila…”

	“I love you, and I love GC. Just so we’re clear. I’ll tell him the next chance I get.”

	He chuckled. “That’s fine by me, goddess. You know I can share.”

	“Only he calls me…”

	“And he’s right. He’s been right all along.”

	He pulled me against his chest, and I didn’t resist him this time. Our lips met, my fingers tangled in his long, dark hair, and I thrust my pelvis forward, eager to feel his hard cock, desperate to fuck him right then and there. But we had more important matters to attend to. 

	“Guys, what the fuck? Are you coming?” GC poked his head from under the low ceiling of the tunnel. 

	“Mmm… I wish,” I whispered against Paz’s lips. He chuckled knowingly.

	“You’re having fun without me. Again,” GC whined.

	“Oh, shut up and lead the way.” I stepped into the water. If he kept whining like that, it would take me awhile to tell him I loved him. I liked him more when he acted like a man, not like an abandoned puppy.

	We gathered around the round stone well, among stalagmites, pools of rusty water, half-melted candles, and rocks that seemed to be eternally warm. The air was heavy and still. It should have been cold down here, but it wasn’t. The chills that ran up my spine and spread through my entire body had nothing to do with the temperature, but with the memory of the first time I’d been here. I could still feel the slimy tentacles around my legs and arms. I shuddered. Paz stepped behind me and hugged me to his strong chest. GC noticed my discomfort too, and took my hand into his, squeezing tightly. 

	“Can we see it?” Joel asked in a soft whisper.

	“Why the hell would you want to see it?” Klaus yelled at him. The echo of his voice filled the space.

	“Shh!” I admonished him. 

	“You can’t see it,” Francis said, patiently. “It’s sleeping, dreaming… Its body moves of its own accord when it’s time to…” He cleared his throat but didn’t finish the sentence.

	“Time to eat,” I finished it for him. “It’s safe, guys. We’re safe. Unless Francis decides to sacrifice us, it won’t attack or anything.” Francis had a strange influence over the god. They communicated at a deep level that I couldn’t even begin to understand, and he’d never managed to explain to me. “Just don’t go too close to the well.” That had been my mistake.

	Everyone was silent for a long moment, then Francis stepped aside and sat down on a rock. Klaus and Joel did the same. Patty started pacing the floor, her shoes sloshing through the dirty water. 

	“Okay, we’re here. We have our secret meeting place. Now what?” 

	She had a good point.

	“Now we talk,” I said. I stepped out of Paz’s embrace and took a central position. They were waiting for me to come up with a plan, and I didn’t have one, but I did have some suggestions. “You have to help me figure out how to retire Morningstar. We need info. On the prophecy, on nephilim and their powers, on… I don’t know, ninja scythe tricks. You saw him in PE,” I looked at GC, Paz, and Francis, “I’ll never be able to beat him. He’s three times my size!”

	“Maybe that’s not how you’re supposed to retire him. By killing him with your scythe,” Joel shrugged.

	“Someone has already suggested poison,” I rolled my eyes. “Won’t work. Do you have other suggestions?” He shook his head. “Thought so. Well, that’s why you all have homework. Find solutions. I can’t do this on my own, I just can’t. I’m stuck.”

	“I’ll be in charge of the prophecy,” said Patty.

	“You know I still have the family tree I made for you that summer,” Paz said. 

	Right! I’d forgotten about it. After Francis revealed the secret that I was Morningstar’s daughter, and I told my lovers, Pazuzu had made it his mission to find out as much as he could about my ancestral line. He went to Bulgaria to investigate, and I knew he’d found the names, birth dates, and death dates of my real mother’s relatives, but I never felt quite ready to look at them. Besides, how could they have helped me? Katerina Angelov was human, and all her ancestors had been human, too. Paz should have researched my father’s line, not hers. But that had proved to be impossible even for him. Valentine Morningstar had made sure his history was unbreachable. There were powerful spells in place to protect it.

	“Alright, I’ll take a look,” I sighed. “But I doubt we’ll find anything useful there.”

	“I’ll take care of the ninja scythe thing,” offered Klaus.

	I giggled. “Since when are you interested in fighting?”

	“I’m not. I’m only doing it for you. Besides, I’m Merciful Death. No one will suspect anything if I check out all the books on scythe fighting from the library.”

	He was right. Neither GC, nor Paz could do it, because if Morningstar found out, he’d know they were trying to help me. At the same time… I crossed my arms over my chest.

	“I’m tempted to say he wouldn’t care, though. He’s teaching us how to fight instead of letting Professor Charon do her job and teach us how to teleport. I’m starting to think he’s not afraid of me and my ninja scythe skills.”

	“Because you don’t have them yet, sister.” Klaus winked at me. “Don’t worry, I got you. You’re going to be one hell of a fighter.”

	“I’ll help him with the research,” Joel attached himself to Klaus’s arm. They smiled at each other.

	I rolled my eyes. They were so cheesy sometimes. 

	“GC, what are you going to do?”

	The false god scratched the back of his neck. His blond curls turned reddish and warm in the flickering light of the candles. 

	“I’ll talk to my grandfather about nephilim. He’s the original Golden Calf from the Bible, so he probably knows more than I do.”

	“You can do that?” I knew his grandfather had long retired somewhere in the Himalayas. Whether he had gotten bored of immortality or the world, GC hadn’t figured out yet.

	“I’ll try. I’ll teleport there soon. Haven’t visited him in centuries! It’ll make him happy.”

	“You guys should learn how to teleport on your own. This isn’t fair.”

	“Doesn’t bother me. The teleportation device works just fine,” GC shrugged.

	“My father taught me this summer. I can try to teach you.”

	“And I can help,” Klaus chirped.

	“Oh, shut up. You should have been able to teleport by now.” Mages could do it naturally, but it did require some interest on their part. Klaus was the laziest mage I knew. He could kind of teleport, but only to very short distances. Like he’d done at the beginning of year one, at the entry test. He’d teleported across a chasm, from one cliff to another. But they hadn’t been that far away.

	“Your knowledge and my skills,” he tried.

	“Oh, come on,” GC complained. “Let’s not turn our super-secret underground meetings into teleportation classes.” He turned to Paz. “Am I right?” 

	Paz shrugged. “I’m fine with using the pin.” He tapped the teleportation pin attached to his uniform jacket. 

	“Okay, fine,” I sighed. “So, use it next time. Let’s not do this sneaking around the Unseelie shit again. The stress took ten years of my life. And I’m human, remember?”

	“Relax,” Paz chuckled. “You’ll be a Grim Reaper in a few months, and then you’ll be granted immortality.”

	“For two hundred years. Thanks. That’s not immortality. Some new generation Reaper will replace me, and I’ll wither and die.” I’d thought about it, of course. Once a student graduated and was named Grim Reaper, he or she was granted two hundred years of perfect health, high energy, and immunity to basically all kinds of deadly threats, no matter what species he or she belonged to. Once the two hundred years were up, all these perks were taken away, and if the Reaper belonged to an immortal species, awesome, if not… tough luck. 

	“What’s Francis going to do?” GC asked.

	“I’ve already done the most important part: provided the secret meeting place.”

	They argued for a while, but I ignored them.

	“You know what we should do? Throw a Mabon party.” They all looked at me like I’d gone insane. “What? Don’t tell me you’re not bothered by the ‘no parties and celebrations’ rule. Fuck it. And fuck Morningstar. He can’t tell us we can’t have parties. Mabon, Halloween… I bet he’ll cancel Yule Ball, so let’s take what’s ours. We always have a Mabon party.” I hadn’t particularly enjoyed the first one, since it coincided with Sariel’s and Lorna’s first attempt at murdering me, but I had fond memories of the second one. 

	“So, you’re going to organize it on your own?” Patty asked.

	“No. Klaus will help. And I’ll ask Pandora, Kitty, and Sheba. Maybe even Lorna. She can help us sneak out unnoticed.” I grinned at Klaus, who looked most unhappy and mumbled something unholy under his breath. I really didn’t want to ask Lorna, in fact. I doubted she’d want to help. I wanted to make Klaus get off his lazy ass and practice his mage powers. Having to rely on Pazuzu’s telepathic abilities because Klaus couldn’t brew a potion that had more than five ingredients in it had not made me a happy camper. “Everyone wants a Mabon party, and it will do us good. Forget we’re practically in jail.”

	“Just be careful and don’t get thrown into solitary,” Patty giggled. “I know you’re the Headmaster’s daughter, but I wouldn’t put it past him.”

	It was almost midnight. Patty and Joel sneaked out without any problems, since they both worked in the kitchens and were allowed to go anywhere they liked. Klaus teleported into his room, and I remained alone with Francis, GC, and Pazuzu. As Francis tended to the candles, I pulled GC aside. Paz shot us a longing glance, but he knew it was GC’s turn to be alone with me.

	 

	“What’s up?” he asked, pulling me closer. He had a satisfied grin on his face. I could tell he liked having me all to himself when Paz and Francis were just a few feet away. He leaned in for a kiss, and I kissed him back briefly. “What’s on your mind, my goddess?”

	“I told Pazuzu something, and it’s time to tell you, too.”

	His blue eyes darkened. “How many secrets have you kept from us?!”

	“This isn’t a secret. I’ve been meaning to tell you for a while, but… it doesn’t matter. I’m telling you now.” There was no point in trying to explain myself. Why had it taken me so long to say the three words? Because after they’d bullied me all through the first semester of year one, it had taken me a long, long time to trust them. Again, no use in stirring shit from the past. Bygones. “I love you.”

	His mouth opened and formed a cute, silent “o”. His eyes were as big as saucers. I laughed and wrapped my arms around his neck. I promised myself I wouldn’t care if he didn’t say it back. The silly expression on his face was enough to make my heart flutter.

	“I… I love you, too.”

	He said it back. I bit down on my lower lip, then rose on my tiptoes and kissed him passionately. He parted his lips, allowing me entrance, and our tongues danced for a minute, the kiss leaving us breathless. He caught my lower lip between his teeth and pulled playfully. I giggled.

	“You said it to Paz first,” he teased. “Does that mean you love him more?”

	“Don’t be silly. I love you both the same.”

	“Oh, what a big heart you have!”

	“You have no idea. I could probably love two more people…” I stopped before I said more than was necessary.

	GC studied me curiously. “Was that a random number, or…”

	“Random,” I choked. “Let’s get out of here.” 

	I teleported on my own, like Morningstar had taught me, and the three of them used their teleportation pins.

	 


 

	CHAPTER SEVEN

	 

	Getting Pandora, Sheba, and Kitty the succubus on board was easy. Even Samantha the angel wanted to help. I wasn’t sure whether she’d really forgiven me for stealing GC and keeping him all to myself, but I didn’t care either.

	“Are you kidding me?” Pandora said. “Of course I’ll help you organize Mabon! This is the best idea you’ve had since you became Morningstar’s daughter: to defy him.”

	I sighed, annoyed. “I didn’t become his daughter. I always was, I just didn’t know it. He’s a jerk. I would have defied him anyway.”

	“Like you defied all of us when we didn’t want you here?” She grinned. 

	“Yeah, like that.”

	“So, how are we going to do this without getting caught?” Kitty asked. Her blue eyes kept scanning our surroundings anxiously. We’d gathered in a corner, away from prying eyes. For the time being, at least. We knew it was just a matter of time before an Unseelie guard found us.

	“The party will be on the beach, by the caves.”

	“That’s our location for Halloween,” Pandora whispered.

	“Jesus, you’re suckers for tradition,” I said in an exasperated tone. “I don’t care. It’s safer and more remote than in the woods. And I hear the Unseelie are particularly good at tracking things in the woods. We’re going to teleport there, and good luck finding us.”

	“Are you thinking of a cloaking spell or something?” Sammy intervened.

	I smiled broadly. “Yes!”

	“Your friend, Klaus?”

	“No.” They looked confused. “I love Klaus and all, but he sucks at being a mage.” When I first met him in year one, I thought he was one of the coolest people at the Academy. He couldn’t quite teleport himself across long distances, but he could teleport things from one place to another. He’d gotten rid of the dead cockroaches Lorna and Sariel had put in my bed. He could do a bunch of other stuff, too, and maybe I’d even envied him a bit at some point. He had powers, and I didn’t. Then, I saw Lorna Chiaramonte pull some crazy shit, and I realized Klaus wasn’t that great a mage, after all. Not that I cared. I still loved him like a brother. A gay brother. When I needed some simple magic tricks, he was always my first choice. But when I needed something complex, I had to ask Corri. Well, this time, I couldn’t ask Corri and make her risk being sent to the Blank for God knew how long. So, what other options did I have? Cloaking spells were not easy, especially when we were talking about hiding an entire party from prying eyes. “Lorna. We have to ask Lorna.”

	“Are you insane?” Sammy crossed her arms over her chest. “She hates you.”

	“I like it,” Pandora chuckled. “You’ve got balls. Yes, she hates you, but she hasn’t tried to kill you in a while.”

	“That has to mean something, right?” I laughed.

	“Yeah, it means she’s afraid of your dad,” Kitty took Sammy’s side. “You still mean nothing to her.”

	“We’ll see about that.” Honestly, I wasn’t sure why I’d thought about Lorna in the first place. She was the most powerful mage at the Academy, but I could still ask Caspian or Merrit before asking her. And I’d never even considered them. Okay, maybe not Merrit, because he would’ve probably gone straight to my father to expose me, in hopes of getting into his good graces. But Caspian was cool most of the time. “We need a strong cloaking spell, and she’s the only one who can pull one off flawlessly. I think.”

	“She can,” Pandora said. “I guarantee it.”

	“So, will you come help me convince her?”

	Her grin widened. “I don’t think so. You came up with the idea to celebrate Mabon this year, you go ask for her help. I’ll take care of the food, drinks, and music.” She motioned for Sheba, Kitty, and Sammy to follow her. Our secret meeting was over. “Girls, let’s get to work.”

	“Yeah, we should,” Sheba whispered. She closed her eyes for a second. “I can sense a guard coming our way.”

	“Me too,” Pandora confirmed. “Good luck, Mrs. Morningstar,” she patted me on the back mockingly. “See you around.”

	“Fuck you,” I mouthed. She ignored me.

	She’s doing Mabon to piss of Valentine, maybe get me in trouble. We’re not friends. 

	Lorna wasn’t as easy to convince, or approach for that matter. Since Valentine had made her share her notes with me that one time, she’d been avoiding me like the plague. He’d made her feel like shit and, of course, she was blaming me for that. That might have been the first time in her entire life when she’d been humiliated by someone who was more powerful and important than her. 

	“What the fuck’s wrong with you? Stop following me around.”

	I’d caught up with her in the RDC tower, and so far, there were no Unseelie around. I’d been trying to talk to her for the past two days, but the dining hall was always guarded by the Unseelie, and the VDC and the RDC didn’t have any classes together this semester. Eventually, I decided Mabon was more important than a few worth points, and I followed her to the RDC dorms. If a guard caught me there, he’d take me to the Headmaster, and the Headmaster would assume I was visiting someone in their dorm. Why else would I be in the Righteous Death Cabal’s tower? This year, Mabon meant rebellion. It had to happen.

	Corri was flying above my head, her wings making that buzzing sound I hated. Like an oversized fly. Lorna was about to round a corner, and I was pretty sure there was a guard there. 

	“Okay, I’ll help,” the pixie sighed.

	“You don’t have to…” It was too late.

	Ropes materialized out of nowhere and wrapped around Lorna’s torso. She yelped, and she would have screamed if Corri hadn’t snapped her fingers and made a ball gag appear in her mouth. With a flick of her wrist, she made Lorna float toward us. I opened my mouth to say something, but since nothing came out, I gave up. This was wrong. So wrong. To tie up and ball-gag a powerful mage like Lorna… I was asking for trouble. She hadn’t tried to kill me in almost a year, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t start plotting my death again.

	“That room is empty,” Corri whispered. She flew down to face the doorknob and blew inside the keyhole. I heard a click.

	“Thanks.” I opened the door and waited for Corri to push Lorna inside. “Corri, you’re risking so much by helping me.”

	“Don’t worry about it. This is just simple magic.”

	“What if Lorna tells on us?”

	“She won’t.” Corri landed on my shoulder and giggled. “Telling on you would mean admitting in front of the Headmaster that she was ball-gagged by a pixie. She’s too proud for that.”

	“Let’s hope so,” I sighed. I stepped up to Lorna and took hold of the black ball in her mouth. Her blue eyes were throwing daggers at me. “Promise you won’t scream, okay? Also, give me a break with the death glare. You actually look hot right now.” An idea popped into my head. I almost did a happy dance when I realized just how fucking smart I was sometimes. I stepped away and pulled out my phone. “Say cheese, honey.” I snapped three pictures from different angles, then showed them to her. “See? I told you. Hot.” For someone who was into BDSM, that was. I bet a lot of students here are. 

	“Oh, you’re evil.” Corri’s almond eyes grew wide. Lately, I’d been doing things she’d never thought me capable of. I didn’t know whether that was a good thing or a bad thing.

	“Now, seriously. Don’t scream, okay?” I removed the ball gag.

	Lorna dragged in a breath and licked her lips. She fixed me with her blue gaze for a long minute, probably trying to decide whether it was a good idea to kill me right on the spot or wait for better circumstances.

	“Delete those.”

	“Don’t think so.”

	She bit the inside of her cheek. It was obvious I was going to keep the pictures just to make sure she behaved. If she did anything stupid, they would go right into a couple of Inboxes, from where I knew they’d spread to everyone’s phones. Sometimes, one had to fight fire with fire, and Lorna was an active fucking volcano. 

	“Okay, you have my attention.” She struggled against the ropes, but since Corri’s magic was just as strong as hers, she had no luck loosening them.

	I thought for a second. Actually, this is a great opportunity for a real talk.

	“How does it feel? To be tied up and moved around without your consent?” She pursed her lips and kept silent. “Without being able to do anything to stop it,” I went on. “How does it feel, huh? To be overpowered and made fun of? To be at someone else’s mercy? And we’re not even in public. No one is laughing at you. Can you imagine how it must feel to go through all… that,” I motioned at the ropes around her torso and legs, “in front of the whole Academy? Students and professors. Maids and kitchen staff.” I held her gaze and let her take it in. Even though she was stubbornly silent, I knew she knew what I was talking about. Year one, semester one. “Maybe I should ask Corri to take you outside and make you float up into the clouds until you can’t see the ground anymore.”

	“Okay, I get it. You want to make me feel how you felt. I don’t like it, fine? Now, let’s get this over with. What do you want?”

	“I’m not done, Lorna.” I stepped closer. The subtle threat in my tone must have alarmed Corri, because she flew off my shoulder and flappity-flapped around the room, too agitated to land again. “Tell me how you feel. Helpless? Powerless? Like you don’t matter? Lost? Like no one is going to come to your rescue because you don’t deserve it?”

	She scowled at me. “That’s how you felt, dumpster princess. It has nothing to do with me. You want to know how I feel? I know who I am, and the fact that you caught me in a weak moment this one time doesn’t mean a thing to me. I’m still Lorna Chiaramonte, one of the most powerful mages in the world, and you’re a nobody who recently ran into a good name and a fortune. Take Valentine Morningstar out of the picture, and you’re back to being you. Mila Lazarov, the human. No powers, no influence, no friends. Take anyone and anything away from me, and I’m still me. Does that answer your question?”

	Oh, she was feisty! No, that didn’t answer my question. In fact, it made me angry. I dangled the phone in front of her.

	“So, if I send these pictures to everyone, you’re fine with it? If they see you tied up and gagged, you’re still Lorna the Invincible?”

	She was silent for a minute. Just when I thought she’d crack, she pulled a one-eighty on me and smiled a bright, pleasant smile. It lit up her whole face, making her blue eyes gleam cutely. 

	“You’re doing well, Mila Lazarov-turned-Morningstar. Living up to your new name and status. You’re being mean, and petty, and entitled.”

	Blood rose to my head. Okay, fine, I could understand mean and petty. I was being a bitch right now, but didn’t she deserve it? After everything she’d done to me, didn’t she deserve to be punished?

	“Entitled?”

	“Yes. Entitled to know my feelings. Entitled to answers when you ask questions. Do you know what the difference between us is? I am who I am, and I own it. You’re just pretending to be this mean-ass bitch, and once the tables turn again, you’ll go back to being the old you. Because you’re playing a part right now.”

	I rolled my eyes. “And how did you come to this eloquent conclusion?”

	Her smile turned into a grin. “Because when I torture someone, I don’t care about how they feel. I know how they feel. I don’t need a bloody confession. You do.”

	I bit my lower lip, then stopped when I realized the stupid gesture was just giving me away. Giving away how insecure and out of place I felt. What if she’s right, and this isn’t me? I’m acting like the bad guy. I’m not bad, I’m good. But a good person would never do this, not even to an enemy. Good, bad… I’m in between. White, black… I’m gray. 

	“I want you to help me throw a party for Mabon,” I skipped to the point when I realized she was making us go in circles, hoping she’d trap me emotionally. “The other girls are in, the guys are, too. We need a mage to do a cloaking spell and hide the whole party from the guards.”

	She fake-yawned. Once she heard my request, she relaxed in her restraints. 

	“Why not ask Klaus or Caspian? Or that other guy… what’s his name? The one who loves kissing the Headmaster’s ass.”

	“You know why.”

	She huffed. “Because they can’t pull off such a complicated spell.”

	“For once, use your powers for good?”

	“How is breaking the rules using my powers for good?”

	“You hate the Headmaster just as much as I do.”

	She scrunched up her nose. “Not as much as you, I wouldn’t say. After all, I’m not the daughter he abandoned.”

	“Ugh!” I wasn’t getting anywhere with her. I turned on my heels, getting ready to tell Corri to break her bonds. We were wasting our time.

	“Okay, I’ll do it. Not for you, though, for my friends. I know everyone’s looking forward to Mabon. They can’t stop talking about it. Which you should tell them to fucking do, otherwise Headmaster Morningstar will eventually hear from someone and shut the whole thing down. Who do you think will lose all her worth points?”

	“Don’t worry about me.”

	“You think people will finally like you if you go minus one hundred for a party?”

	“I don’t need anyone to like me. Lorna, I’m not sure you’ve noticed, but I’m the only girl here who’s got two hot-as-sin, completely loyal boyfriends. And I have friends, by the way. Friends who like me and don’t care about my name.”

	“A gay mage who can’t do medium spells, and a hybrid who works in the kitchen? Fine friends, indeed.”

	“Shut up. So, you’ll do it.”

	“Yes, I’ll do it.”

	I nodded at Corri to release her. As the ropes around Lorna vanished, my shoulders tensed. She could easily attack me now. Sure, the pixie would never let anything bad happen, but that was something my brain understood, and my body refused to comprehend. I was alone with Lorna, in some RDC student’s dorm-room, and my body was in fight-or-flight mode. This girl had given me PTSD. Lovely!

	“Relax,” she came up to me. Her wicked smile told me she could sense my anxiety. She held her hand out. “How about we make peace for a while? Given the circumstances, working together instead of against each other will benefit everyone.”

	I gazed at her hand. I was supposed to shake it, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it.

	“For a while. That’s vague.”

	“Don’t worry, dumpster princess, you’ll know when the peace is over.”

	I sighed. “You’ll put on a show, won’t you?”

	“We’ll put on a show together.”

	This is a bad idea. I shook her hand.

	“Don’t forget about the pictures.”

	She frowned. “You finally have a weapon that may work against me. How does it feel?”

	I pulled my hand free. “Fuck you.”

	 


 

	CHAPTER EIGHT

	 

	All the girls involved did a hell of a job. Lorna included. The night of Mabon, all the students retreated to their rooms before curfew, spent an hour getting all ready and fancy, then teleported right on the beach when the clock struck nine. It was a little early for a party, but we were all starved to get out from between the tall, heavy, repressive walls of the Academy. Music blared from the speakers, booze was being passed around, and food was generally being ignored. Pandora and her friends had outdone themselves, and since this party was completely outside of the school norms and no one except for the students and a few trusted members of the staff knew it was happening, she’d focused on less fancy spirits, skipped the water and non-alcoholic drinks all together, and even sneaked in some questionable herbs she insisted could be smoked safely. 

	“What the hell? You only live once,” I said as I accepted a cigarette she’d just rolled up for me. 

	“You’ll love it,” she beamed.

	I narrowed my eyes at her. “See, when you smile like that, I remember that I should probably never take anything from you.”

	“You’ve already taken my fiancé,” she laughed. “Is he good for you?”

	“Y-yes…”

	“Then this will be good for you, too,” she motioned toward the cigarette. “It’s all natural, trust me. Like my ex.”

	I rolled my eyes and went to find GC and Paz. If I was going to smoke the thing, I fully intended to make them try it first. Whatever it was, Pandora had already smoked one, so I knew for sure it wasn’t poisonous to demons. 

	“Everything going well?” I asked Lorna as I went past her. She was by herself, holding a beer and looking in the distance as if she were lost. I tapped her on the shoulder when she didn’t answer.

	“Jesus!” she yelped. “Let me do my job!”

	“Sorry?”

	“I was just checking the perimeter.”

	“With your mind?”

	“How else, stupid? It’s all good. The cloaking spell is holding, no one knows we’re here.”

	“How did you do it?”

	She shrugged. “Enchanted a couple of crystals, placed them around the beach…”

	“That all?”

	She rolled her eyes at me. “Part of my mind has to be permanently focused on them. It’s a huge cloaking spell, a large space to cover, and a fuckton of people to hide. Not to mention the awfully loud music.”

	“Aww… but you won’t be enjoying the party.”

	She looked around and took a sip of her beer. Some of her RDC classmates waved at her, and she nodded but didn’t engage. 

	“It’s a lame party.”

	I chuckled knowingly. “You like being the one who holds everything together. I came up with the idea, but it wouldn’t have been possible without you.”

	“Look at you learning so fast.”

	“Just so you know, Lorna, the fact that Valentine made you share your notes with me last year didn’t throw you into disgrace.”

	“What do you know?”

	“Just saying…”

	I left her alone. Even if she’d made it her mission to stay away from the party and focus on the spell, I could tell she’d made an effort. She was wearing a long, white, flowy dress with red roses printed on the rims, and she’d let her long, black hair down. Classy, minimal makeup, and blood red lips. No wonder so many guys were checking her out. But while Pandora had moved on after Pazuzu and dated at least two or three guys I knew about, Lorna had never moved on after Sariel. Not that she and Sariel had ever been in a relationship. She still looked at him longingly when they ran into each other in the hallways. 

	“Where is Sariel, anyway?” I muttered under my breath. I spotted GC and Paz by the jello shot table, and was pleasantly surprised to see Francis and Klaus were with them. “It’s nice they choose to hang out together when I’m not around…” Joel, Klaus’s merman boyfriend had, obviously, gone for a swim. Patty was trying to convince Corri to take a bite of her jello shot, although that wasn’t how jello shots worked. The pixie didn’t seem too eager. For a second, I wanted to go to them. A fun evening with my lovers and my friends would do me good. Some dancing, some kissing, some gossiping… But there was this nagging feeling deep down, in my stomach, and I had to figure out what it was, otherwise I wouldn’t be able to enjoy myself.

	All right. Where’s Sariel?

	I went looking for him. I’d invited him to the party myself, since we’d started texting every couple of days, and he’d confirmed. I first checked the MDC groups scattered around the beach. 

	“Hey! Have you seen Sariel?”

	“You’re looking in the wrong place,” a dark-haired guy said. “He doesn’t hang out with us.”

	“Why? You’re his cabal now.”

	A blond girl pulled me aside and pointed at some rocks some four hundred meters to the east, where the beach ended.

	“I think I saw him heading there. Not sure, though.”

	“Why would he…? Nevermind. Thanks.”

	I started walking toward the rocks, pretty much convinced Sariel would never go hang around there by himself. I pulled out my phone and texted him.

	“Where are you?” 

	No reply. With a sigh, I kept walking. It would only take me five minutes, and I could use the exercise. My bare feet sunk pleasantly in the cold sand. I was wearing a long cotton dress that kept me warm enough, and I’d left my sandals near the entrance of the cave, knowing full well no one would steal them from there. The students avoided the caves like the plague. There was something – a scent, an atmosphere, a feeling – that seeped out through the open mouth of the cave and kept them away. They weren’t even conscious of it, or that it even affected them. Their intuition had decided the caverns were off limits, and they were too busy with the real world to question it. Good. That kept them safe.

	The wind picked up, blowing my long, blue hair in my eyes. I struggled to gather it in a messy ponytail and secured it with an old scrunchie I always kept around my wrist.

	“Sariel?”

	The rocks were just ahead. Their sharp, pointy edges didn’t look very inviting, especially since I was barefoot. The waves crashed against them, bathing them in foam. The tide wasn’t very high tonight, so sitting on the rocks wasn’t dangerous, for sure. It looked refreshing, actually, if one managed to find a smooth rock to park one’s butt on. 

	“Sariel, are you here?”

	I heard laughter, and I strained my ears to identify the direction it was coming from. Someone yelled something, and I realized there were more voices, more people. Is this a private party, or something? Does Lorna’s cloaking spell even reach this far? If it didn’t, I guessed it wasn’t much of a danger. To find us, the Unseelie guards first had to figure out that we weren’t in our rooms. Then, they’d have a whole lot of land to cover, and I was sure they wouldn’t think about the beach first. It was hidden, anyway. If one looked from above, one couldn’t see it.

	A cry of surprise or fear – I couldn’t be sure – rose toward the sky, making my heart jump and my senses switch to high alert. I pulled my long dress up to my knees, so I could climb more easily, and planted one foot firmly on the smoothest rock I could divine in the falling darkness. More laughter, another cry, then a yelp and a splash. My foot slipped, and I had to let go of the dress to grab the rocks with my hands and regain balance. A wave came crashing a few feet away from me, and the white foam it left behind enveloped my ankles. It felt cold and energizing. I finally pushed myself up on a higher rock and stood up straight. Now I could see where the noises were coming from.

	Four VDC students stood around a fifth student they had presumably pushed to the ground. Merrit was among them. They laughed and made jokes, and when the blond-haired guy who was their victim tried to pull himself to his feet, they pushed him down again. He was doing his best to hold onto the rocks and not fall in the water. Judging from how wet he was from head to toe, he’d fallen a couple of times already.

	“Hey! What’s going on here?”

	The four VDC guys looked up at me, surprise painted on their faces. I recognized Raziel the angel, too.

	Merrit shrugged. “None of your business.”

	I narrowed my eyes at him. I was too far to see who their victim was, so I scrambled closer. The bully squad was at it again. The Mighty Jerk Cabal had found a new victim, and I wasn’t going to have it. At least, my guys weren’t part of it anymore. 

	“The party’s on the beach, you morons,” I yelled, as I did my best to get to them. “I don’t even know if Lorna’s spell covers this place. You better go before the Unseelie find you.”

	I was getting close. I found my balance on a conveniently square rock, but when I looked up, Merrit was all in my face. I couldn’t see past him. I placed a hand on his chest, either for more balance, or to push him away – I could decide later.

	“What’s wrong with you, Merrit? Who abused you as a child?” I realized I was being extra mean, but sometimes that was the only way to talk to people like him.

	“Fuck off, Mila,” he said through gritted teeth. “You shouldn’t be here.”

	I rolled my eyes at him, utterly unimpressed. “Move, idiot.” I pushed him hard. His right foot slipped, he lost his balance and fell on his side, finally allowing me to see what he’d been trying to hide from me. I gasped.

	The blond man on the ground was Sariel. His shirt was torn, revealing the wide plain of his back. His wings… His wings were no more. All that was left of the large feathered beauties were two bony stumps covered in caked blood. 

	I stood frozen in place. Merrit cursed under his breath, scrambled to get back on his feet, but I couldn’t hear him, nor see him. The other three VDC guys stepped away from the archangel. Is he still an archangel if his wings are torn? Raziel went past me, mouthing “sorry”. Sorry? Was he really sorry? He grabbed Merrit and pulled him toward the beach. Five minutes later, Sariel and I were alone on the rocks. He was kneeling, his back turned to me. 

	“Are you… are you okay?” My voice was barely a whisper. I forced myself to move. When I got close enough, I reached out to touch him. He sensed me and pulled away.

	“Leave,” he said.

	“Are you insane? I’m not leaving you. What have they done to you?” I looked around, trying to find his wings. But I knew I was being irrational. The wounds along his shoulder blades were old.

	“Nothing.” He sat up and wiped his hands on his wet trousers. His shirt had been torn wide open on his back but was quite intact in the front.

	“Let me help you up.” I took hold of his arm, but he pushed me away.

	“I don’t need your help. Leave.”

	“For fuck’s sake, Sariel!” I was losing my patience. “Just tell me what they did to you and how I can help. You saved me once. I owe you.”

	“You don’t owe me a thing.”

	With a grunt, he stood up and started climbing over the rocks to reach the beach. I followed him. The sight of his torn wings broke my heart.

	“Who did this to you? Who…” I couldn’t finish the sentence. He knew what I was talking about, though. “Is this why you’ve been avoiding me and the guys?”

	“You’re smart. You tell me.”

	Once on the beach, he started to walk faster. I tried to keep up with him. When he wouldn’t stop, I grabbed him by the arm and didn’t let go until he halted and turned to face me.

	“What?! What do you want from me?”

	There was pain in his blue eyes. His hair was messy and disheveled, and I realized this was the first time I saw Sariel Gracewing in such an… unusual condition. Unusual for him. His clothes were soaked, his hair was far from perfect, and he even had a few wrinkles around his eyes and mouth that I’d never noticed before. I knew he was way older than me even though he looked young, but I could swear he’d gained a few years in just a couple of months. Or, maybe… Could it be a side effect of losing his wings?

	“I just want you to talk to me, that’s all,” I said in a gentle voice. “I… I had no idea. I’m so stupid.” I closed the space between us and placed a hand on his cheek. “When I saw you at the Academy on the first day, I was so happy for you. Morningstar didn’t expel you, you are in the Merciful Death Cabal now… I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry I was so blind and I couldn’t see that you were hurting.”

	“I’m not hurting,” he murmured. He was obviously lying. “He didn’t expel me, and I am in the MDC.”

	“Then… what happened? When did it all go so wrong? What happened to your wings?”

	He sighed. “Francis didn’t tell you… I’m shocked, really. He’s so infatuated with you. I thought he tells you everything now.”

	“He doesn’t tell me shit. Also, he’s not infatuated with me. We’re just friends.”

	“Right.” 

	“Well?”

	“You really want to know what happened…”

	“Yes! I know this might come as a surprise to you, but I do care about you, Sariel.”

	He bit the inside of his cheek. We looked into each other’s eyes for a long minute, and even though I was dying to find out who’d ripped his wings, – so I’d know who to go after, – I stood there patiently, knowing this moment was crucial. He was trying to decide whether he could trust me or not, and whatever conclusion he reached, it would be impossible to make him reconsider it later. So, it had to be a positive conclusion.

	“Fine, whatever. You and the people you’ve trapped in your bubble are the only ones who don’t know, anyway. The whole school knows.”

	Bubble? It was true that since we’d started dating, GC and Paz had grown less and less interested in the outside world. But I had no idea we were in a bubble.

	“My wings were the price I had to pay if I wanted to stay at the Academy. My family disowned me, and Morningstar wanted to expel me. I begged. I actually begged my parents and Morningstar. I told them that if I’m not a Grim Reaper, then I’m nothing. It’s the only thing I’ve got in this world, the only thing I’ve ever wanted. I was ready to do anything to be allowed to continue my studies. So, they told me the price. And I accepted.”

	“Why?”

	“They wanted to punish me, so I let them. I’d deceived them since day one. My family had disowned me anyway. Wings or no wings, I knew I’d never see them again. And to tell you the truth, since it was so easy for them to shun me, I didn’t want to be an archangel anymore. When you’re born one, though, you usually die one. The only way out is…”

	“... to lose your wings.”

	“Yeah. I’m a Fallen One now. Hell adopted me. It was painful, but it was worth it. I don’t need my family’s fortune to make a living. I have my own money, you know. It’s not much, but I can afford a place in Limbo.” Limbo was the First Circle of Hell. “And Morningstar took my sacrifice as a sign that I’m truly dedicated to becoming a Grim Reaper. So, here I am.” He smiled weakly. “I miss flying, but I’ll survive.”

	I closed my eyes and took everything in for a moment. I wanted to say so much. Raging against his parents and my father wouldn’t do him any good. What was done was done, and he just wanted to move forward. 

	“Why were they bullying you? Merrit, Raziel, the others…?”

	He laughed out loud, and it was a genuine laugh. “Come on, Mila! You know why. Because I’m different now. I’m not one of them anymore. You should know better than anyone that’s what happens when you’re different.”

	“It’s bullshit.”

	He sighed. “Aren’t you at least a little bit happy, though? Now I know how it feels, and all that.”

	I pursed my lips. Double standards… I’d just had Corri seize Lorna with a tight rope and a ball gag, taken pictures of her, and asked her the classic four words every bullied kid-turned bully asks when the tables turn: “How. Does. It. Feel.” And I couldn’t do it to Sariel. I could never do it to Sariel. But then again… Lorna was just tied up a bit. The ropes didn’t even leave bruises. Sariel had had his wings ripped out of his back. There were limits, right? There was bullying, and then there was… extreme bullying. What the hell is wrong with me? It’s the same stinky, putrid crap. Next time I saw Lorna, I was going to delete the pictures and tell her I was sorry. 

	“No, I’m not happy.” I placed my other hand on his cheek, too. “I don’t want you to know how it feels.” I lifted myself on my toes. “Because it feels awful, and no one should go through it. Not you, not even Lorna… not my worst enemies.” We were so close now that I could feel his breath on my lips, and he could feel mine. Our eyes were locked. “I am so, so sorry this happened to you. I want to make it right. I don’t know how, though, so you tell me… Tell me how to make it right.”

	“You’re already making it much better,” he breathed.

	He leaned in, and our lips touched. Tentatively, at first. It wasn’t even a kiss. We were just standing there, my hands on his burning cheeks, his hands on my waist, eyes still wide open, lips unmoving. It was as if neither of us understood what was happening, what we’d gotten ourselves into. Was I cheating on GC and Pazuzu? Why Sariel? Why was I kissing Sariel, the guy who’d tried to kill me twice in one year?! Was it out of pity? Was it out of…

	His lips moved against mine. I sighed, closed my eyes, and allowed my body to melt and mold against his wide chest and into his possessive arms. His hands touched the small of my back, and my skin burned under the cotton dress. When I parted my lips for him, his tongue slipped inside, and I tasted him for the first time. My core throbbed with need, and I squeezed my legs together. I could feel him hard and ready, and I knew the more I allowed this to happen, the more we were inching into dangerous territory. We had to stop. I have to stop. What the hell am I doing? I traced his jaw and neck with my trembling fingers, then finally placed my hands firmly on his chest. His heart beat steadily under my palm, and that made it even harder to push him away. I willed my heated, stupid brain to start producing rational, coherent thoughts again, and broke the kiss. We looked into each other’s eyes like we were just meeting now for the first time. 

	“Mila…”

	“Is this real?”

	He nodded.

	“Because your parents…” They’d wanted us to be together since they’d found out I was Morningstar’s daughter.

	“They’re not my parents anymore. They have no say in what I do with my life.”

	“You’re free…”

	He smiled a sad, yet oddly grateful smile. “No wings… Can’t fly anymore… But yes, I suppose I’m free for the first time in my life.”

	I stepped away and touched my lips. “I don’t…”

	“Don’t say it,” he interrupted me quickly, although he had no idea what I was going to say. “Just don’t say it. I’ve liked you for a long time, Mila.”

	“How long?”

	“Year one? I… I can’t remember…”

	I frowned. “You’re confused. Year one is when you tried to kill me twice.”

	“Because it was easier to devise plans to get rid of you than accept that... that this whole time, I was thinking about you for entirely different reasons. I was obsessed with you, damn it! You were on my mind day and night. I couldn’t think straight anymore, I could barely focus on school. Every single thing I was supposed to do since early morning till late at night was ten times harder to do because of you. Simply because you existed, and I wanted you.”

	I shook my head. “This doesn’t make any sense. When you like someone, you don’t try to kill them.” My head was starting to clear. I walked past him, heading back to the party. I needed space to figure out what I’d just done.

	“Haven’t you ever heard… You sometimes love someone so fucking much that you could kill them?”

	“Shit, Sariel!” I yelled over my shoulder. “That’s messed up.”

	“Mila!” Now he was the one trying to catch up with me.

	“No.” I turned to him, a determined look in my eyes. “What we did back there… We’re not doing it again. It was one kiss, nothing more. We’re friends. I want to help you. I don’t want you to go through what I went through. What you and Lorna put me through. But this…” I motioned between the two of us. “This isn’t happening. I’m sorry.”

	His shoulders sagged. I walked away, knowing he wasn’t going to follow me this time. My thoughts were a jumbled mess. I didn’t even notice Lorna walking up to me, hands squeezed into fists at her sides. When she was close enough, she raised them and hit me in shoulders.

	“What the fuck, dumpster princess? You’re going after him, too? GC and Pazuzu are not enough for you? You have Francis Saint-Germain wrapped around your little finger, and you’re still not satisfied! You want Sariel now!”

	“What? How… Lorna, no. You got it all wrong.”

	“Really? Because I was just coming over there to make sure you weren’t on the rocks, since my cloaking spell doesn’t cover them, and I saw you two kissing. You were kissing him!” Tears pooled in her eyes. “Sariel never kissed me!”

	“Lorna, I’m sorry… I-I know what you saw, but it doesn’t mean anything, I promise.”

	“It doesn’t mean anything?” she huffed. “I hope you’re lying to me, bitch, because if he’s genuinely in love with you and that kiss didn’t mean anything to you, then I’m going to fuck you up. I won’t let you break his heart!”

	I was dumbfounded. “I don’t… understand anymore. You want me to be with him? You don’t want me to be with him? Make up your mind.”

	“I made up my mind a long time ago. I just never followed through…” She drew her right arm back, fist at the ready. 

	She was going to punch me. My eyes widened, and for a second, I didn’t know what to do. Step aside? Duck? Hit her before she hit me?

	It all happened in a fraction of a second. The music stopped, and everyone on the beach started running in all directions. Or trying to. We were surrounded by Unseelie guards, and there was nowhere to go. Lorna let her arm fall to her side.

	“Shit.”

	“Lorna, the cloaking spell…”

	“You greedy bitch distracted me from it! This is all your fault!”

	I saw Crassus stepping away from the crowd, looking for me.

	“Fuck. Okay, so the spell broke for a minute or two… How did they find us so fast?!”

	“That, greedy bitch, I have no idea.”

	“Stop calling me that!”

	She cocked an eyebrow, shook her head as if to say I wasn’t worth a reaction, then teleported away. I should have done the same. We were probably the only ones at the party who could teleport on their own, without the help of teleportation pins, which I could see now the Unseelie were confiscating from the inebriated students. I should have followed Lorna’s example and gotten out of there. But Crassus was just up ahead, and he’d seen me, anyway. Besides, I wasn’t going to leave my lovers and friends behind. What kind of person would that have made me? 

	I just hoped Corri was okay and she’d zapped out of there before anyone saw her.

	 


 

	CHAPTER NINE

	 

	Crassus and two other Unseelie guards were ordered to take me, GC, Paz, Francis, and Sariel to the Headmaster’s office. Naturally, my father knew we were to blame. Or, more like, I was to blame, and the guys had just followed me to my doom like puppies. I could understand why GC and Paz were there with me, but why bring Francis and Sariel into this, too? Did he have a sixth sense, or was he paying some of the guards to tell him who I hung out with?

	“Rule two,” Morningstar started in a low, serious tone. “All parties and celebrations are forbidden. Which word is unclear to you, Mila? Should I translate this for you in Bulgarian?”

	“So funny,” I mumbled under my breath. 

	He looked at GC, then at Pazuzu. Disdain was written all over his face.

	“And you’re still dating the false god and the demon, I see.” It wasn’t a question, so no one said anything. He changed the subject. “Where is the pixie?”

	“In my room,” I said between gritted teeth. “She had nothing to do with this. She didn’t help me.”

	“Are you sure about that?”

	“Yes.”

	“If you’re lying to me…”

	“I’m not lying to you! She didn’t break any rules, so you have no right to send her to the Blank.”

	“Mila, I told you many times, and I’m telling you again. The Blank is not some sort of punishment or torture. It’s natural for pixies to dwell there when they’re not needed.”

	I shook my head. There was no point in arguing with him. I wasn’t going to convince him about shit in this life. Maybe in the next.

	“If the pixie didn’t cloak your dreadful party, then who did?”

	I pursed my lips. Crap. He knows a mage helped me. I shrugged.

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

	“Mila…” He stood up from his desk, his fingers wrapping around his scythe menacingly. “I know there was a cloaking spell, and if the pixie is innocent like you say, then a mage was involved. Who was it? That friend of yours? Klaus… what’s his name? Hamelin? By the way, did you know some ancestor of his had this unnatural obsession with children?” He grinned, knowing that talking shit about Klaus and his family would piss me off. “I hear your mage friend has a thing for boys, which I guess isn’t that condemnable nowadays. Strange family, don’t you think?”

	I did my very best to keep my mouth shut. His impatience was stronger than the pleasure of annoying me, so he turned to my guys. 

	“Mr. Apis, care to share the name of the mage with me? Your worth points aren’t looking good this semester. We can start fixing that today, what do you say?”

	“I don’t know who it was, Headmaster.”

	“Fine.” He moved on to Paz and tried the same method, and when it didn’t work, he tried it on Francis, too. When Sariel’s turn came, Morningstar just looked at him disgustedly. “Why are you hanging out with your old cabal, Mr. Gracewing? You’re MDC, you’ve always wanted to be MDC, and now that you have this incredible opportunity to finally be yourself and do what you were destined to do, you’d rather get stuck in the past? You’re the first, and hopefully the last, Fallen One to attend Grim Reaper Academy. Instead of taking advantage of this unique blessing that you’ve been given, you go around looking for trouble? Do you really want me to expel you?”

	“No one is getting expelled,” I stepped forward. “It was just a harmless party, and it was all my idea. They came because I invited them.”

	He sighed. “And why would you invite a Fallen One to your party, Mila? Isn’t it enough that you’re breaking my heart by dating two boys who don’t deserve you?”

	I swallowed my pride and pretended I didn’t hear that last part.

	“I didn’t know he’d lost his wings. I just found out tonight.”

	Valentine looked at me for a long moment, then finally nodded. He believed me. 

	“He lost his wings because of you,” I added pointedly.

	His brows furrowed. “He lost his wings because he betrayed his family and ruined the reputation of this Academy. He is the reason why the new rules had to be instituted, and the reason why everyone had to take the entry test all over again at the end of last year.”

	Yeah, that had sucked. If until then I’d thought Mason Colin’s test to enter the Academy had been hard, Morningstar had sure changed my mind. Fortunately, it turned out all students were in the right cabals already. This time, Sariel included.

	“No,” I insisted. Why did I insist? Why?! “He lost his wings because of you, because that was the only way you could be convinced that he is a future Grim Reaper and he must follow his destiny.”

	His expression darkened. He was losing his patience. Fine. Let him lose it. What will he do? 

	“You keep defying me, daughter! Throwing a party when the rules clearly state parties are forbidden, corrupting other students, and now questioning my methods…”

	I could feel his rage. We were facing each other. He had his scythe in hand, I didn’t have mine. I stared right into his eyes – as blue as mine, as fierce as mine. Just when I thought he’d yell at me again, or maybe come up with some twisted method of punishment, Valentine took a step back, and turned to my guys. 

	“Tell me. Have you ever felt the bite of a scythe?” 

	Wait, what? What the fuck’s this about? It didn’t sound good.

	“Sure we have,” GC said, a lazy smirk in his voice. “We cut ourselves all the time in PE. I, for one, heal super fast, but others aren’t that lucky.”

	The Headmaster nodded. “But have you ever felt the bite of a scythe that was once broken and now is whole?”

	My guys looked confused, and for good reason. I was the only one who knew my father had managed to break his blade somehow, and then replace it with a new once. Or, maybe he hadn’t replaced it, just fixed it. I couldn’t remember the whole story. It didn’t matter. What mattered now was that he’d just taken a step toward GC. Before I could react, he lifted his scythe, swung it at my boyfriend, and left a gushing wound on his cheek.

	“What the hell is wrong with you?” I yelled. “What the fuck? You’re attacking students now?”

	Valentine ignored me. “Mr. Apis, maybe next time you’ll think twice before speaking to me so disrespectfully.” 

	GC was holding his cheek. He smiled at me. “Don’t worry, it will heal in a second.”

	But it wasn’t healing! Sariel and Francis had stepped away from Morningstar, one out of fear and the other out of common sense, but Paz was frozen in place. He stared at GC until his mind finally wrapped around what was happening, then turned to Morningstar with a hateful, determined look in his green eyes. I knew that if I didn’t step in, things would end up even bloodier.

	“Father, what have you done?” That got his attention, alright. “You just hurt a student. Do you realize how serious this is?” Pazuzu was boiling with anger behind me. I held my ground, refusing to move out of his way.

	“And what will you do? You’ll go to the Council? Do you think they’ll listen? Do you think they’ll care?” 

	Morningstar had that glint in his eyes. I’d seen it before, the day he’d cornered the Council into making him Headmaster. His features were starting to shift. The pale, smooth skin on his cheeks and jaws started thinning, showing the bones beneath it. 

	“The Council…”

	“They won’t!” His booming voice filled the room. “They put me in charge, and I will use whatever methods I deem fit to get this pathetic generation of Grim Reapers back on track, back on the straight and narrow, after two wasted years!”

	“Father, you’re not…” 

	Thinking straight. I wanted to say he was not thinking straight, but he cut me off my raising his scythe and swinging it at me. I didn’t have time to duck, nor protect myself in any way. I felt the sharp point of the blade penetrate my right cheek, and I became paralyzed. It was as if everything was happening in slow motion. GC was still bleeding profusely and holding his jaw, Francis was holding Sariel back now, and Paz threw himself at Morningstar, his fingers wrapping around his scythe, trying to push him away from me. But no matter how many things were unfurling around me, nothing changed the fact that the very tip of the blade had dug a hole into my cheek and was now advancing millimeter by millimeter. And I couldn’t move, couldn’t react.

	It was the strangest thing. The blade felt cold. Frozen.

	When I was sure it would tear a chunk off my face, it stopped. Valentine stopped. He didn’t push any further, but he didn’t pull the blade back, either. Paz had a good grip on the handle now, but for some reason, he decided it was best not to move. They were all looking at me, at the place where the blade met my cheek. The place where the sharp tip had pierced my flesh. And whatever they saw there made their eyes widen and lungs forget how to breathe. 

	Then I felt it. It started to burn so wildly that tears filled my eyes and rolled down my cheeks. I gathered my strength and pulled myself away, feeling the burn of the blade as it slid out of my flesh. I stumbled to the floor, crying and gasping, and that was when the spell broke and they all started moving around me again.

	“Oh my God, Mila!” Pazuzu grabbed my hands, so he could look at the wound. 

	“What the hell just happened?” I head GC say in a stumped whisper. “What did we just see?”

	“Out!” Morningstar raged. “All of you! Out of my office now! You’ve all just lost 100 worth points today. Out!”

	Francis and Sariel pulled me up. When Paz tried to fight them, yelling that I was hurt, Francis calmed him down.

	“We have to go,” he whispered gently. “Now.”

	Sariel took me into his arms, and I instinctively wrapped my arms around his neck.

	“No! Put her down!” Paz protested.

	“If you love her,” Francis tried to reason with him, “you’ll let him carry her, and you’ll move.”

	My head was swimming. GC opened the door, and I saw that he was still bleeding like crazy. I didn’t understand why. He was a false god and a shapeshifter. The wound should have healed on its own by now. As Sariel carried me out, I threw a lost, confused glance at my father. He was standing in the middle of the office, and he was livid. His hand was shaking on the handle of his scythe, and his blue eyes were fixed on the blade. The blade that, as he’d said, had been whole a moment before, and now seemed to have… cracked. Thin lines spread from one side to the other, like red veins on pale skin.

	“What…”

	“You’re okay,” Sariel whispered in my ear. “We’re taking you and GC to the infirmary.”

	“But what…”

	Francis pushed Paz out of the Headmaster’s office, and slammed the door shut. 

	 


 

	CHAPTER TEN

	 

	Something wasn’t right. 

	GC and I were both in the infirmary, with Francis, Paz, and Sariel pacing outside and arguing in hushed tones. GC was bleeding. I was not. In fact, my wound had knit itself closed on its own, with minimal attention from the nurse. GC, on the other hand, was having a hard time healing. The nurse said something about a potion, then rushed out of the room. Probably to get said potion.

	“This doesn’t make any sense…”

	“You’re telling me? It hurts like a bitch!” He was holding a temporary bandage over the gash. Half of his shirt was soaked in blood. “The only explanation is that your dear father has poisoned his scythe.”

	“Then why am I fine?” I showed him my wound, which was barely a scratch now. In an hour or so, it would disappear completely.

	“I have no idea, goddess,” he sighed, defeated. “And I can’t think straight… This stupid headache! I’m glad you’re okay, though. That bastard! How could he hit his own daughter?”

	I thought for a long moment. It felt as if I was so close to a breakthrough… I just didn’t know what it was. Missing pieces…

	“I’m glad he did,” I said. “Because now I know there’s something fishy about his scythe, and it has something to do with me.”

	“Why did he say his scythe was broken and now is whole?”

	“He broke it some years ago. I don’t know when, where, or how. He didn’t give me details. He just said it happened because he tried to take someone’s life when he shouldn’t have.”

	“I didn’t know scythes could break…”

	“Me neither.” I munched on my lower lip in deep thought. The nurse came back. She had an ancient-looking bottle which she tipped over a cotton ball. The liquid that poured out was thick and oily. “I’m going to find out.” I hopped out of the bed. “Stay here, get better. I’m going to get to the bottom of this.”

	The nurse protested because she wanted to check on me again, and GC protested because he wanted a kiss. I ignored them both. I was on a mission. In the hallway, I bumped into Francis, Sariel, and Paz, who were trying to convince an Unseelie guard that yes, they were a group, but no, they weren’t conspiring against the Headmaster or whatever, they were just concerned about their friends.

	“The rule says students are not allowed to gather in groups, and three is a group,” the guard said boredly. “Either one of you walks away, or I will have to notify Headmaster Morningstar.”

	Shit. Who should I pick? Pazuzu was my first choice, since he was my boyfriend, but Crassus was waiting for me at the end of the hall, and if he saw me with Paz, he’d tell my father. I’d had enough of stupid Morningstar for one day. Sariel or Francis?

	“Sariel, would you come help me with something? It’s this case we’re studying in Anatomy of Souls, and I need a Merciful Death’s opinion.”

	His jaw almost dropped. Paz narrowed his eyes at him, then looked at me for an explanation. I just smiled, nodded, and showed him my wound was healed. I was fine. He could trust me.

	“Come on, let’s check up on GC,” Francis said to distract him.

	I motioned for Sariel to follow me down the corridor. 

	“I need you to talk to Lorna.” Crassus fell in step behind us, so I made sure to whisper.

	“What for?”

	“Tell her there’s nothing between us and the kiss was a mistake.”

	He tensed up. “Was it? A mistake?”

	I sighed. “Sariel, I need her. She’s the best mage at the Academy, and I need her help. Do this one thing for me, okay?”

	“Okay.” He picked up the pace and left me behind without a word. I couldn’t blame him.

	I stole a glance at Crassus, wondering what was going on in that big head of his. Did he enjoy his job? How can he? My father is making him follow a twenty-year-old girl on hormones around. The Unseelie must be in desperate need of jobs if he accepted this gig. 

	“Is everyone all right?”

	Silence. Once in the North Tower, I started up the stairs to the last floor.

	“It was one hell of a party, right?” He wasn’t going to answer me, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t keep talking. “How did you guys know where to find us? The beach is pretty well hidden. The cloaking spell only failed for a couple of minutes. We should have been able to get it back up, but you and your men were all over us in seconds. See? I don’t get that.”

	Silence.

	“We thought of everything. The plan was flawless. Something went sideways, and I don’t know what. It just bugs me, you know?” I sighed theatrically. “I should have been partying right now, not going to sleep.”

	We reached my door, and I took out the key. He was going to take his place next to it and guard my room for the rest of the night. Whatever. I was used to it. It would’ve been nice to have a bodyguard in year one, when everyone was bullying me. Now, he was useless. He wasn’t there for my protection, he was there for my imprisonment.

	“Good night, Crassus darling.” I loved making fun of him.

	“The teleportation pins,” he said in a low, gentle voice.

	I snapped around. “What?”

	“Shh…” He looked around. “The walls have ears.”

	I narrowed my eyes at him. “Yeah. Unseelie ears.”

	“The teleportation pins were provided by the Council, and they can be traced. Your father asked for the Council’s permission to do just that. Every time students teleport, Morningstar knows where they’re going.”

	“Son of a bitch!”

	“Because you all teleported right under a cloaking spell tonight, he couldn’t tell where you were. Once the cloaking spell was down, it was just a matter of seconds.”

	“I can’t believe this…”

	Crassus stepped closer. He was so tall that I had to strain my neck to look him in the eyes. He didn’t seem to be lying.

	“He can’t track you like that, but as long as he tracks your two boyfriends, he knows exactly where you are. He likes being in control, so there’s this one thing that annoys him to no end: he detected Apis, Eremus, Saint-Germain, and that friend of yours Hamelin teleporting from somewhere beneath the Academy back to their rooms one night. One, he doesn’t understand how they got there without using the pins, and two, he doesn’t understand where they were and why.”

	Was that a grin on the guard’s lips? 

	“You’re welcome.”

	He stepped aside and took his position next to my door.

	“Are you kidding me?” I crossed my arms over my chest. “You never talk to me, you never tell me things. Why now?”

	“You’re welcome, Mrs. Morningstar. Just go to bed.”

	“Oh no, I’m not dropping this. Why? Not that I don’t appreciate your help, but I need to know if you’re for real. You could be working for him, and your new mission could be called ‘confuse the hell out of Mila’. He has the money to pay you, after all.”

	“He doesn’t. The Unseelie are very expensive. I’m still waiting on my last month’s payment.”

	“Huh. Oddly, that makes more sense than if you told me you’re suddenly my friend.”

	He shrugged. “No money, no work.”

	I laughed. “Is he aware of that?”

	“It’s in the contract. I didn’t feel like reminding him when he told me he’d pay me later but I needed to keep doing my job like nothing happened. I’m not breaking any rules.”

	“Indeed. Well, thank you, Crassus. If I had any money, I’d hire you myself.” I winked at him and went into my room.

	Corri attacked me with enthusiastic squeals and tiny hugs. My nose was the only thing she could comfortably hug, though, and her pixie dust, or whatever she had on her wings, made me sneeze half a dozen times.

	“I saw everything, Mistress!” 

	“You did? How?”

	She looked at me as if I’d grown a second head, and said second head was quite stupid. “Magic.”

	“Right.” I plopped on the bed and took out my phone. A bunch of pictures with GC’s face covered in sticky goo, then some more of his wound finally healing. The disgusting potion had worked. I typed a message quickly, then speed-dialed my mom.

	“I’m so sorry! Your father is so, so scary.” The pixie’s eyes widened comically. “He could have killed you!”

	“I don’t think so, actually.” It was ringing.

	“How so?”

	“Let’s find out.” My mom answered, and I put the call on speaker, so Corri could hear too. “Hi, Mom! Is Dad there?”

	Once she got him on the phone, I told both of them what had just happened in Morningstar’s office. How he’d hurt GC, how he’d attacked me too, and how the blade of his scythe started cracking ever so subtly in contact with my skin. There was something there, and I just couldn’t figure it out. It was on the tip of my tongue… The truth. The truth about how he’d broken his scythe the first time and gotten a new one.

	“If you know something, anything… Dad, you have to tell me. Because tonight… I think I almost destroyed Valentine’s scythe. It went right through my cheek, but instead of hurting me, it hurt itself.”

	A sigh. Silence. Then another sigh. 

	“Err… Dad, I don’t speak the language of sighs and grunts. Use your words.”

	“Mila, I don’t know what to say.”

	It was so obvious that he knew something! This man could drive me insane! I squeezed my eyes shut and counted to ten. Getting mad and yelling at him would’ve only made things worse.

	“How about the truth?” I suggested in the least sarcastic voice I could muster. “After all this time, I think you can finally tell me the truth. You knew about Morningstar way before the Academy. You knew he was a Grim Reaper, you knew he was my real father… How? That’s all I’m asking. Tell me how.”

	“Not over the phone.”

	“Seriously?” I’d told them about the new rules already. I usually talked to my mom twice a week, or so. “Yes, over the phone. Or send me an e-mail! You know I can’t leave the Academy.”

	“I’m not asking you to come home. I’ll meet you in Salem next week. Monday okay? I can fly in, rent a car…”

	“No, not okay. Monday is field trip day. We’re going to visit the Seelie Court.”

	“The… what now?”

	I rolled my eyes. “It’s a pocket universe… Fairies… Not like Corri. Tall, beautiful fairies who live in a land where it’s always spring or summer.”

	“You lost me.”

	I bit the inside of my cheek. “Let’s make it Wednesday. I’ll try to sneak out after curfew.”

	“You’ll get in trouble.”

	“I’m already at minus fuck-knows-how-many worth points. But if it makes you feel better, I’ll make sure I won’t.”

	Since when did Stepan Lazarov care if I got in trouble? Our relationship had changed, but it was hard for me to forget (or forgive, for that matter) everything he’d done to me. Maybe, if he helped me this time, I’d agree to consider some of his sins washed. 

	 


 

	CHAPTER ELEVEN

	 

	When Professor Maat first told us in Geography that the various pocket universes strewn around our universe were much more accessible than Heaven and Hell, I was equally shocked and excited. Why had no one told me there were portals everywhere? Why hadn’t I read it in any book? Fairies, goblins, dwarves – they all lived in small pockets attached to our world, and if one was in the right place at the right time, it was fairly simple to cross into one of them.

	Fays were of two kinds: Seelie and Unseelie. That didn’t mean the first were good and the last were evil, or anything. They looked different – the Seelie were tall, slender, with fair skin and light hair, – they had different traditions and liked different things, but in terms of morality, they were just like all the other supernaturals. Some were decent, others were cruel and petty. The Seelie lived in eternal spring and summer, and loved the arts. The greatest painters the world had seen were, in reality, Seelie. Rembrandt, Monet, Dali… Yep. Seelie. The Unseelie lived in eternal fall and winter, had dark skin and dark hair, and were more interested in the art of war and all that it implied – various methods of combat, weaponry and strategy, but also diplomatic affairs. When the supernaturals in our world needed a diplomat, they hired an Unseelie. When they needed a soldier, they hired an Unseelie.

	The field trip to the Unseelie Court was scheduled for next week, and I couldn’t wait to see Crassus’s homeland. For now, I was having a rather great Monday with my guys, since the Unseelie guards weren’t allowed on Seelie territory. My father had, of course, insisted they accepted Crassus at least, but the Seelie queen wouldn’t hear of it. The rivalry between the Seelie and the Unseelie was deep and old, and as childish as it sounded to literally everyone else, they took it seriously. Basically, the idea was that they could never decide which was better, – art or combat, – and who was of more use to the world.

	We found a portal on the very grounds of the Academy, deep in the woods. The Seelie Court was accessible through a certain type of tree called the Fay’s Alder. It had plump, serrated leaves, and long catskins that were colored pink in the daylight, and sparkled with fairy dust at night. Professor Maat took us to the tree at 12 PM sharp, and we waited with bated breath. At exactly 12 and 12 minutes, the air around the tree started shifting and shimmering, and when Professor Maat pushed her hand through it, it disappeared inside the tree. One by one, we walked through the Fay’s Alder into the first pocket universe we were going to explore this year, leaving the chilly October air behind, and embracing the warm sun of spring.

	Yes, it was spring at the Seelie Court, and as we were getting ready for winter, they were getting ready for summer. What a perfect world to live in! 

	“Let’s behave,” I whispered to GC and Pazuzu. “Maybe the queen likes me, and then I can spend my vacations here.”

	GC laughed, Paz hit him in the ribs, and I realized I was wasting my breath. I picked up the pace and caught up with Francis. He was always super well-behaved, so maybe some of his politeness would rub off on me. 

	“How’s Sariel?”

	He shrugged. “You know, as usual.” He threw me a side glance. “You’ve been showing a lot of interest in him lately.”

	“I’ve just found out he lost his wings. I think it makes sense to be concerned about him. Aren’t you?”

	“He’ll live.”

	“You’re his best friend.”

	“And as his best friend, I’m telling you: he’ll live.” Before GC and Paz caught up with us, he managed to whisper: “Your boyfriends need your attention more than Sariel or me.”

	“What are you talking about?”

	He bit his lower lip but remained silent. When GC and Pazuzu fell in step with me, he walked faster, pretending he was suddenly very interested in Professor Maat’s presentation.

	What’s wrong with him? His comment about my boyfriends made no sense. Even with Morningstar doing everything in his power to separate us, I still made sure they got plenty of attention. Is Francis… jealous? I silently laughed at the silly thought and focused on something else.

	The Seelie world was small, cozy, and quaint. It was mostly rural, with one-story houses and cottages huddled together at the foot of a hill upon which more modern houses rose in steps toward the top. At the very top, the castle of the Seelie queen presided over the landscape, with its tall, marble turrets reflecting the sunlight and the deep blue of the sky. The road to the castle was long and winding, so we hired a couple of carts to take us, and we sat back, enjoying the beauty of the countryside, the song of the birds, the chirpy voices of fay children playing in the dirt, and the mouth-watering smell of food and baked bread wafting through the open windows.

	“Your childhood would’ve been similar if you’d stayed in Bulgaria,” Paz pointed out as we went past a group of noisy children.

	“Maybe, maybe not.”

	The carts left us before the mighty gates of the castle, which were open. Fays were going in and out, carrying fruit, vegetables, and bags of grain, supplying the castle with goods and workforce. A woman and a man were waiting to escort us to the throne room. They were both breathtakingly beautiful, and so alike that I thought they were siblings. As it turned out later, they weren’t even related. 

	“The Seelie almost never marry outside of their species,” Professor Maat explained in a hushed tone when our escorts stepped away to introduce us to the queen. “That’s why they all look the same. Unfortunately, their numbers keep dwindling every year. Because of centuries of inbreeding, many babies don’t make it past nine or twelve months.”

	That kind of ruined our day. 

	Queen Lilla received us with open arms and a bright smile. She and Professor Maat embraced for a brief second.

	“Nefertari, my dear, it’s been too long.”

	“Indeed, my friend. I’m glad to find you well.”

	I knew what “too long” meant. Two hundred years. The last time Nefertari Maat had visited her friend at the Seelie Court had been when she’d last brought a bunch of students on a field trip. The Violent Death Cabal was first to visit the Seelie, as usual, and in the next two weeks, Professor Maat would come here three more times, with the Righteous Death Cabal, the Neutral Death Cabal, and the Merciful Death Cabal. Sariel would see this place last. What a shame. I realized that I missed him today. I’d visited Heaven and Hell last year with all four boys, and now our group wasn’t the same without the archangel. Err… Fallen One. 

	We visited the castle, had tea with the queen, then we were free to roam the gardens while she caught up with her old friend. As GC, Paz, Francis, and I made our way through labyrinthic alleys, we noticed there was something in the air here. It was fresh and sweet, but also warm and a bit dusty, the sort of warm and dusty that enticed one to sleep and laziness. It reminded me of long August days when I was a kid and things hadn’t yet gotten that bad with my adoptive father. I’d take my toys and play in our small, cramped backyard, on an old blanket that my mom didn’t need anymore and hadn’t washed in years. 

	At the far back of the gardens, we found an enclosed space – a fence of stone and vines separating the roses from the rest. It was as if it was a garden within a garden.

	“A secret garden.”

	It took us a while to find the gate, as it was hidden behind a wall of vines, thorns, and wild roses, but when we did, we entered a world that was more beautiful than Heaven itself. Marble statues covered in roses, small fountains sprinkling water toward the sky, wooden benches strategically positioned under tall arches of roses. 

	“I don’t think we’re supposed to be here,” said Francis. “It seems to me this must be the queen’s special place.”

	“We’re not staying long…” I stretched and yawned. The first bench I found, I lay on it, with my head in GC’s lap, and my feet in Paz’s. Francis sighed and sat on the ground. He pulled out his phone and grunted in annoyance when he realized he didn’t have a signal here. The Seelie had their own phone providers. “Relax for a minute, will you? Let’s just enjoy the peace. Away from the Academy and away from my father… We deserve today.”

	GC must have said something, but I didn’t hear him. I was vaguely aware Francis had, eventually, agreed with me. Or, maybe I had imagined it? I drifted to sleep, my eyes closing and my breathing turning deep and even. I didn’t want to sleep, but sleep took me, nonetheless. When I opened my eyes… my mind’s eyes… I was someplace else.

	 

	* * *

	 

	A field of green and yellow stretching toward the horizon. A sky so blue and cloudless that at first, I thought it was the sea turned upside down. I looked at my feet, and they were bare, hovering a few inches above the ground. I was floating. Joy bloomed in my chest, I smiled, and willed my knees to propel me higher. 

	“I’m awake,” I whispered to myself.

	Sleeping, but aware. I was having a lucid dream. The colors were so vibrant that my human eyes could barely take them in, could barely focus on one thing at a time. I floated for a while, until I came at the foot of a hill. I could sense there was something beyond it, so I floated higher and higher, until I was almost afraid I might become weightless and the wind would take me away. 

	Ruins on the other side of the hill.

	I floated toward them, knowing someone was waiting for me there. My feet touched the ground, as if the air among the ruins was heavier and denser. I stepped between crumbled walls and patches of weeds and wildflowers. The girl had her back to me, her hair was long and blond, shining in the hot sun.

	“Where am I?”

	When I’d started lucid dreaming a long time ago, in my teenage years, I’d promised myself I’d ask two questions every time I met someone in one of these dreams: one, “Where am I?, and two, “What’s your name?” Later, I found out it didn’t mean much, because the names these people (people?) gave me were too complicated and unusual to remember. Still, it was as if I’d programmed myself to ask the two questions no matter what.

	The girl turned, and my heart stopped. She was me. No. She only looked like me, but a version of me who hadn’t covered her naturally blond hair with layers and layers of blue dye. 

	She opened her mouth to answer me, and I could swear she said something, but the name of the place eluded me. It was as if the sounds she made went straight past my ears, without ever registering. 

	“What’s your name?”

	The same. I was starting to think that maybe I was the problem, and this was one of those dreams where I’d lost one of my senses on the way while all the others worked fine. It had happened before to end up in a lucid dream half blind, and now it seemed that I was at least half deaf.

	“I can’t hear you,” I said. “But you’re me.”

	I stepped closer. She had my eyes, and even the soft wrinkles I’d collected at the corners after years of forgetting to wear my sunglasses. For a second, it was as if her features glazed over, then came back into focus.

	“I’m not you,” she said in a gentle voice that seemed to come from miles away. “I just look like you because I had to take a form you’d recognize.”

	I shook my head, confused.

	“There are many you’s, in many universes around us. If you want, you can travel there. But I’m not you.”

	“I don’t…” My head started buzzing. I touched my fingers to my temple and struggled to stay aware, stay awake, stay connected. 

	“Mila.”

	A voice that was even more distant than my double’s.

	“Mila, wake up. It’s time to go.”

	My blond doppelganger vanished before my eyes, and the dream started coming apart at the seams, until it came apart completely and there was nothing left of it.

	I jumped awake, and I was back in the secret rose garden. 

	“Rise and shine, goddess,” GC chirped. “They’re waiting for us.”

	The sun was setting.

	“How long have I slept?”

	Francis stole a glance at his wristwatch, then shrugged.

	“Not sure. Time seems to flow differently here.”

	I sat up and rubbed my eyes and my face. I couldn’t have slept for more than an hour, but my body felt so stiff and my mind so foggy, that it felt like I’d slept for a day and a night.

	“I had the strangest dream…”

	“What was it about?” Paz asked me as he helped me up.

	“I met a girl who looked like me but wasn’t me, and she told me that there are many me’s in the universes around us, and that I could travel there if I wanted to.”

	“You’re right. That is the strangest dream.”

	 


 

	CHAPTER TWELVE

	 

	On Wednesday night, it wasn’t easy to sneak out after curfew. Morningstar still hadn’t paid Crassus, so the Unseelie guard was very demotivated when it came to keeping an eye on me. I teleported outside the walls of the Academy, spent about ten minutes looking around and waiting to see if anyone was coming for me, then teleported again in Salem, right where Stepan had told me to meet him. I had to make sure that the Headmaster hadn’t found a way to track me down even if I wasn’t using my teleportation pin – which, by the way, was in a drawer in my room, lost in a pile of underwear.

	“You came.”

	“Of course I came,” I huffed and crossed the street to enter the first bar. He followed me grumpily. “You hoped I wouldn’t come, so you wouldn’t have to tell me the truth?” He didn’t answer, which meant I was spot on.

	We sat at a table, I ordered water, and he got a beer. I waited for him to get his thoughts in order, but after he’d drunk half of his beer in total silence, I started to lose my patience. Not that I had ever been very patient… Leo, Moon in Mercury, Aries Rising. What was the opposite of “patient” again? Oh, right! Mila. Mila Morningstar, or Angelov, or Lazarov, or whatever. 

	“If you don’t want me to get in trouble, you better start talking,” I said harshly. “Nowadays, the new Headmaster has the Unseelie checking bedrooms to make sure the students are sleeping.” That was a terrible invasion of privacy, but since sleepovers were forbidden, what could we have to hide? At most, the guards could walk in on some VDC student jerking off. 

	He smacked his lips. “Ask me and I’ll try to answer. Maybe it’ll be easier.”

	I cocked an eyebrow. Okay… Is it me, or has he lost weight? He got a second beer. If he has, it’s not going to stay off for long at this rate. Moving on. His health wasn’t my concern.

	“Let’s start with some simple ones.” I wanted to make sure he was ready to act like an adult and tell me the truth. “Did you know that Morningstar is my real father all along?”

	“What does ‘all along’ mean?” He took a swig of his beer.

	I rolled my eyes. “How long did you know Morningstar is my real Dad?” He wasn’t stupid, but he sure liked to play stupid when it suited him.

	“You were two years old, and we’d just moved to the US. Maybe two and a half.”

	My eyes grew as wide as saucers. “You’ve known since I was two?! What the hell?! Did you also know he is a Grim Reaper?” He nodded, lips pursed. “And what else did you know? About the Academy?”

	He shook his head. “No. I found out about Grim Reaper Academy the same day you did. You got that red invitation in the mail, read it out loud, and I knew. I knew he’d come for you again.”

	A chill ran up my spine. “He’d come for me again…”

	“Yeah.” He motioned for the waiter to bring him another beer. He’d practically gulped down the second in one go. 

	“He’d come for me before?”

	“Aren’t you listening? When you were two. Maybe two and a half.”

	I released a sigh of frustration, placed my hands on the table, and leaned in. “We’re going in circles. Just tell me already.” The waiter brought his beer. “One for me, please.”

	“ID?”

	Right. In the human world, I couldn’t drink yet.

	“I meant… another water for me, please.” He happily went to get it. 

	“Here, have a sip,” Stepan chuckled, pushing the bottle toward me.

	“Stop stalling. How did you two meet? And what do you mean when you say he came for me?”

	He dragged in a deep, long breath, held it at the top for a second longer than I thought he was capable of, then released it slowly.

	“Alright, but promise me you won’t freak out. Promise me that whatever I tell you now, and however it makes you feel, you won’t kill me on the spot and then rush out of here to kill him.”

	I crossed my arms over my cheek and let myself fall against the backrest. This is getting interesting. 

	“So, you did something when I was two. Maybe two and a half. Something bad. Do you deserve to die for it?”

	He shook his head, sadness and regret written all over his face. “Yes. But not today. I might still be of use to you, you know? Plus, your poor mother…”

	“Spill it already!”

	“We’d just moved to the US when he knocked on my door. Your mother doesn’t know. She wasn’t there that night. She’d gone to some neighbor to help her with the baby, a spoiled brat who cried all the time and hit his stupid mom in the face. Anyway, she wasn’t there, and to this day, I thank God he protected her.”

	“What happened?”

	“Well, as I said, he knocked on my door. I asked him who he was and what he wanted, he told me he was your real father, and I let him inside. I mean, if he was your real father, then maybe I got lucky and he wanted you, because I sure as hell didn’t.”

	“Gee, thanks.”

	“I knew there was something weird about him. He was wearing this black cloak and these old-fashioned clothes… His eyes were strange. Like there was a fire inside them, a fire that had been burning non-stop for too long and was so close to driving him insane. He asked to see you, so I woke you up and brought you into the living room. You had no idea what was happening. He said he knew I didn’t want you. That I didn’t want any children, ever. He said he could see it in my eyes. And even though he knew so many things about me and my family, he was right. I didn’t want children, and you were a burden. Lena had made a mistake when she came up with the idea to adopt you, but I made an even bigger mistake when I let her convince me. ‘She’s Katia’s daughter,’ she’d say. ‘Remember Katia and how much you cared about her. She’d want us to have her.’ Bla bla bla. Bla bla. Whatever. And here was this guy now, claiming that he was your father and offering to take you off my hands.”

	“And you believed him?”

	“That he was your father? Oh, yes. He gave me a bunch of details about Katia that no one else could have possibly known.”

	“What did you do?”

	He was silent for a long moment. He drank his beer, and I let him. Eventually, he shrugged and continued in a much lower voice. 

	“I told him yes. He could have you. After all, you were better off with him, right? Better than with a family that didn’t want you.”

	“Mom wanted me…”

	“Lena is a martyr. Always has been. She felt it was her duty to save Katia’s only child. Good Christian and whatnot.”

	“Okay. If you gave me to him that night, how did I end up back home?”

	“I had this feeling…” He placed his elbows on the table and looked me in the eye. “There was something shady about him, and I couldn’t place it. I followed him. I don’t know why. Maybe I wanted to make sure you were safe with the guy, or maybe I wanted to make sure you went with him and stayed with him. It doesn’t matter. All that matters is that I followed him, saw him taking you to his car, but just when I thought he was going to get you inside and drive off, he took out something that looked like a scythe. It literally looked like the ones my father used back home, in Bulgaria, to cut the grass for the sheep and goats. Only fancier. Then, I saw him slam the car door closed and drag you down the street.” He shook his head and ran his hand through his dirty blond hair. “He didn’t even bother to take you far. The first hidden alley he could find, he pushed you in there, and you took a couple of steps among piles of garbage, used syringes, and broken glass with your plump, tiny feet. Your chin had started trembling, but you weren’t crying. You were holding back the tears, because that was what I’d taught you to do. If you cried, you made me angry, and I’d only make you cry harder. So, you learned not to cry. You opened your little mouth to ask him something, or to tell him you wanted to go home. He didn’t give you the chance. He swung his scythe at you, aiming for your little throat. I yelled and ran to you, although I knew it was too late.”

	“But it wasn’t.”

	“It wasn’t.” He chuckled. “The second it touched your skin, the blade broke into a million shards. By the time I reached you, he was frozen in place, staring at the empty handle of his scythe. Scythe…” He huffed. “It was a stick. He couldn’t understand what had happened, and I couldn’t either, but I didn’t care. I grabbed you and ran out of there. Now I knew what he was. Grim Reaper. He was dressed like one, looked like one, hell! He even smelled like one. And he had a goddamn scythe. I thought he’d stop me, but he didn’t. I thought he’d show up again, but he didn’t do that either. For the next couple of years, I watched over you like a madman. I couldn’t forgive myself for handing you over to a murderer, even if that murderer was your real father. I couldn’t sleep at night, couldn’t have a life… I had to watch you every minute of every day. He never came, though.”

	“I don’t get it. Something’s not right here. You’re lying to me.”

	“I’m not.”

	“You hate me. For as long as I remember, you absolutely despised me. Nah. This whole thing that you couldn’t sleep at night… I don’t buy it.”

	“I’ve been the worst father a kid could have,” he sighed.

	“You can say that again.”

	“But I didn’t hate you. Even when I told you that I hated you, I didn’t. I hated that… I felt trapped because of you. Trapped by the guilt that I’d almost gotten you killed when you were just a toddler, and I had a responsibility to look after you and protect you my whole fucking life. I couldn’t sleep if you weren’t safe, couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe… This fucking duty that your simple existence had placed on my shoulders… I could barely carry it. You took my life away from me. Because your goddamn father was a Grim Reaper, because he wanted you dead, and now that I knew, keeping you alive meant giving up my own life. Your mother did everything around the house, paid the bills, worked at the diner, kept it together for all of us. And I couldn’t help because I was too damn busy watching your every step, making sure you got to school safe, then back from school, and so on and on. This was my punishment. Until the end of my fucking days. To me, every day was that night. Every day could turn into that night. So, yes. I got angry, and frustrated, and… and…” He choked on his words. “And I started hurting you and my wife…”

	“But Mom… Mom told me something else. She told me you hurt me because I reminded you of Katia.”

	“That, too. But not because of your hair or your eyes, or whatever. Because that woman who gave birth to you was stupid enough to sleep with a motherfucking Grim Reaper. And you’ve grown to be so much like her, you have no idea. Katia always got everyone around her in trouble. Always. She did what she wanted, took what she wanted, and never listened to anyone. Look where that’s gotten her. She’s probably dead.”

	“Do you know for sure?” There was a tremble in my voice.

	“No one knows. But she vanished, right? Like she’d never even been on this Earth in the first place. She must be dead. And I knew you’d be just like her. I could see it. Ruining everything you touched, hurting everyone who cared about you, chasing after crazy dreams and supernatural beings instead of planting your damn feet on the ground and living a decent life like any decent, sane person would. And that was why I hated you. Even if I didn’t. I didn’t hate you.” He stammered. “You know what I mean.” He finished his beer. This time, however, he didn’t wave at the waiter to bring him another one. He’d had enough.

	I dragged in a breath. Then another, and another. I couldn’t look at him, so I looked out the window. It was dark, and I had to go. I stood up, threw a few bills on the table for my water, and waited for him to acknowledge that I was leaving.

	“Oh, right. It’s late.” He stood up, shaky on his feet.

	“Thanks.”

	“For what?”

	“For telling me the truth.”

	“Yeah, well. I hope it helps.”

	“It does. It helps a great deal.”

	We walked out of the bar and stayed side by side, for a minute, on the sidewalk. He pulled out a pack of cigarettes and offered me one.

	“Jesus, Dad. I don’t smoke.”

	“If you’re still calling me Dad, what do you call him?”

	“Father?”

	He laughed. “Very posh.”

	He stared in the distance for a while, and I followed his gaze. He was looking at the Academy walls up on the mountain. 

	“You should sleep at night, you know,” I said.

	“How could I? He found you again. And he has a new scythe.”

	“It must be new, right? I keep wondering… But you said it broke into a million pieces, so it must be new.”

	He nodded. “It looked like glass dust on the ground.”

	“No way he could repair it. He replaced it.”

	“For sure. Does that help?”

	“I don’t know yet… It might.”

	We stayed in silence for another few moments, then we each went our separate ways without much fuss or unnecessary words. I’d discovered more than I was hoping for tonight. 

	He was protecting me. Hurting me but protecting me at the same time. That’s fucked up. But it was true. And I knew it was true precisely because it was so fucked up. Stepan Lazarov had never made much sense. If anything, all these years, he’d stayed in character.

	I found a dark, deserted alley and teleported at the Academy, right in my dorm-room. Corri was waiting for me on top of a mountain of pillows, her knees dragged to her chest, her little body shivering all over.

	“Corri, what’s wrong? I told you not to worry.”

	Her almond eyes were wide and filled with fear. With a trembling finger, she pointed behind me. 

	I turned around to face the door. The closed, very much locked door of my room. Well, it wasn’t closed right now, let alone locked. Valentine Morningstar was waiting for me in the threshold. Crassus was standing straight and as mute as ever behind him. I sighed a heavy sigh from the deepest pits of my lungs.

	“Let me guess,” I tipped my chin at Crassus. “He started paying you again.”

	 


 

	CHAPTER THIRTEEN

	 

	“I am tired of your bullshit.” 

	“You are?” I sat on the edge of my bed, arms crossed over my chest, staring at an indefinite point above Morningstar’s head. He’d sent Corri to the Blank even when I’d specifically told him she hadn’t done anything wrong. And he was the one who was tired of my bullshit. Go figure.

	The Headmaster was pacing the room. Crassus was standing guard on the other side of the door, like the good Unseelie soldier that he was. 

	“Where did you go? Who did you see?”

	“I went for a walk. I didn’t see anyone.”

	“Liar.”

	I shrugged. “You’re not a mage, you can’t tell.”

	“I have mages and demons who can look inside your head and tell me everything. Your thoughts, you plans, your dreams… Do you want me to do that? Bring them in for an interrogatory?”

	That didn’t sound good. I knew him well enough to bet my life that he’d do it if I pushed him.

	“I was with GC and Paz.” 

	“No, you weren’t. I took their pins. They can’t teleport.”

	“They don’t have to when I can teleport to them. I was in GC’s room first, then in Pazuzu’s.”

	He pointed his finger at me. “You’re lying again. But we’ll see.”

	He paced some more. I knew my boys would cover for me. I’d told them I was going to meet Stepan Lazarov. I couldn’t wait to tell them the whole story, so we could put the pieces together. Speaking of pieces…

	“How is your scythe?” 

	He tensed up, like I’d just punched him in the gut and he was trying to mask how much it hurt.

	“What do you mean?”

	I stood up and walked toward him, my eyes on the curved blade. Just as I’d thought, the soft cracks were there, but the blade was still in one piece. He shot me a suspicious look and backed away. That was when I realized he didn’t have things under control, not even in the slightest, and that was why he was trying so hard to control me. He wanted to know where I was at all times, with whom, and what I was up to. Because he could feel I was on to him. He knew about the prophecy all along. He tried to kill me when I was only a child. That had to be it. That had to be the reason.

	“Nothing,” I said. “I just thought…” I shook my head and smiled apologetically. “A trick of the light.”

	He cocked an eyebrow and looked at me as if he didn’t know what to think anymore. I decided to try and put his mind to rest. I’d just seen my adoptive father not half an hour ago, had found out that my real father had always wanted me dead, my pixie friend was in a cage surrounded by nothingness, and I was tired, confused, and angry. It had been a long evening. All I wanted was to take a hot bath and text with my guys until I fell asleep.

	“Look, I’m sorry, father. I just… I’m in love with them. I know you don’t like it, but it is what it is.”

	“You broke one of the rules. Again. Students are not allowed in other students’ dorm-rooms. Not to mention the curfew… Two, you broke two rules.”

	“I’m sorry. Do what you have to do. Take more of my worth points.”

	He narrowed his eyes at me. “You’re at minus 240. I’ve come to believe the students at Grim Reaper Academy don’t take the worth system seriously. You lose points every day, and it doesn’t seem to affect you.”

	I wanted to roll my eyes, but I abstained. No point in pissing him off even more. Not tonight. Tonight, I was even closer to a breakthrough, and I just needed him to leave me the fuck alone so I could think. So, no, I wasn’t going to tell him that we all used to take the system very seriously before he came along, fucked it up, and showed us that it didn’t matter what we did, good or bad, ethical or not, when the Headmaster himself took worth points from us on a daily basis just because he could. The rules were stupid. The way he’d chosen to enforce them was even stupider.

	He held out his hand, and I stared at it, confused.

	“Your phone. Hand it over.”

	“What? No. Why?”

	“Because from now on, all electronic devices are forbidden on Academy grounds.” He motioned toward my desk. “Your laptop, too.”

	“What the hell? No! I use it for homework.”

	“You know, when I was a student here, way back when, we didn’t have any fancy technology, and we managed just fine. Much better than this new generation, for sure. I’m doing you a favor, daughter, believe me. These things are distracting you from your work. You’re on them every minute of every day, probably at night, too. Texting and messaging, wasting your time on trivial crap instead of burying those big, stubborn heads in a couple of books for once and actually taking your future career seriously. So, hand it over. I’ll make it official tomorrow. New rule: no phones, laptops, tablets and whatnot on school grounds, and no access to the Internet.”

	“You’re insane! How am I supposed to call my parents if you take my phone?”

	He chuckled darkly. “That’s your concern? Mila, those two fools are not your parents. I am your father and I know what’s best for you.”

	“Those two fools, as you call them, raised me when you abandoned me. So, yes, that’s my concern. I want to keep in touch with them because they’re the only parents I’ve ever known.”

	His features darkened. “I’ve made my decision, Mila, and trust me, it’s for the sake of this institution, its students, and our future Grim Reapers. There will be no communication with the outside world as of today. Too many distractions. There will be no vacations, either.”

	“No winter vacation?” Okay, it was all clear now. Valentine Morningstar had gone completely and utterly insane.

	“Not when practice benefits you more. You’ll all be reaping on the holidays. Death doesn’t take vacations, and neither should you. It’s time for this new generation of Reapers to show everyone that they’re dedicated and ready to follow their destiny.”

	I shook my head. “I don’t believe this… You can’t do this.”

	He grinned. “Oh, but I can.”

	“The Council will never agree to this.”

	“The Council has appointed me Headmaster because they know I’m the only one who can restore the reputation, integrity, and prestige of Grim Reaper Academy. That’s exactly what I’m doing. Now, will you please…”

	I turned on my heels and went to place a possessive hand over my laptop. My phone was safely tucked in my pocket.

	“No. You’re adding new rules? Fine. When I see them in print and approved by the Council, I’ll hand over my phone and my laptop. Not a second before.”

	His hand turned into a fist, but he controlled his anger.

	“As you wish.” He stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind him.

	I waited two minutes to make sure he was gone, then poked my head through the door to glare at Crassus.

	“Traitor.” He didn’t move a muscle. There was so much more I wanted to tell him, but it wasn’t worth it. As long as he had Morningstar’s money in his pockets, he was going to do his job. Fuckin’ Unseelie…

	I ran myself a bath, and as the tub filled with hot water, I texted my boyfriends, as well as Francis, Sariel, Klaus, and Patty. I had to warn them about what was coming. 

	“Delete everything. All the messages we’ve ever exchanged.”

	I did the same while I soaked in the bath. 

	“How the fuck are we going to talk or meet now? Fuck. He’s got us trapped.”

	There had to be something, though. This couldn’t be the end. I should have taught them all how to teleport on their own. Morningstar had taken everyone’s teleportation pins, saying they didn’t need them if they weren’t reaping. Mrs. Charon still wasn’t allowed to teach us how to teleport on our own. I was the only lucky one, but that also meant I was alone now. Who was I going to have secret meetings with? Patty, Joel, and… Lorna? Yeah, right. Lorna hated me, and Patty and Joel couldn’t do much to help me bring Morningstar down. 

	There had to be something, though. 

	I let myself sink deeper in the hot water, until only my nose was above the surface. I held my breath and immersed completely. Water rushing in my ears, all outside noises dulled. Little by little, my muscles relaxed and my thoughts slowed down. I came back to the surface and let my head rest against the tub as my eyes closed. I was so tired. So, so tired.

	 

	* * *

	 

	I felt my body buzzing and vibrating, louder and faster, until instead of one body, I had at least two. One physical and one non-physical, and I was aware of both. There were more bodies in between, but they were so subtle that I could barely grasp the concept of their existence. The body made of flesh, blood, bones, and skin was in the tub, lulled to sleep by the warmth of the water and the sweet scent of orange blossom soap. The body made of vibrating ether was floating up up up until it hit the ceiling, then down down down until it went through the floor and landed on the next one. I opened my eyes in this body.

	I’m lucid dreaming. No. I’m having an out-of-body experience.

	But I wasn’t the one behind the wheel. Or maybe I was. It was still me. I was still me, but a more knowledgeable me. I floated down the corridor. It was empty. No Unseelie guards. I found my way down my old corridor, but it looked different. Usually, it was sunken in darkness, dusty and unkempt. Now, lights were hanging from the ceiling, the walls were painted a pleasant shade of green, and the doors had numbers on them. Eighty-three was written on my old door. I pushed it open. No. I wanted to, but my hand went right through it. I dragged in a breath that my body made of light and vibration didn’t need, and went through the door. 

	There he was. Valentine Morningstar. Years younger! I couldn’t tell how many. Time was such a fickle thing to supernatural creatures. Most laughed at it. He was hunched over a notebook, writing feverishly.

	As small as it was, the room was furnished with style and taste. A four-poster in the middle, a mahogany desk near the tall, gothic windows, and bookshelves covering every inch of every wall. They were filled with books checked out from the library, books bought by Valentine himself, with notebooks and study materials he’d gathered through the years. How many years? Was this his second year at Grim Reaper Academy? The third? It wasn’t the first, for sure.

	Did they brick up the top of the windows and only left the lower halves? 

	His wings were resting on his back, the tips touching the bed. His blond hair reached his shoulders, and his skin was sun-kissed. It was strange to see him so young and tanned when the only Valentine I’d known was pale and constantly angry, or at least annoyed at the world. I floated closer to him, trying to see what he was writing. A diary? I’d never thought he was the type…

	He raised his eyes for a second and looked straight at me. My non-existent heart jumped in my non-existent chest. I could swear he saw me, but then he went back to his notebook, and I released a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding because I wasn’t actually holding it, because I didn’t have physical lungs to hold it in. He scribbled one last sentence, closed the notebook, then knelt on the floor. He brought his scythe down with him and used the tip of the blade to dislodge a rectangular section of the floorboard. There was a box in there, and he stuffed the notebook inside, on top of at least another dozen notebooks. He looked up again, and this time, his brows furrowed as his eyes focused on me.

	“Father,” I whispered, although I had no idea why I wanted to draw his attention. It made no sense. Also, I’d made no sound. I didn’t have vocal cords, a tongue, lips, and whatnot.

	He stood up and went to the door. He’d heard a knock, not my voice. I wanted to turn around and see who it was, but it was too late. My physical body was calling for my non-physical body to rejoin it. The water was getting cold.

	 

	* * *

	 

	I opened my eyes and gasped. I was shivering.

	“What the hell? Dream? Hallucination? Did I really see into the past?”

	So many questions, and only one way to find out. I had to check my old room.

	 


 

	CHAPTER FOURTEEN

	 

	I had to be smart. I had to wait for the right moment. And the next day wasn’t the right moment. After breakfast, the school exploded when the Unseelie guards started gathering phones, tablets, and laptops. The new rules were up on the board:

	 

	8. Access to the Internet is forbidden.

	9. All electronic devices that allow communication with the outside are forbidden.

	10. School vacations will be dedicated to practice.

	 

	Everyone was shocked, except me and the people I’d already told. Not even the staff was allowed to use their phones on the school grounds. If they went down to Salem, the Headmaster didn’t care, but as long as they were at the Academy, all phones had to be turned off. Too much of a temptation, he’d said. The truth was that he knew I had friends in the kitchens, and he knew they would help me break the rules if I asked them to. 

	“What do we do now?” GC whispered to me in the hallway. We were headed to Psychology. 

	“Fuck if I know.”

	“Where’s Corri?”

	I felt a knot in my stomach. “Morningstar sent her to the Blank. I tried to call her back with the bell, but it isn’t working. He said one week. I can’t do shit about it.” I was freaking out. I’d managed to hold it together the night before, but I was genuinely starting to freak out, and the more I allowed the panic to take over my mind, the more I was convinced that the Headmaster was winning. I was supposed to be the chosen one! I had a prophecy written (okay, not exactly written) about me! And I was failing!

	“We’ll figure something out.”

	“How, GC? How?” I stopped in the middle of the hallway and grabbed him by the shoulders. My fingers trembled as I squeezed his shirt. I looked into his ever-shifting blue eyes, and I wanted to kiss him so badly, I wanted to let him take my pain away along with my breath…

	“Miss Morningstar, you might want to take a step back,” Crassus’s voice snapped me out of my reverie.

	I let go of GC, and he stepped away from me when he saw that I couldn’t. My hands turned into fists, and when I looked up at Crassus, for a split second, I saw myself punching him the face, his blood running down my knuckles. I blinked. My shoulders relaxed. I gave him a smile.

	“Sure thing. I’m sorry, I don’t know what has gotten into me.”

	He was just doing his job, I kept telling myself. Only doing his goddamn job. If only I could… 

	A thought crossed my mind, and it wasn’t half bad. An idea. If only I could pay him. I’m going to Psychology, then Anatomy of Souls and PE. When I take my scythe back to my room, I’ll call the bank and have them send me some cash. How much could I need? What if I asked Celine Barnes? Would she tell me? Would she tell my father after? It was worth a shot. Maybe. Maybe not.

	I was spiraling.

	“Come on, class is about to start,” Francis took my hand and pulled me away from my bodyguard. Crassus didn’t protest. He was hired to keep me separated from my boyfriends, and Francis Saint-Germain wasn’t my boyfriend.

	“Sorry, I…”

	“Are you okay?”

	I dragged in a breath. “No.”

	“Me neither.”

	“What happened?”

	We sat down, and he looked at me over the considerably wide space separating our desks.

	“I look at you and… my heart aches,” he whispered. “Mila, if I knew how to help you, I would.”

	“What are you talking about?”

	He sighed. “Have you looked in the mirror lately? You’re pale, you’ve got bags under your eyes, and you’ve lost at least five pounds. Are you sleeping okay? Are you sleeping at all?”

	I rubbed my temples, ran my hand through my long, blue hair. The roots were starting to show, but I couldn’t give a shit. 

	“Dreaming. I’m dreaming. Every night.”

	“What are you dreaming about?”

	I shook my head. “I don’t know. It’s like I’m there… I’m traveling. Different places, different times. I don’t know what it means or how it’s supposed to help me, but…”

	“But what?”

	“I’ll find out.”

	I spaced out in Psychology more than I should have, paid some attention in Anatomy of Souls because it was my favorite subject, then PE sucked. PE always sucked nowadays. Fewer VDC students ended up in the infirmary, so that was progress. I ran to leave my scythe in my dorm room before lunch, excited to call the bank. Then I reached for the phone I always kept in my uniform blazer and realized it wasn’t there.

	“Fuck!”

	I plopped on the floor so hard that my butt hurt. My brilliant plan of having Celine send me cash money to buy Crassus off turned out to be fucking stupid. I’d forgotten I didn’t have a phone anymore.

	“And even if you had one, Mila, does an Unseelie guard accept American dollars? Maybe they like to be paid in gems.” I felt tears gathering in my eyes. I sniffed loudly and tried to hold them at bay. I was losing it. That was it. Morningstar had finally crushed me. “No phone, no money, no Corri, no friends…” I had plenty of friends, but no access to them. “What the fuck! How did I get here? I was supposed to be…” The tears started running down my cheeks in thick, flowy rivers. I almost imagined myself like an anime character crying her eyes out. “I was supposed to be the one who retired him. I was supposed to be the hero. And now… now everything is falling apart. I’m falling apart.” I let go and allowed myself to break down in one of the worst crying sessions of my life. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt so alone, lost, confused, and angry at the same time. Maybe when Lorna had smacked me in the face with a piece of roast meat? Maybe when Sariel had tried to kill me the first time? Every single thing that had happened to me since I’d joined Grim Reaper Academy in year one had hurt. Somehow, though, the fact that I was proving to be so useless when everyone needed me to save them from the tyrant that was my father hurt even more.

	I spent the whole lunch break on the floor of my stupidly luxurious room, crying. I knew Crassus could hear me from outside, but I didn’t care. I hoped it made him feel uncomfortable. When it was time for History, I dragged myself up, feeling like an old, dirty rag that was good for nothing and should have been thrown in the bin long ago. I pulled at my sleeves to reveal the scars on my wrists. Since everyone knew about them now, I didn’t bother to hide them with my long, goth-looking wristbands anymore. The VDC guys had found out last spring, at practice, then they’d spread the word. 

	Mila Morningstar, the most gifted student at Grim Reaper Academy and the Headmaster’s daughter, liked to cut herself. When I heard what the four cabals were gossiping about me, I got angry at first, then I wanted to laugh. And I eventually did laugh, because there was no other sane reaction to be had when people started saying that I cut because I believed the pain made me tougher. I was better than them, more talented and more resilient when I was faced with hard cases because I cut and they didn’t. What the fuck? I didn’t contradict them. It wasn’t worth it. I let them talk, deciding that as long as their ridiculous gossip actually made me look cool, it didn’t matter. They didn’t need to know the truth. GC and Pazuzu knew it, and that was enough for me. Francis had probably guessed it, and I didn’t know about Sariel, but for sure, he didn’t believe the stupid theories going around.

	I grabbed my History book and my notebook from my desk, wiped my face with the back of my hand, and got out of the room, not even bothering to lock the door. Crassus was standing guard, as usual. I walked up to him and looked him straight in the eyes, knowing full well that my makeup had run down my cheeks and that I probably looked like a clown.

	“If I had money to buy you off, would you take it? Would you agree to work for me?”

	The corner of his lips twitched. 

	“Say I gave you double what the Headmaster is giving you now…”

	He remained silent.

	I sighed, shook my head, and started down the corridor toward the stairs. It was no use. Not that I had the money, but I was curious to know if my plan could have worked, had I had the possibility to put it into action. Crassus fell in step with me. 

	“It wouldn’t have to be double,” he said in a serious, business-like voice. “Just more than I’m paid now. Yes, I’d take it, and I’d serve you for as long as you’d pay me better than him. It’s the way of the Unseelie. But it would have to be your money.”

	I smiled, satisfied. “I have money.”

	“No, you don’t understand me. You are who you are, you have an entire floor to yourself, so of course you have money. But is it your money? Did you earn it?”

	I blinked. Oh, I was starting to get what he was saying. I laughed bitterly.

	“Incredible! So, I’m even more trapped than I thought I was. I have money, but it’s my father’s money, so it doesn’t count. Brilliant!” I picked up the pace, suddenly annoyed with the conversation I had started. “Forget about it. I wasn’t going to hire you anyway.”

	 


 

	CHAPTER FIFTEEN

	 

	Headmaster Morningstar said the field trip to the Unseelie Court was going to be the last one this year. And the only reason why he allowed it was because half a dozen guards were going to accompany us. Just to make sure we behaved. Naturally, the Violent Death Cabal had the privilege to go first. 

	“But Headmaster, the students have to see the land of the goblins, the land of the giants, and the Carnelian City, at the very least,” Professor Maat had protested. “How else will the new Grim Reapers find their way once they graduate?”

	“Professor, these are difficult times. The decision has been made, and you have to trust that I know what’s best for them.”

	“What difficult times?!” 

	She sounded equally dumbfounded and outraged. And for good reason. The “difficult times” Morningstar was talking about had nothing to do with the supernatural world, and everything to do with him. He couldn’t kill me. So, the next best thing was to have me in his sights at all times. Also, he knew all the student body was against him. Isolating everyone from the outside world was either a power move, or a desperate move. I was inclined to go with the last.

	Since the Unseelie were a military nation, we were allowed to take our scythes with us. Which suited me just fine, because on my way down, I was planning a detour.

	“I have to check something in my old room,” I told Crassus, even though I didn’t have to explain anything to him. 

	I walked past Pazuzu and GC, and they both looked at me curiously. I hadn’t gotten a chance to tell them about my dream. I was about to verify if I had, indeed, seen the past. I stopped before the door to my old dorm-room, hesitating for a minute. My life hadn’t been easy back when I slept here, and I probably had a bit of PTSD. I looked down the dark hallway, with its flickering, broken lights. What a world of difference between the corridor in my dream and this one. I touched the wall and noticed that the white paint was peeling, revealing a washed-out shade of blue underneath. Blue? It was green in my dream… They must have repainted many times in the past two hundred years. Taking a deep breath in, I finally unlocked the door and went inside. I still had the key, but no one cared. Because why would the rich girl now living in her rich room ever go back to this old, dirty closet?

	I looked at the windows that had once been tall and beautifully arched. Rectangular and boring now. Or maybe the dream was just a figment of my imagination and I didn’t see the past at all. I closed the door behind me, leaving Crassus outside. As long as GC or Pazuzu weren’t in the room with me, he didn’t care. I knelt by the bed, where I’d seen young Valentine kneel, and brushed the thick dust off the wooden floor. I felt around with my fingers, trying to find a crack in the floorboard. Nothing. I straightened my back, huffed in frustration, looked around, and thought for a second. He’d used the sharp edge of his scythe. I grabbed mine and touched the tip of the blade to the floor. Instantly, as if by magic, a silver light marked the invisible places where a rectangular piece of the floorboard could be lifted. I dug my nails in the small cracks and opened Valentine Morningstar’s secret hiding place. 

	“Huh?”

	There was one notebook in there. Just one. 

	“Maybe he took the rest.”

	I grabbed it, stuffed it in my backpack along with the snacks and the bottle of water for the field trip, fixed the piece of wood where it belonged, and got out of there with my head held high and a smile playing on my lips.

	Gottcha. Whatever you’ve been hiding, it’s mine now.

	I had no doubt that what was written in that notebook would push me closer to retiring the most powerful Grim Reaper alive for good.

	 

	* * *

	 

	The second I stepped through the portal, I realized why they said the Seelie and the Unseelie were complete opposites. It wasn’t just that it was cold and snowing lightly, but the buildings and the way their city was built and organized made me wonder if the Unseelie even were fays. I’d always had this idea that all fays were supposed to be in touch with nature, but it had clearly been a misconception acquired over a lifetime of consuming cheap fantasy books and TV shows. The city of the Unseelie was highly technologized. 

	Clean streets, cars neatly parked on the sides, little vegetation, skyscrapers that blocked the horizon. Their court wasn’t exactly a court, and their castle wasn’t a castle at all. King Silas lived in the largest office building in the city, surrounded by trusted advisors, and soldiers armed to the teeth.

	“It might sound shocking, but they’re not armed because they expect to be attacked. They see weapons as part of their uniforms,” Professor Maat explained as we entered the main building to see the king.

	“Like accessories?” Francis asked.

	“Yes. Something like that.”

	He was waiting for us in an office that covered the entire top floor. Nothing about him was in accordance with what a king was supposed to look like. He was dressed like a businessman, and he behaved like one. Everyone addressed him with Your Majesty, so we all did the same when Mrs. Maat introduced us. He was a man of few words, and while Queen Lilla had been excited about our visit, he showed no such emotion. The meeting was dry and utterly uninteresting. The best part was that it was also short. Unseelie soldiers escorted us outside, and we spent the rest of our trip visiting a park, a military museum, and a training facility. 

	We learned about so many types of combat that my mind hurt. The Unseelie soldier who was acting as our guide took us from one room to another, one field to the next, and let us observe for a few minutes how their men and women trained. Some were using swords, others were shooting at targets, and then there were those who fought with… scythes. That certainly drew my attention.

	“Don’t worry, they’re not Grim Reaper scythes,” laughed the guide when he saw our faces. “They’re imitations.”

	“But why?” I dared to ask.

	“Because there’s no weapon in this world that we don’t know how to use.” He grabbed a scythe from a nearby pile and angled it so that the blade caught the sun shining through the tall glass ceiling. “These scythes can’t separate souls from bodies, but they can cut pretty deep wounds.”

	I cocked an eyebrow. “The Unseelie must be very skilled with them…”

	The guide swung the scythe a few times, watching the sun rays dance on the shiny blade. 

	“It’s actually my weapon of choice.”

	Now that I knew this detail about him, I thought he was worth a closer look. I’d pretty much ignored him when he’d introduced himself, too tired after the visit to the museum. I hated museums. They were all so damn boring!

	His name was Furio, if I remembered well. He had olive skin, wide shoulders, strong limbs, and was almost as tall and scary as Crassus. His black hair was tied up high on his head, in a tight bum that, unfortunately, didn’t exactly compliment his harsh features. When he played with the scythe, however, a smile tugged at his lips, and his face muscles relaxed.

	“Would you mind showing me some moves?” I asked bravely, dragging my scythe on the floor and holding it firmly before me. “I’d like to see how the Unseelie fight. We’ve been practicing in PE, but I feel like I could do better.”

	“Mila,” Professor Maat hissed at me. She turned to Furio. “I’m so sorry. She didn’t mean to offend.”

	“Oh, not at all.” He smiled broadly. “It would be my honor to show a future Grim Reaper some Unseelie tactics. Please, Miss. Let’s take our positions.”

	I followed him to the center of the room. The two pairs of young soldiers who’d been practicing stopped and stepped aside. The Violent Death Cabal gathered around me and Furio, with GC, Paz, and Francis in front. Francis had his arms crossed over his chest and his brows furrowed. He knew what I was up to. GC and Paz were both worried and proud of me. I was a decent fighter when it came to it, but we all knew the Unseelie wasn’t going to treat me differently just because I was a woman or a beginner. It was their way. They took every fight just as seriously as they took their money and their contracts. A fascinating species, for sure.

	Furio attacked, and I blocked. He was fast on his feet, while I barely moved. Mrs. Charon hadn’t exactly taught us what to do with our feet in a fight. I’d heard her say countless times that the whole thing was ridiculous, and she had no intention of preparing us for ring fights, or whatever. While she was right when it came to all the other students regardless of their cabals, my situation was different. I was supposed to take out Morningstar one day, so maybe someone should have taught me how to fight a good match from beginning to end.

	I gathered my courage and attacked Furio, but he moved out of the way like it was nothing. We danced around each other for a while, neither of us able to score a single hit. Despite the chilly air in the practice room, I was sweating visibly. 

	“You’re good,” he said. “You didn’t manage much, but at least I didn’t nick you.”

	“Did you go easy on me?”

	“Not at all. When it comes to self-defense, you’ve got skills. But it’s like defense is all you’re focused on, and when you have to attack, you do it half-heartedly.” He walked up to me. “If I may…”

	“Sure.”

	He stepped behind me and adjusted my position. What followed was twenty minutes of him showing me how to move my feet, keep my shoulders relaxed, and hold the scythe in a way that gave me more flexibility. He taught me how to maneuver the handle with my fingers, twirl it around, and throw it effortlessly from one hand to another.

	“This way, your opponent won’t guess if you’re going right or left.”

	Oddly enough, the other VDC students watched the whole thing with interest. It was different from what Mrs. Charon had taught us, and anything that could put them at an advantage was welcome. Even with Headmaster Morningstar fucking up the curriculum, they were still keen on learning.

	“Thank you so much, Furio. This was amazing.”

	We shook hands, then he returned to his tour guide duties and showed us out of the training facility. 

	“You looked badass in there,” Paz whispered as he walked past me, pretending he wanted to catch up with some guy. 

	“Word.” GC pulled off the same move. Nowadays, with Crassus watching me like an eagle, this was the only interaction we got. “Like a warrior goddess.”

	I smiled, feeling pretty good about myself. I had Valentine’s notebook, I’d just learned some cool tricks from an Unseelie soldier, and we were heading to the Academy already. The visit had been short, which suited me just fine. All I wanted was to grab dinner, then lock myself in my room and dive into young Morningstar’s secrets.

	Who knows… Maybe this notebook will tell me how to retire you. Was it too much to hope for?

	 


 

	CHAPTER SIXTEEN

	 

	It turned out… it was. It was way too much to hope for.

	The damn thing was a dream journal. A. Dream. Journal.

	“The fuck am I supposed to do with this? Ugh!” I threw the notebook across the room. It opened to a random page. I eyed it for a moment, then got up and decided the page it had opened to must have a clue for me. It didn’t. It was some dream about looking through a window and seeing a bunch of wild horses playing in a field.

	“Useless,” I muttered. 

	I placed the notebook on my nightstand. Corri’s bell caught my attention. With a sigh, I rang it three times, hoping my pixie would show up. I missed her so much! Today, her one-week sentence in the Blank expired, but I’d totally forgotten the exact hour, minute, and second Morningstar had banished her, so I’d been ringing the damn bell all evening. I plopped on the bed, stared at the ceiling for a few minutes, then sat back up and grabbed the notebook again.

	“There has to be something in here.” I couldn’t accept defeat. I couldn’t accept that I was isolated from my friends, my lovers, from my parents, and Corri, that I was all alone trying to solve this, and that the only clue I’d found was no clue at all. “I’m just going to read it over and over until I figure it out.”

	One thing that was clear was that Valentine Morningstar could lucid dream, just like me. He’d categorized his dreams according to what he believed they were. He called some of them lucid, others out-of-body experiences, a few were under the tag “regurgitated thoughts” (I had a pretty good idea about what that meant, but still… ugh! that name!), and then there were the dreams categorized as PU. What the hell does PU stand for? Of course, there was no glossary, because why would there be one? He certainly didn’t expect his dream journal to be found and read. I thought these were the most interesting ones, and not because they were marked with an abbreviation I would probably never decipher.

	In the PU dreams, he usually met people he knew in real life. He talked about some professors that I knew because they were still teaching, like Mr. Curio from Rhetoric. Lovecraft was mentioned, too. He once dreamed about a girl he liked from the Righteous Death Cabal, and in this dream, he saw himself hanging out with her. “It was as if I was a spectator watching a scene from my own life,” he wrote. “I was myself, but at the same time, I knew the boy before me was me, as well. I could only see the scene through my own eyes, though, not through his.” The dream ended when the two kissed, and Valentine realized he couldn’t feel her lips on his. He got mad, and that woke him up.

	The last entry was a dream in which he saw himself again, years older, reaping high up in the snowy Alps. Two climbers had gotten lost, and no one had found them. Their time had come. The dream was marked as PU, but it ended with an almost unintelligible scribble. “Is this my future?” 

	I cocked an eyebrow. 

	“Hm. Strange.”

	It was then that I noticed the PU mark must have been added later. I turned the pages back and looked for it. Indeed, it seemed to have been added in blue ink that was slightly darker than the one he’d written his dreams in. The only explanation was that the ink was fresher. 

	“So, he thought the dream showed him the future, but then he changed his mind and called it PU. Whatever the fuck that means…”

	His experiences were consistent with mine, though. I’d found his dream journal after having an OBE that had showed me the past. So, both he and I could see the past and the future in our dreams. Neat.

	I reached for the bottle of water I’d left on my nightstand, and my hand found Corri’s bell instead. I rang it out of habit. Poof! The pixie materialized out of nowhere, right on top of the notebook.

	“Oh my God, Corri! You’re back!” I grabbed her by the waist and smushed her against my cheek. “I’m so sorry. My stupid father is stupider than I thought. I tried to convince him you didn’t do anything.”

	“Don’t worry about me, Mistress. I’m fine.” She beamed at me, but I could see it in her eyes that she was far from fine. She looked haunted. 

	I bit the inside of my cheek. I wanted to promise her so badly that it would never happen again, but I’d done it before, and it hadn’t meant a thing. Morningstar had made it his mission to make my life hell, a hell where I couldn’t keep my promises to my friends. 

	“What’s this? Have you started a diary?” It was so obvious she wanted to change the subject that it hurt.

	“Err… no. It’s Valentine’s dream journal. I found it in his room. He wrote it when he was at the Academy. Maybe year two or three.”

	“Oh. That’s odd.”

	“What’s odd?”

	She shrugged, as if it was evident. “He’s a hybrid. Half archangel and half human, but still… supernatural. Supernaturals don’t dream.”

	My jaw dropped. She was right! Supernaturals could not dream. How could I have forgotten?! Sariel had almost killed me over it. I still had no idea why they all thought dreaming was cool, but Sariel was well-known for being petty and jealous just because I could do something that he couldn’t, no matter how useless that something was. He’d changed, though. Since he’d lost his wings and told me he was in love with me, I was pretty convinced he’d changed.

	“Stay here,” I told the pixie. “There’s only one way to find out if hybrids dream. I’m going to see Patricia.”

	“No, Mistress. I’m coming with you this time.”

	“Dude, we’re not allowed to leave the room after curfew. If my father finds out, he’ll send you to the Blank again.”

	“I don’t care. He’s going to send me again and again, no matter what I do. I’m done being good and playing by the rules. I’m your pixie, not his. I’m going to help you from now on, even if I spend a whole year in the Blank after that.”

	“Oh, Corri… I wish you really were my pixie. Because he bought you for me, he’s got more power over you than I have. Fuck him! But are you sure?”

	She fixed me with a confident gaze. “Let’s go see Patty.”

	 

	* * *

	 

	“Yeah, I have dreams sometimes.” Patty was putting away the clean dishes. She had her long hair pinned on top of her head and stuffed inside a white cap. 

	“Wow,” I whispered. “I learn something new every day. Hybrids can dream.”

	“Well, we are half human, after all.” Her mother was a succubus and her father was human. She’d never met him. “But I don’t dream like you. You’ve told me some crazy shit. I rarely remember my dreams, and I’m never aware that I’m dreaming. Why are you asking, though?”

	I took out Morningstar’s notebook. “I found this in my old room. My father’s old room. It’s his dream journal. I can’t figure out why he kept it, or what it all means, but Corri just pointed out that it’s weird he can dream at all, since he’s supernatural. I thought I’d ask you.”

	She wiped her hands on her apron and took the journal, scanning its pages quickly.

	“These are awfully detailed. No, I don’t dream like this. Or, I don’t remember. Even for a hybrid, I think he’s special.” She gave it back to me.

	“I just thought I might find a clue… Oh well.”

	“It doesn’t matter. I’m glad you came. I have to give you something from Klaus.” She opened a cupboard, lifted a pile of kitchen towels, and took out something that looked like a leaf. A big, fat leaf.

	“Fay’s Alder?”

	“Yes.”

	I accepted the leaf and stared at it in confusion. What was I supposed to do with it?

	“I have one, too. So does Klaus, his boyfriend, your boyfriends, Sariel, and Francis. See? We haven’t sat on our asses all this time. We put our minds together and came up with a new way to communicate. No technology involved, so your father has no chance of finding out.”

	“You’re telling me I’m holding a communication device?”

	“Yes! Here, let me show you how it works.”

	She took out a pen and started writing on my leaf. Underneath “You’re my best friend, xoxo”, she wrote her name – Patricia. Then, she took her own leaf out, and I saw the text she’d written on mine now appeared on hers.

	“So cool!”

	“Shh… You have to be very careful with this. No one has to see it. Ever. When you want to message one of us, just write whatever you want to write, then put the name under it.”

	“Does this thing vibrate or something? How do I know when I got a text?”

	She laughed out loud. “It doesn’t vibrate. Geez, Mila, it’s not a phone. It’s a magic leaf.”

	“And Klaus did this?”

	“Yeah. It only works with Fay’s Alder, and it was a complicated spell, too.”

	“Aww… he’s improving.”

	“He’s doing his best. He didn’t like it when you had to ask Lorna for help on Mabon.”

	“Good. A kick in the butt is a step forward.”

	“Yeah, it kinda’ hurt his feelings.”

	“We both know he could be one hell of a mage if he tried enough.”

	“Well, he’s trying now.”

	“Good. Good. Because I need one hell of a mage on my team.”

	So, it turned out young Valentine’s dream journal didn’t contain the instructions to build the only weapon that could destroy him, but it took me to Patricia, and now I had a neat communication device. The second I teleported back to my room, I settled in bed with my leaf, a naughty grin on my lips.

	“How’s it going, handsome? What are you wearing?” And I added GC under the text.

	It took him for fucking ever to reply, so I texted the same thing to Paz in the meantime. Whoever saw my message first was going to get some well-deserved leaf sex.

	 


 

	CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

	 

	This year’s Christmas vacation sucked more than the last two combined. Year one – Lorna revealed that I was adopted. Year two – my adoptive parents and my real father fought over me. Year three – work. Work work work. Headmaster Morningstar had kept his word. No Yule Ball, because parties and celebrations were forbidden. No one got to see their family. Also, yes, practice. He sent us reaping alongside our mentors. He was my mentor, as well as Francis’s and Merrit’s, so he came reaping with us, calling it a vacation. Apparently, he needed a break from the Academy and his headmastery duties, and reaping the souls of the tortured relaxed him.

	I was still the only student who knew how to teleport without a teleportation pin. He’d given everyone their pins back, but they all knew not to step outside the boundaries that had been traced for them. The pins were tracked, and if Morningstar didn’t check the locations every day, he checked them at least once a week, for sure. Crassus was off duty, so at least there was that. I didn’t have to see his ugly Unseelie face for a while.

	Okay, okay. Crassus was not ugly. He wasn’t the handsomest fellow, either, but he was decent looking. And I didn’t hate him, even though he made my life a living hell. It was his job. He got paid for it. It was the way of the Unseelie. Sometimes I wondered how far the Unseelie were willing to go if they were paid the right price. They were soldiers, and soldiers could be turned into assassins, right? Better not think about it… 

	But I was thinking about it, as dark and unsettling as it was. And I was thinking about other dark things, too. Reaping could do that to someone who wasn’t yet ready to reap every day, all day, and sometimes all night, too. I hadn’t yet graduated. I wasn’t an official Grim Reaper. And what sucked even more was that we were one hundred students who were spending their winter vacation running from one place to another, to Hell and back, then to Heaven to reap the souls of those whose time had come. One hundred. And of those one hundred, only twenty-two would be chosen to replace the old generation. Which meant… Ugh! Which meant that we weren’t all meant to do this! We weren’t all meant to separate souls from bodies! 

	Maybe I wasn’t meant to do it…

	No. I was the most talented student the Academy had ever had the privilege to train. I was a natural. No, I was going to become a Grim Reaper for sure. No doubt about it. I was Mila Morningstar.

	Then why did I feel like… Like I was crumbling. Falling apart. I was… disintegrating. Piece by piece, until there was nothing left of me, until I couldn’t recognize myself anymore. Because I wasn’t me. I wasn’t Mila. I wasn’t Mila Morningstar, and I wasn’t invincible. I was tired. So tired.

	I’d gone through the same shit last summer, when my father had sent me to reap in his place to keep me away from GC and Pazuzu. I’d started cutting, then I’d turned to tattoos, so I wouldn’t cut anymore. They were fancier, too. Fancier than deep, white, wrinkled scars. But I couldn’t get my fix this time. Not with Valentine watching over my shoulder, acting like he was my goddamn shadow because he cared about me. Bullshit. He wanted me broken and weak. He could see that I was hurting, that the pressure and the stress were too much, that I needed a break, I needed space, I needed to breathe. He could see that I was suffocating, and he kept pushing and pushing. When Francis and Merrit took a few hours off, I wasn’t allowed to. But I didn’t say a word. I didn’t complain, I didn’t cry, I didn’t even allow myself to think about it. Because if I thought about it – about the pain, screams, tears, blood, guts, scars, tats, about about about… GC, Paz… how much I needed them to hold me hold me hold me… about Sariel and his ripped wings… about about… Francis – at least he was there, at least he saw me, at least he looked at me and his eyes told me to hang in there, just hang in there one more day, one more night… Because. Because if I thought about it, he would see it on my face. He would see it in my eyes. He would see it in the thin line of my lips as my jaw clenched and my teeth grit. He would see it in the twitch of my fingers as I held my scythe when it glowed red red red. He would…

	“Mila, are you okay?”

	Francis took my hand and squeezed it firmly. I looked at him, but for a second, my eyes didn’t focus. 

	“Yes, of course.”

	“Mila, look at me.”

	“I am… looking at you.”

	“You’re not.” He placed his hands on my face, and my frozen cheeks sucked in the warmth of his palms. We were somewhere in Alaska. “Hey.”

	I blinked, and there he was. Francis Saint-Germain. Warm, kind, alive. No, not alive. I had no idea what he was – he’d never told me, – but he was there, and that mattered. He was there, and he was pulling me back to the surface.

	“I see you.”

	He smiled. “Yes. Yes, you do. And I see you. Are you okay?”

	“No. But I’m going to be.”

	“It’s the last day, Mila.”

	“Is it?” My heart thumped in my chest, and that was when I realized I still had it. A heart. I had a heart, and it beat. This was the last day, and I was still here. I’d survived.

	“We’re teleporting to the Academy at midnight.”

	“We are?”

	“Yes.”

	“Okay.”

	“Then, you are okay?”

	“I am now. Thanks.”

	“Okay. Because I thought I’d lost you there for a second.”

	I looked into his mossy green eyes for a long minute, and when I felt like I was grounded enough, like my scattered thoughts had stitched back together, I traced the sharp edges of his face with my eyes, the tip of his straight, noble nose, the curve of his plump, tasty lips… He must be tasty. Without wanting to or having planned to, I lifted myself on my toes. My lids fluttered, unsure whether they were supposed to stay open or shut, and my lips sought his.

	“Mila,” he whispered. And I drank in my own name coming off his gorgeous lips. “You don’t want to…”

	“I want to…”

	Our lips locked. Mine moved against his, and he soon responded, shy at first… And I would have liked to say he turned more daring later, but he didn’t. Shy at first, shy all the way through… Our tongues never even touched. It was the most boring kiss I’d ever shared with a man, but it meant everything to me. The more we kissed, the more pieces I’d lost on the way came back to me, reattached to my body, my aura, my mind. The more we kissed, the saner I grew. 

	Francis Saint-Germain saved me that night. The last night. And he didn’t even know it.

	 


 

	CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

	 

	I slept for ten hours straight, only woke up to go to the bathroom, then I pulled my curtains closed, and slept for another five hours. I needed this. Sleep. Oblivion. When my body said I’d had enough and I needed breakfast (lunch, actually), I groaned, turned on my side, and forced myself to sleep some more. The truth was that I never wanted to wake up. I had one free weekend before the second semester started, and I wanted to sleep it all. Whatever this semester brought, it wasn’t going to be good. I could feel it in my solar plexus. 

	I was drifting on and off. My stomach rumbled, and I ignored it. No food. I don’t need food. I need to sleep. I hugged the pillow to my chest, and I briefly became aware of a breeze on my cheek. Corri. Her wings flapped hastily when I grabbed the pillow from under her. I wanted to say “sorry”, but I couldn’t move my lips. I drifted off again, and even though part of my awareness was still in the room, an even bigger part was far, far away.

	I was in the dining hall. Everything looked like it once had. Four long tables, and two long wooden benches on both sides of each. I was at the VDC table, surrounded by my guys. My four guys.

	GC. Pazuzu. Francis. Sariel.

	Sariel was at the VDC table. Sure, that made sense. Just because he was MDC now didn’t mean he couldn’t hang out with us. But we were doing much more than hanging out…

	I stepped closer to get a better look. My hair was as blue as ever, my uniform looked the same, but something was different about me. I was happy. I was sitting between Sariel and Paz, laughing, holding hands with the both of them. I must have said something silly, because Francis reached over Sariel and touched my cheek. I giggled, leaned in, and we kissed like there was no tomorrow. All the guys at the VDC table cheered. Francis broke the kiss, blushing slightly. As shy as ever… I grabbed him by the jaw and squeezed playfully until he meekly slapped my hand away. I laughed in pure, genuine mirth. Paz hugged me from behind and pulled me against his chest, desperate to get his fair share of attention. He planted wet, sloppy kisses down my neck, and I giggled and kicked my legs under the table when the tip of his tongue tickled me. GC rolled his eyes, then attacked Pazuzu from behind. The boys fake-fought for a few seconds, GC was victorious, and apparently, that meant he was entitled to a kiss. I leaned over Paz, grabbed GC by his blond, curly locks, and shoved my tongue down his throat.

	What is this? What was the dream showing me? What was it trying to tell me? 

	The scene before me flowed like a movie, except… it wasn’t a movie. Movies were fiction. This was real. This was actually happening. That was me, Mila Morningstar, and those were my lovers. Four, not two. 

	Is this like… my subconscious screaming at me that I like Sariel and Francis? That I want them just as much as I want GC and Paz? Well, in that case, this was one hell of in-my-face dream.

	But no. That wasn’t it. It still felt too real to be made of thoughts, feelings, and fantasies my subconscious had mixed together and was now throwing at me.

	I stepped even closer. 

	“Graduation day,” I giggled. “I can’t wait. You guys, we’re going to be Grim Reapers!”

	“Who would’ve thought year four would go by so fast?” Sariel mused.

	What. The. Hell. Year four? There was no year four. Grim Reaper Academy was only three years. Three. It had always been that way, and if supernaturals were known to truly care about something, that was tradition.

	“Four years with you guys,” I said, my voice trembling with emotion. “My friends, my lovers, my soul mates. Promise me we’ll never drift apart. Not even if we get super fucking busy reaping souls all over the world and the parallel universes.”

	They all put their hands on me – Francis on my knee, Paz on my shoulder, GC on my arm, and Sariel over my heart. That was their promise.

	The future. This must be the future. I was starting to hyperventilate. In my dream. I was waking up. Something – or someone – was sitting on my chest. I moaned, willed my arms to move and push the intruder away, but my body was trapped in sleep paralysis. I was suffocating. If I wanted to breathe again, then I had to wake up. I had to wake up.

	Wake up! I didn’t want to. I wanted to stay longer, see more. Mila… No, I seemed to have such a great relationship with my four guys. I seemed to be so happy. Wake up!

	I opened my eyes, but the sleep paralysis wasn’t yet gone. I counted to ten, then finally started to feel my physical body waking up. Now that I was coming to my senses, I realized that I wasn’t suffocating, and that the thing on my chest wasn’t actually that heavy. The thing was not a thing, it was a pixie. Corri.

	“What the fuck, Corri? You couldn’t find another place to sleep?” I muttered.

	“Comfy,” she sighed contently, and I couldn’t possibly be mad at her.

	We stayed like that for a while, me staring at the ceiling, thinking about the dream I’d just had, and Corri sleeping peacefully on my chest. Eventually, the constant rumbling of my angry stomach woke her up. Grumpily, she flappity-flapped to the gothic windows and pulled the curtains open. The sun was setting.

	“Great. Just in time for dinner.”

	She yawned and stretched. “I never slept so much in my life!”

	“You must have needed it…”

	“Absolutely not. What do you think I did the entire winter vacation? Slept, helped Patty around the kitchen, then slept some more. I only slept now because you were sleeping, Mistress, and I had nothing better to do.”

	I chuckled. “What a good kitty you are.”

	She flared up. “I’m no kitty! I’m a pixie!”

	I stood up, stretched, then grabbed my leaf from my underwear drawer. It was the only place I could be sure no one would be looking. 

	“I need to find a way to meet my friends.” We’d found the perfect secret spot in the cave under the Academy last semester, but with Morningstar being such a smart asshole, we’d only managed to hold a secret meeting once, and then it got too dangerous. And nearly impossible. Nearly. “Corri, I think I figured something out. I’m getting close to the truth.”

	“Huh?”

	“Valentine’s dreams, my dreams… We can see the past and the future. What he wrote in the journal is true. Corri… I think that’s how prophecies are born. Dreams. But since very few people in the supernatural world can dream, – only hybrids and humans who accidentally stumble upon it, – prophecies are uncertain and fickle. No one writes them down because they think they’re just meaningless dreams, but these dreams, as crazy as they sound, have such a huge impact on them that they end up telling them to others.”

	“Oh my God, Mistress! You’re right! That’s how prophecies are born.”

	My hands were trembling as I started writing a message on the leaf. It might have been from the adrenaline caused by my discovery, or it might have been from sheer, simple hunger.

	“Yes. Young Valentine didn’t write it in this journal, or maybe he didn’t write it in any journal. But he saw the future, and he saw that I am the one who is going to retire him. His own daughter. That’s why he tried to kill me when I was only two years old. That’s why he’s trying to find a way to kill me now.”

	“He can’t. His scythe breaks when it touches you.”

	“I don’t know why, but I’ll find out. Maybe… maybe I can see it in a dream.” My eyes sparked with determination. “Corri, I need to dream more. I need to see the past and the future. The answer is somewhere out there, in one of these times.”

	I went back to my message: “I need you to talk to Lorna and convince her to teleport to my room. ASAP I need her help. We all do.” At the end of it, I wrote Sariel’s name. Then a second message: “Find Lorna and give her a leaf.” That one was for Klaus.

	 


 

	CHAPTER NINETEEN

	 

	I didn’t know how they did it, and I didn’t have to. All that mattered was that Sariel and Klaus had convinced Lorna to see me, and she was now standing in the middle of my room, arms crossed over her chest, hip popped out in a power pose.

	“I’m glad you found my dorm-room…”

	“Don’t be stupid, I’ve been here before.”

	Mages and Grim Reapers could only teleport to places they’d been to before, or places they could see from where they were standing. That was why the field trips to Heave, Hell, and all the pocket universes were so important. And Headmaster fucking Morningstar had canceled all the trips we should’ve had this semester. Professor Maat wasn’t happy about it.

	“Right. Of course you have.” Why, when, or how really wasn’t important. She was Lorna Chiaramonte. It was safe to say she’d snuck in everywhere at some point in her life. Everywhere, except… 

	“What do you want?”

	“We need your help.”

	“Who’s we? You and Klaus? You and Sariel?”

	I rolled my eyes. “Come on, you know we’re an entire group.” I counted on my fingers. “Me, GC, Paz, Francis, Patricia, Joel, Corri, and yes, Klaus and Sariel. We have a place we can meet, but since Morningstar tracks the teleportation pins, and confiscates them anyway when we’re not out practicing, we can’t bloody meet.”

	“I don’t get it. Why do you need to meet?”

	“Lorna, the Academy has turned into a fucking prison. My father is the jailor. We have to find a way out. For all of us. For the Academy and the supernatural world. I have to find a way to retire Morningstar, but I can’t do it alone. I tried. For the past few weeks, I looked for clues, tried to find answers… I think I’ve had a breakthrough, but I need to bounce my ideas off minds that are more brilliant than mine.”

	She smiled. “So you agree you’re not the smartest bitch at the Academy?”

	“I never said I was.”

	“Whatever. Your group’s not that bad. You chose well. I might be interested in helping you. What’s in it for me, though?”

	I straightened my back and scratched my neck nervously. I threw Corri a quick glance, and she shrugged.

	“You get to be a part of it? You’ll free the Academy and rid the world of Morningstar with us.” My offer was feeble, to say the least. No wonder she pursed her lips and took her time to think about it. “We’ll let you in on all our secrets.”

	“You have secrets?”

	“Oh, you have no idea,” I laughed stupidly. What was I doing? Did I just promise Lorna we’d tell her about the thing in the well? Francis is going to kill me… But he’d told all the others. One more person who knew about the Great Old One wouldn’t count, right? Not even when that person was Lorna Chiaramonte… My bully, my rival, my enemy. “So, are you in? You’ll know everything we know. Come on, Lorna. Yes or no. As simple as that.”

	She sighed and started moving around the room, running her fingers over furniture, books, clothes, as if she were trying to get the pulse of the place. The pulse of… me.

	“And what about all those times when I made fun of you? Pulled pranks on you? Tried to kill you?”

	Oh, she wasn’t beating around the bush. I tensed up. All those times… I didn’t like thinking about all those times.

	“Forgotten?” She pushed. “Forgiven?”

	“You never apologized.”

	She nodded. “How can I trust you?”

	I laughed in disbelief. Corri shushed me quickly. 

	“Mistress, if Crassus hears you, he’ll know you have someone in here.”

	I lowered my voice.

	“You’re having trouble trusting me? Lorna, I never did anything to you. I never could. You’re too goddamn powerful.”

	“You kissed Sariel,” she whispered.

	“I didn’t do it to take revenge on you, okay? It just happened.” She didn’t seem convinced. “Look, I hate that I have to say this, I hate that I have to come to you, but we need you. We need the most skilled mage at the Academy on our side. Believe me, I’d ask Klaus if I knew he was capable of doing the complex spells that could make a difference to our cause, but he’s a lazy ass mage who’s never studied his craft as well as he should have, and now he’s way behind. I love him with all my heart, but he’s just stupid lazy. He has a procrastination problem.”

	Lorna giggled. “Yeah, he does.”

	“He’s a great friend, though. Don’t tell him I said all that.”

	“I like his leaves. Cool trick.”

	“To answer your question, all those times when you made fun of me, pulled awful pranks on me, and tried to murder me in cold blood? Not forgotten, let alone forgiven. I could never forget…”

	“What if I apologized?” She’s said it in such a low, feeble voice that, for a second, I thought I hadn’t heard her right. When the words sunk in, I realized it wouldn’t help my cause to make her repeat them.

	“It… would help.”

	“And after I apologize, we’re cool, and you tell me all your secrets, and I help all of you sneak to your arcane meetings, and I’m part of your group?” She said the whole thing in one breath.

	I blinked, slightly confused. “Is that… what you want?”

	She looked at me with big, blue eyes. “Yeah. I guess.”

	Oh. My. God. I’d just cracked the mystery that was Lorna Chiaramonte. All this time, she’d wanted to belong. She was in love with Sariel, and even though he’d tolerated her presence around him and even encouraged her sometimes, he’d never fully desired her. She seemed to have friends in Pandora, Kitty, Sammy, Sheba… But the truth was that the girls had welcomed her into their group just because she was a ridiculously powerful mage who came from a ridiculously wealthy family, which meant it was better to be with her than against her. Now that I knew these girls better and I knew how shallow Pandora could be, it was all clear to me. They envied Lorna. She was better than them, and they knew it, she knew it, everyone knew it. 

	All this time, Lorna had just wished to be wanted for who she was, not for her prestige, or her name, or her powers. Her girlfriends had lied to her, Sariel had taken advantage of her. In a way, I’d taken advantage of her, too. On Mabon, she did the cloaking spell because I’d asked her to. But I never said a word to Headmaster Morningstar, I never gave him her name, and she never lost any worth points on that account. And it struck me… She was here now, not because Sariel and Klaus had convinced her, but because my gesture hadn’t gone unnoticed. I’d covered for her, and I might just have been the first person in her life to ever do that for her. Without being asked.

	If she became part of our group, it would be for real. 

	“Okay, deal,” I said, holding out my hand. “You apologize, I forgive you, and you’re with us from now on.”

	She looked at my hand for a long minute, munching on her lower lip and bouncing from one foot to the other.

	“Lorna?”

	She jumped, as if I’d just snapped her out of a daydream. She took my hand and shook it.

	“Deal.” It took her another minute to say the words. “Mila, I’m sorry for what I did to you.”

	I nodded. “Apology accepted.”

	And just like that, Lorna and I were… allies.

	 

	* * *

	 

	“There’s a flesh-eating monster under the Academy, and you’re concerned about Morningstar?” 

	We’d just told Lorna about the Great Old One, and she was freaking out. Understandably. 

	“Morningstar is a direct threat to us, the Academy, and the Council,” I explained. “First things first. Once he’s gone, we’ll figure out what to do with the ancient god.”

	She huffed, shook her head, and started pacing the cavern frantically, her eyes never leaving the well. After we’d made our deal, Lorna and I teleported into my old room, and from there we sneaked around, found the hidden staircase, and went down into the caves. I needed to show her the place first, so she’d be able to teleport in and out of there. It was all pretty easy after that. The twenty-two Grim Reapers could teleport other people with them. I hadn’t learned how to do that yet, because Morningstar thought I was way ahead already, but Lorna knew. If there was one thing to be truly admired about her was that she was one hundred percent dedicated to her craft. So, she teleported everyone in. Except for Patricia and Joel, who could roam around as much as they wanted and didn’t need our assistance. Corri was with us too, but I still didn’t let her do too many illegal stuff. Better safe than sorry. She’d already done a week in the Blank for nothing.

	Francis told Lorna about Yig, about the history of his family, and about the blood sacrifices. If she was going to be part of our little army, then she had to know everything we knew. To my surprise, she didn’t take it quite as well as the others had. For how cruel she could be, I’d have expected her to shrug it off. Instead, she wanted to know details.

	“How many women have you fed the monster so far? And why women? Doesn’t it like men?”

	Francis sighed. “I don’t know how many… It has to eat every three months, or so. My father fed it, my grandfather fed it… Impossible to count, and I never wanted to, either. I don’t want to know their number, their names… It’s better this way.”

	“I’m not asking about how many women your family sacrificed. I’m asking about how many you’ve sacrificed. Who were they? Human? Supernatural?”

	“Both. I try…” He swallowed heavily. He knew that whatever he said, it was bad and would never paint him in a good light. “I try to find people who don’t want to live anymore, or who have a horrible life and… do horrible things. Most of the women who ended up at the bottom of the well were thieves, mothers who’d killed their babies, prostitutes, criminals…”

	“Being a prostitute is not a sin,” I said weakly, thinking of my own mother.

	“No, of course not. They did bad things…”

	“Katia Angelov did bad things,” I insisted. “She was a sex worker, and she abandoned me. Would your family have sacrificed her to your god? Would you, Francis?”

	“N-no. Of course not.”

	“Oh my God, this is insane!” Lorna yelled. The echo of her voice bounced off the walls. “Okay, stop. Forget I asked anything. Just stop.” She looked at Sariel, GC, and Pazuzu. “And you all knew about this? You knew, and you didn’t do anything?” She turned to Klaus, Patty, and Joel. “Seriously, guys? I honestly thought you three were better than any of us. I thought you were the sane ones. Turns out I was wrong…”

	“Mila’s right,” Klaus said. “Headmaster Morningstar is our priority. This monster, or god, or whatever it is, has been here, sleeping, dreaming, eating, pooping for ages! As long as it’s fed, it plays nice and keeps Francis’s family alive. It keeps him alive. And we want him alive, right?”

	I nodded. “I tried to find a way to kill him,” I said. “I read books, asked around… The only expert in this type of being that I found told me gods like Yig can’t be killed. They came to our universe from somewhere else, from a world where beings just are. They’re not born, they don’t have a beginning, so they don’t have an end, either. No birth, no death.”

	“That’s crazy,” Lorna said. “I can’t even wrap my head around it, and I’m a pretty smart person.”

	“I don’t understand it either, Lorna. It’s frustrating, and overwhelming, and just… too much. But we can’t do shit about it for now, and with my father acting as Headmaster and messing everything up for the students and the professors, it’s even harder to find solutions. We can’t even leave the Academy grounds to investigate. I searched the entire library and couldn’t find a thing about the Great Old Ones. The only one who knows they even exist is Mr. Lovecraft, the Literature professor, and he’s already told me everything about his research, which wasn’t a lot, mind you. We’re stuck. Once we get rid of my father, though, we can teleport wherever the fuck we want, search the libraries of the world, talk to the tribes that worship other Great Old Ones. Without Morningstar suffocating us with his stupid rules, maybe we stand a chance. So, now you know why I have to retire him. Why we have to work together to retire him. It’s not because I won’t get to take his place and be a Grim Reaper if he doesn’t get out of the picture, but because he’s literally hurting the supernatural world right now. And the whole world.”

	“Why do you say that?”

	I looked at them, surprised they hadn’t figured it out by now.

	“You’ve never asked yourself what his end goal might be? He took Mason Colin’s place, he locked us all at Grim Reaper Academy, he cut all connections with the outside world, and he’s teaching us how to fight instead of how to teleport. This isn’t just about survival. He isn’t doing all this because he wants to be a Reaper for another two hundred years.”

	“Why is he doing it, then?”

	I spread my arms wide, in defeat. “I don’t have the slightest idea. But I’m sure it’s bigger than we thought, because he’s going to great lengths to acquire as much power as possible. For what? I don’t know. That’s why we have to put our heads together and find a way to stop him before he accomplishes whatever he’s after.”

	Finally, Lorna nodded in agreement. She stopped pacing, threw one last glance at the stone well, then walked toward where we were all standing, completing the circle we’d unintentionally formed.

	“What do you want to do first?”

	I puffed out my cheeks and exhaled slowly. There was so much work to be done…

	“Let’s start with teaching the guys how to teleport without those stupid pins. They need to be free, like us.”

	And so, it all began. A false god, a demon, a fallen archangel, a lazy mage, and a… Francis were going to learn true teleportation from two badass chicks. Yeah, that was me and Lorna. We were badass.

	 


 

	CHAPTER TWENTY

	 

	We practiced until early morning, it was hardcore, but when it was time for breakfast, everyone was able to teleport on their own to their rooms. We’d succeeded. In the dining hall, we ate in silence, each at his or her own table, then we went to class without exchanging as much as a glance. We had our leaves, but we’d decided not to use them unless it was something urgent. Corri was with me at all times, flying around, snoozing on my books, and bringing me snacks when I got hungry between breakfast and lunch, then lunch and dinner. Nowadays, that was pretty much all I asked her to do for me. Snacks and blue hair dye to cover my blond roots. She was a decent hair stylist.

	After curfew, we all teleported down in the cavern. Patricia and Joel joined us shortly. 

	“Okay, what do we know so far?” Lorna asked, taking control of the conversation. She was super organized, and the more I got to know her, the more I understood why she was so good at what she did.

	“A lot. Let’s get it all down. Corri, white board.”

	The pixie clicked her heels and saluted me military-style, then twirled in the air three times, spread a bunch of pixie dust all around her, snapped her fingers and made a white board appear out of nowhere. With markers and all.

	“Stole it from Mr. Lovecraft’s office,” she snickered. “He won’t miss it.”

	Since I was the one who had gathered the most information but hadn’t yet had the chance to share it with them, I went first. 

	“I want to start by telling you what I found out from my adoptive parents and from Morningstar’s dream journal.”

	“He kept a journal?” GC cocked an eyebrow.

	“That’s your question?” Sariel shook his head in disbelief, then turned to me. “How can he dream? He’s a nephilim! He’s supernatural!”

	“A nephilim is a hybrid,” said Patty. “Like me. I can dream sometimes, too. But I’m not as good as he is.”

	“Dreaming is not a skill,” Lorna huffed. Of course, just like Sariel, she didn’t like that I could do something she couldn’t.

	“I’m starting to believe it is,” I smiled knowingly. “And I’m starting to believe that the more you dream, and the more consciously you try to dream, you get better at it. And you start having dreams that can show you… the past. Or the future. I have a theory.”

	“Wait, what?” Pazuzu stood up, grabbed a marker, and shoved it in my hand. “Start from the beginning. Theories go at the end.”

	I took a moment to put my thoughts in order, then launched myself in a long monologue. I told them everything, starting with what my adoptive dad had revealed to me. Valentine Morningstar had tried to kill me when I was merely a toddler. His scythe broke, he somehow got a new one, and two months before, he’d tried to hurt me again. His scythe cracked. If he’d tried harder, I was pretty sure the blade would have broken into a million pieces again. 

	So, first order of business: find out why he couldn’t kill me. Oh, and how had he gotten his scythe replaced? Questions, questions… One, this was the first time any of us had heard of a scythe breaking, and two, scythes were attuned to their original masters. If I broke my scythe today, I had no idea how to get a new one. I couldn’t just go to Mrs. Charon and ask her if she had a spare I could try to attune to my energy.

	Next was young Valentine’s dream journal. But first, I told them about the dreams I’d been having all year. The one where I met the girl who looked like me and told me that she wasn’t me, but there were other universes where I could find versions of me. I wanted to add more details and theories I’d come up with after that dream, but I could see I’d already lost my audience. The white board was filled with my writing, plus a couple of drawings. So, I moved on to the next dream. I could understand why it was so hard for them to follow me when I talked about lucid dreaming and out-of-body experiences. They’d never had any. Sariel was tense all through my tirade, and Lorna was silent. I was relieved to notice that GC, Paz, and Francis couldn’t give a damn that I was capable of doing something they couldn’t. 

	I showed them the dream journal.

	“Do you keep a journal, Mila?” Klaus asked.

	“N-no.”

	“You should.”

	“I don’t have time for it.”

	“Morningstar kept one for a very good reason, I’m sure. And if your dream was real and you saw the past, it’s safe to say he kept more than one. Maybe he took them with him when he graduated.”

	“And left this one behind? Why?”

	He shrugged. “Maybe this was the first one, and not as important. This stuff he dreamed seems pretty random.”

	“What does PU mean?” Francis asked.

	“I’ve been wracking my brain… I have no idea. Maybe we can figure it out together.”

	“Do you have any more clues?”

	“Not really. Well, I had another dream recently, and I think it showed me the future.” I blushed. No, I wasn’t going to tell them about this one. They got the gist already, so there was no point in describing to them every dream I’d ever had. Especially not when in that dream I was dating all four of them. Lorna didn’t need to hear about it, either.

	“Let me guess,” GC said. “One of your theories is that you and your dad can see the past and the future in dreams. And the ones where you travel to the future are…”

	“Prophetic dreams, yes.”

	“That’s how prophecies are born,” Patty came to the same conclusion I’d come weeks before.

	“Maybe PU comes from prophecy something?” Lorna suggested.

	Second order of business: find out why Valentine Morningstar considered dreaming so important that he started keeping dream journals. 

	“Okay, this is all I’ve got.” I looked at the white board. It didn’t make much sense, sadly. “Who wants to go next?”

	“I’ll go.” Pazuzu stood up and pulled a crumpled paper out of his pocket. 

	A chill ran up my spine. “Is that… what I think it is?”

	“Yeah. It’s your genealogy. Well, on your mother’s side, at least. Fucking Morningstar remains a mystery.”

	“I tried to dig up dirt on him and his family, I swear,” GC said quickly. “But he cut off all communication with the outside. I asked my mother what she knew about him, she said not much, but she’d look into it. If she found out anything, maybe now I can teleport to her and get the info.”

	“Don’t worry about it,” I said. “I don’t want you to get in trouble.”

	“No trouble at all, goddess. In and out. Quick.” He snapped his fingers. “No one will ever know.”

	“What we’re doing now is dangerous enough.” Two or three times a week, Headmaster Morningstar had the Unseelie guards check the dorm-rooms to make sure all students were where they were supposed to be – in bed. We’d learned their schedule by now, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t switch it up at any time.

	“So, are you ready for this?” Paz stepped up to me, hand out waiting for me to pass the marker.

	I looked at the paper in his hand. Names. Just names. People I’d never met, people who didn’t mean anything to me, even if they were my mother’s ancestors. Relatives. Some of them could still be alive.

	“I don’t know, but I guess we’re about to find out.” I gave him the black marker and went to sit with the others.

	Paz found a clear spot on the board and started drawing the family tree he’d put together at the end of year one, when we all found out who my real parents were, and he decided to go investigate in Bulgaria. Just as I thought, there were only names. Names that didn’t say anything to me. He reached the bottom, where he wrote Katerina Angelov and Valentine Morningstar, connected them with a line, then drew another perpendicular line and wrote Mila. I appreciated the lack of a surname. 

	Katia’s mother was Rositsa, and her father was Boris. Paz drew a cross next to both names. Rositsa had a sister, Natalia – another cross, – and Natalia had a daughter and a son. The son never got married, apparently, but the daughter, Anelia, had married a guy whose name Paz hadn’t been able to find, and together they had a daughter – Yolanda. There were a few more names that didn’t have crosses after them, but I’d already lost interest.

	“How’s this supposed to help?” Patty asked what I was thinking. “Mila, do you know any of these people?”

	“No. Not even my mother.” I was staring at the name Katerina Angelov like I was waiting for something to happen. For it to start glowing or cause a vision. Anything. This is stupid.

	“I agree,” Paz said. “There are a few more names, but it doesn’t matter. There’s one thing I believe could be important. I don’t know how yet, but I have a feeling.”

	“What is it?”

	He fixed me with his green eyes. “Mila, there’s a disease that has run in your family for generations. Only women suffer from it. Your mother was particularly affected.”

	I straightened my back. That was the last thing anyone wanted to hear. Really! A disease running in the family? Did it mean that I had it? If I didn’t have it yet, would I get sick later?

	“Schizophrenia.”

	“What the hell?” I jumped to my feet and started pacing. “Schizophrenia? Are you saying my mother was crazy?”

	He rolled his eyes. “Schizophrenia is a real thing, Mila, and it has affected many of your female ancestors, apparently. Your mother wasn’t crazy. She was ill.”

	“Well, I don’t have it. That’s for sure.”

	“There’s one more thing. She never abandoned you. I believe she had every intention to get you back from Stepan and Ilena, but she had an attack and was taken to a mental hospital before she could.”

	My heart jumped right in my throat. I swallowed heavily and forced myself to speak.

	“Paz, is she still alive? Is she… in a mental hospital in Bulgaria?”

	“N-no.” He took the cap off his marker and drew a cross next to Katia’s name. “I’m sorry, my love.”

	“Fuck.” Fuck fuck fuck. I stepped away. I needed to think. I needed to breathe. Another step, and another step… The next thing I knew, I was headed down the tunnel that led to the beach.

	“Mila, wait!”

	“Don’t go outside! Someone might see you,” Lorna yelled after me.

	“I’m fine, guys. I just need a minute.”

	Corri flew after me.

	“Are you okay, Mistress?”

	“I’m fine, I’m fine,” I said through gritted teeth. Tears stung at the back of my eyes. “It’s not like I ever knew her.” I wiped my eyes even if no tear had fallen yet, tightened my jaw, and walked faster.

	I needed to see the ocean.

	 


 

	CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

	 

	Classes, tests, presentations, sleep, dream, wake up. Classes, tests, sleep, dream… 

	I started a dream journal, like Klaus had suggested. Honestly, it was kind of annoying, because the last thing I wanted to do when I woke up in the morning was to take half an hour of my time to write what usually proved to be pretty nonsensical in a notebook. But Corri encouraged me, and if she and Klaus believed it would help in the long run, then who was I to argue? They were only trying to help me, and I knew that it could only work if I helped myself first.

	Classes, presentations, sleep, dream, wake up. 

	January slipped by, then February and March. Mrs. Charon still wasn’t allowed to teach us how to teleport, and Mrs. Maat was forbidden from organizing any field trips. Crassus was my exasperating shadow, and the Unseelie were everywhere, watching the students’ every move. I was so exhausted and bored of this charade that I was genuinely considering just barging into Morningstar’s office and asking him what his deal was. I and my Arcane Cabal, as Lorna had named our group of rebels, still hadn’t figured out what his end goal was. We were in the dark. Which meant that he was winning. 

	We each had our tasks. Lorna was teaching Klaus how to do serious magic, Patricia and Joel went to Salem Library each chance they got without raising suspicion, Paz researched schizophrenia (he was obsessed with the idea that it had something to do with everything), GC visited his mother, Andromeda, once a week to check in and see if she’d discovered anything new about Morningstar’s family, and I was dreaming. My main task was to dream dream dream. Oh, and Francis wasn’t doing much. Just holding it together for all of us. He was like the therapist of the group. Which was totally insane, because he was actually the crazy cultist who fed women to an ancient god. Patty and Joel were the ones digging into the matter, because Lorna had insisted we couldn’t simply ignore the tentacled monster in the well just because Morningstar was the direct threat. The Arcane Cabal had enough members to solve both problems in parallel.

	Sleep, dream, sleep, dream. I had to be honest… I didn’t feel like I was making much progress. The dreams were much clearer now, I’d mastered becoming lucid the moment I entered them, and I could also stay inside longer. Corri was tasked with making sure nothing woke me up. Sleeping on my chest was out of the question now, and I didn’t care it was her favorite spot.

	Sleep, dream, sleep…

	 

	* * *

	 

	The place was quiet. I was in the middle of the street; not a car in sight. A small, picturesque town in a green valley; mountains rising toward the sky all around. I dragged in a breath, and the fresh air filled my lungs. My actual lungs.

	Eyes wide, I looked down at my hands, turned them over and over, touched my face, my hair… I could feel everything. But I knew it was only a dream, and I knew I was awake in it, while I was asleep in my own bed at the same time.

	It’s finally happening… This was the next level. From now on, everything was going to be different. I didn’t know why or how, but there was this voice in my head that kept repeating that I was close, so close… That I’d never been closer before.

	I moved from the middle of the street, and as I started walking down the sidewalk, my fingers touched the parked cars I passed by, the trees, the mailboxes. The houses here were small and quaint. Some pets playing out in their yards, and even a kid or two. A woman was kneeling in her garden, clearing the weeds. She looked up as I wend by and cocked an eyebrow. Oh my God, she can actually see me! I smiled, and she smiled back. My blue hair had gotten her attention.

	This is more than a lucid dream, more than an OBE. I’m actually here. I. Am. Here. Has Morningstar ever experienced something like this? I had to keep it together. Was this the past? Was it the future? I just felt this strong pull toward the house at the end of the street. 

	It was bigger and wealthier than the rest. The fence was made of wood, and the gate was solid iron. To get a glimpse at the front yard, I had to climb the stone foundation upon which the fence was built. I couldn’t resist the temptation. It was as if there was something in this house – or someone – that was calling for me. 

	There wasn’t much to see, though. An alley leading to the front door, some random flowers here and there, and a huge bush of jasmine that spread an intoxicating scent in the air. I closed my eyes and inhaled. There was probably a larger garden in the back. I could guess it was one of those houses that looked like they were regular and boring from the street but had a lush garden and a swimming pool or a hot tub in the back. 

	“Can I help you, Miss?”

	My eyes snapped open. I knew that voice. It was coming from one of the windows upstairs. My heart picked up the pace, beating wildly in my chest, the panicked thump thump thump reverberating down into my stomach and my gut, in my whole body. I squeezed my legs together. I needed to pee. Stupid nerves. 

	“Do I know you?”

	I hadn’t looked up yet. I couldn’t. I heard the window close, and I knew he was coming down.

	What do I do? What do I do? He can see me! 

	You stay right where you are. The voice in my head, the feeling in my gut. It really felt like the orders were coming from within me, when in truth… they might as well have been coming from inside the house. There was something there. Someone. They’d been waiting for me, calling, begging… They weren’t going to let me go now that they had me so close, in their grip.

	I didn’t move. I heard the front door open, then steps on the cobblestone alley. I heard the main gate creaking ajar.

	“Come down, will you? Come inside.”

	I bit the inside of my cheek, breathed in and out slowly, then finally gathered my courage and looked at him. He was tall, handsome, maybe slightly older than he should have been. Long blond hair gathered neatly in a low ponytail. Eyes as blue as the sky. As blue as mine. Sharp features, tanned skin. That was the difference. Tanned skin. He liked to be in the sun. This Valentine Morningstar liked to be in the sun.

	“Why would I come inside?” I managed.

	He furrowed his brows, lost in deep thought for a second. He pointed his finger at me, moved in closer.

	“You remind me of someone,” he said. “I know I’ve never seen you before, but you look so familiar. Who are you?”

	“You know who I am…”

	He smiled brightly, kindly, as if he didn’t have a care in the world and the weird exchange we were having was just a welcome break in his daily routine. 

	“I really don’t,” he insisted. “Why are you spying over my fence?”

	“Is this the future?” But how could it bloody be the future if I was his daughter and he didn’t recognize me?!

	His demeanor changed at my words. He frowned, studying me more closely. He even took a step back, which was so unlike him. What was happening? He looked like my father, but he… wasn’t my father. I had a nagging feeling that no, this wasn’t the future. But it couldn’t have been the past, either. It didn’t look like he was… a Grim Reaper. In fact, he was wearing a cream shirt and blue slacks. What a strange combination for him. I’d always seen him in black… And where the hell was his scythe?

	“You’re not from around here,” he said in a low, calculated voice. He was finally taking me seriously. “You’re from the other world.”

	“What other world?”

	“The other universe. You’re dreaming right now.”

	I paled. How did he know? I swallowed heavily and decided to get down from the fence. Facing him now, the sensation that he was Valentine Morningstar but not quite, increased.

	“I’m lost,” I said. “What is this place. Who are you?”

	“Who are you?”

	“I’m your daughter!” I raised my voice, which drew the neighbors’ attention. “I’m Mila.”

	His blue eyes went wide, and his hands started shaking. He squeezed them into fists at his sides, trying to regain control over his emotions.

	“This can’t be,” he whispered, in a daze. “He told me you were dead…”

	“Who told you?”

	He put his trembling fist in his mouth and bit down on his knuckles. Whatever was going on, he was taking this harder than I was.

	“Come inside, we need to talk. I’ll tell you everything, but not here.” He threw a quick glance around and waved at one of his neighbors.

	I dragged in a breath. He was holding the gate open for me, but I couldn’t decide whether this was a good idea or not.

	“You don’t trust me…”

	“How could I trust you? Your sole purpose is to destroy me.”

	“I’m not who you think I am.”

	“Who are you, then? What’s your name?” I already knew it, and I was beginning to understand what I’d gotten myself into, but I needed to hear him say it out loud.

	“Valentine Morningstar. But I’m not… the Valentine you probably know. I’m not your father.”

	Fuck. I stepped through the open gate and let him lead me to the patio, where we sat at a wooden table. He pulled out a bell, rang it three times, and a pixie appeared out of nowhere. He ordered her to bring us coffee. My heart ached when I realized the pixie looked just like Corri. He’d just called her from the Blank. I kept my mouth shut, though. This was not my Corri.

	“Mila,” he said, staring at me over the rim of his cup. “Mila.”

	“I realize this is a dream, but I’ve never dreamed like this before. I’ll ask again: is this the future?” He shook his head. “The past?” He shook his head again. “Oh, for God’s sake, what is it, then?”

	“You really don’t know? You’re a traveler and you don’t know?”

	“Traveler?”

	“Jumper. Dream traveler. Your kind is known by many names.”

	I chuckled stupidly. He stayed serious.

	“Dream traveler… My kind…”

	“Mila, this is a parallel universe. There are thousands of universes, and not all of them are accessible through trees, heavenly stairways, canyons, and rocks. In fact, most aren’t. Most are completely hidden from view, and only few people with rare abilities can access them. As far as I can tell, you’re one of these rare people. You can jump through the simple process of dreaming, and you can be in two places at the same time. You’re here, in the flesh, but you’re also in your bed, asleep. Personally, I’m not a traveler, but I’ve met a few, and they told me how it works.”

	“This is insane…” I could barely form words, let alone speak them. “This is… No one told us about this. No one at Grim Reaper Academy, not one professor… N-no. This isn’t happening. It’s just a dream that will prove totally nonsensical when I woke up. If I’ll remember it at all…”

	He shook his head. “You came here for a reason.”

	“Look, dude… I don’t know what I’m doing. I didn’t choose this place, I didn’t…”

	“Dream travelers choose their destinations instinctively.”

	“What is a parallel universe, anyway?” PU. That was what PU stood for. Parallel Universe. The Valentine Morningstar in my world was just like me – a traveler.

	He shrugged. “It’s exactly what the name says. A dimension parallel to yours. The same people, the same events… but slightly different. Time can be different, too. For instance, I know for a fact that I’m older than your father.”

	“You know him?!” I jumped to my feet. The two cups of coffee clinked on their tiny plates when my knees hit the table by mistake. “You’ve met him?”

	“He was the first traveler I came in contact with.”

	“Oh my God!” I ran my hands through my long, tangled blue hair. This was it. This was the breakthrough. This was the last piece of the puzzle. I sat back down, placing my hands square on the table. “Tell me everything. You… you don’t know him. You don’t know how evil he is. I’m in danger because of him. We all are.”

	“Who’s we?”

	“The students of Grim Reaper Academy. Wait. Don’t you have an Academy here? Aren’t you a Grim Reaper?”

	He sighed deeply. Suddenly, he seemed very sad.

	“Grim Reaper Academy exists in this universe, too. And I used to be one of the twenty-two Grim Reapers a long, long time ago.”

	“What happened?”

	“I retired before my time was up. I retired when… I lost you and your mother.”

	 


 

	CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

	 

	What. The actual. Fuck. My brain was glitching. 

	“It was years ago,” he began. “I met your mother on a pretty nasty job in Bulgaria. My scythe started glowing red, I teleported to the location, and there I was, in a dingy alley, in the middle of the night, and this woman… this beautiful angel with blond hair and blue eyes was screaming and fighting a gorilla of a man who was trying to subdue her. And I used to be good at my job, you know? But for one second, in that whole commotion, I didn’t know whose string of life I was supposed to cut. The blond angel got the upper hand, though. She managed to get her pepper spray from her bag, blinded her aggressor, and when he took a few steps back, she pulled a knife out of her boot and planted it right in his throat. I swung my scythe and released his soul from his body. The blond angel didn’t even see me. But I saw her. And from that day on, I followed her. I couldn’t resist, couldn’t stay away… She was perfect. I found out her name was Katerina.”

	“Perfect? She was a prostitute.”

	He cocked an eyebrow. “No, she wasn’t. She did odd jobs, worked as a waitress for a while, even took a job as a stripper when things got really tough, but she was never a… sex worker.”

	“Hm. In my universe, that’s what she was.”

	“Oh.”

	“Go on.”

	“I was in love. She’d stolen my heart, and I couldn’t hide from her anymore. I needed her to see me, I needed to know if she could ever love me back. So, I removed my Grim Reaper cloak one night, and went to see her at the club where she was dancing. I bought her a drink when she got off the stage, and we talked and talked… It was as if we’d known each other since forever, as if we’d been together before, in another life.”

	“Or in all the other parallel dimensions out there.”

	He smiled. “I didn’t know anything about parallel dimensions back then. I only knew what I’d learned at the Academy. Heaven, Hell, the Seelie Court, the Unseelie Court, Goblin Mountain, the Carnelian City… What year are you in?”

	“Three. Second semester.”

	“You must have visited all by now.”

	I laughed bitterly. “I wish. Story for another time. Finish yours.”

	“Right. Katia and I became friends. Then lovers. Then we got married. I told her the truth, of course. About who I was, what I was, about my job. She took it fairly well. She got pregnant. With you. We chose the name… She wanted to call you Mila, and I wanted to call you Josephine. We agreed you’d be Mila Josephine Morningstar. Our life was perfect. We were living in Scotland, in an old castle I’d inherited from my family. She loved it so much. While I was away reaping, she redecorated it and gave it a modern vibe. When the day came, I had a doctor, two midwives, and half a dozen assistants brought in. Still, they couldn’t do a thing. They couldn’t stop the bleeding, couldn’t save the baby’s life, couldn’t save her life…” His voice sounded choked, but he pushed through. “I lost my Katia, and I lost my Josephine. I lost my will to live, to reap. I retired and locked my scythe in a closet.”

	We were both silent for a long while, sipping our coffee, and processing. He – his pain, and I – what I’d just learned. The puzzle was complicated. So many pieces… I could barely put it together, but I was starting to glimpse the truth.

	“Do you still have your scythe?”

	“No.” He cleared his throat. “I gave it away.”

	“You gave it away?! What Grim Reaper gives his scythe away?”

	“A Grim Reaper who wants his wife back.”

	“Life?”

	“No, wife. My wife, Katia. I exchanged my scythe for her.”

	I blinked a few times, confused. He probably thought I had something in my eye. How silly of me to think I could solve this puzzle. 

	“I don’t understand.”

	“He showed up two years after I lost them. The Valentine Morningstar from your world. He’d been traveling a lot, dream after dream, jump after jump, trying to find a solution for his… predicament.”

	“What predicament?” But I already knew, didn’t I?

	“He’d broken his scythe. He didn’t tell me how, and I didn’t ask. We agreed to an exchange. He would bring me his Katia, and I would give him my scythe.”

	I felt like I was suffocating. I was still breathing, in and out, but my lungs refused to acknowledge they were getting the air they needed. I felt myself slipping out of the dream, waking up in the real world, and I fought to stay focused. This was not the time to lose my shit.

	“He gave you Katia… my mother… from my universe.”

	“He said he could do it. He said… she was one of the few dream travelers who could exchange bodies with themselves in other parallel universes. But he warned me that she was not okay, that she’d been locked in a mental institution for years, that she had delusions, thought she had a daughter…”

	“Delusions? No! She did have a daughter. Me!”

	“That’s not what he said. He led me to believe that things in his universe had unfolded similarly to things here, but instead of dying at birth, his Katia lost her baby and survived. He said he couldn’t bear the pain of seeing her consumed by agony and madness, of seeing her broken… I didn’t care. I wanted her. I knew I could make her better, save her. She was the love of my life. It didn’t matter she wasn’t from my world. I loved all Katias from all the parallel universes. So, we made the exchange. He wanted a scythe attuned to his energy, and I wanted my wife. It all worked out in the end.”

	I was in shock. Hyperventilating, shaking, and dangerously close to waking up. I grabbed the cup before me with both hands and lifted it to my lips. The coffee was cold now, but the bitter taste grounded me to this world, to this universe that wasn’t mine, but was so similar to mine.

	“No, nothing worked out in the end,” I finally managed to speak. Weakly at first, then more loudly and firmly. “Nothing worked out. In fact, it was all a mess. It is a mess. He lied to you. I didn’t die, and my mother wasn’t delusional. She was sick. Admitted to a mental hospital because of her schizophrenia. Do you even realize what you did?” He looked at me, lost, confused. He shook his head. “Do you know how he broke his scythe? He tried to kill me! That’s how. He tried to kill me when I was only a child. I was two years old, and he tried to cut my bloody throat! His scythe broke into pieces, and then he found you and took you for a fool.”

	“I… I didn’t know. I swear I didn’t know. I would’ve never…”

	“Where is she?” I stood up, all my joints shaking with nerves and adrenaline, my body close to collapsing. Indeed, I was made of flesh and bone. I was in two places at the same time. The implications were mind blowing, but I couldn’t spare a moment to think about them. “Is she here?”

	“She is,” he whispered.

	“I want to see her.”

	“She’s in the back, by the pool. Reading.”

	That was all I needed. I burst through the main door, crossed the hallway, the living room, and the dining room. There was a glass door leading to a wide terrace, and I pushed it open.

	There she was. Just like he’d said. By the pool, reading. Her long, blond hair shone brightly in the sun, covering her shoulders and back like a golden curtain. Her eyes were trained on the book she was balancing on her elegant knee, her face relaxed, and her lips slightly parted. Her dainty hand reached for the glass of wine on the table next to her chair. She lifted it to her red lips and took a sip.

	My eyes filled with tears. I let them fall, and they soon soaked my cheeks, neck, and the T-shirt I was wearing. I was stuck on the terrace, looking at her, crying and trembling. Morningstar stepped behind me, and he must have guessed I needed a minute to compose myself, because he didn’t say a word. Katia hadn’t noticed me. She was engrossed in her book.

	I had to move. I had to put one foot in front of the other and go to her. She was there, just a few feet away. I knew it was her. The Katia Angelov from my universe, the woman who’d given birth to me. She hadn’t abandoned me, and she hadn’t died. She’d just been used as a pawn on a board of chess where Valentine Morningstar was playing black, and the other Valentine Morningstar was playing white.

	“You’re no different than him,” I spat through gritted teeth.

	She looked up at the sound of my voice. My blue eyes met her blue eyes, and I felt like I was falling. Coming apart, slipping away, collapsing… I didn’t know what was happening to me, but something was happening, and I couldn’t stop it. I’d held on long enough. Too long.

	“My baby…” She whispered.

	I opened my mouth. I wanted to say “Mom”. That was all I wanted to say.

	It was too late.

	I woke up in my bed. Corri was staring at me from atop the nightstand.

	“Bad dream? You were screaming.”

	I covered my mouth with my hand. Jumped out of the bed. Ran into the bathroom. Threw up in the toilet.

	 


 

	CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

	 

	It was early morning, before breakfast. On a Saturday. The Academy was asleep. I burst out of my room in my pajamas, startling Crassus and alarming Corri, who flew after me, her translucent wings beating wildly as she tried to keep up. Crassus himself found it hard to keep up, and his sword clanged when he accidentally knocked it against the winding staircase. I should have teleported. Would’ve been faster. But it wouldn’t have had the same impact as stomping angrily down the stairs, out of the north tower, across the inner courtyard, and into the Headmaster’s office. Just as I’d hoped, he was awake and at his desk, planning how to fuck the Academy harder in some new, twisted way.

	“Mila!” He jumped when I banged his office door against the wall. “You’re in your pajamas. Proper dress and decorum…”

	“I know everything.”

	He furrowed his brows. “What do you mean?”

	I walked up to his desk and slammed his dream journal on top of the files he’d been reading. Corri gasped, realizing my boldness would enrage him. Crassus simply closed the door and took his usual position in a corner, waiting to see how things would unfold. 

	“I know you’re a dream traveler. Turns out, I am one too. You saw the prophecy in one of your dreams, and you tried to kill me when I was just a child. Your scythe broke, so you universe-hopped some more until you found a lousy version of yourself to trick into giving you his scythe. Instead, you gave him my mother. Who isn’t dead, by the way, I know that too. She’s in a parallel universe, living with your lousy doppelganger. I saw her. I literally just saw her.” Tears were stinging my eyes, but I dragged in a breath and forced them back. This was not the time to become emotional.

	Corri was in shock. In other circumstances, she would have done a happy floaty dance in honor of my discovery. But now that I knew the truth, I was in danger. She could feel it, I could feel it, and even my Unseelie bodyguard had tensed up. But there was no turning back now. After what I’d learned the other night, I couldn’t keep quiet. I had to confront him.

	“Good job,” he started clapping lazily, but I could tell he was just buying time. He didn’t know how to react. “You’ve got it all figured out. I knew you could do it, Mila. After all, you are my beloved daughter.”

	“How dare you call me that when you tried to kill me? And, you know what? Since I’ve been at Grim Reaper Academy, many people have tried to kill me. I fought for my life, sucked it up, and moved on. I even forgave one of them. But you… you tried to decapitate me when I was two years old. A toddler! When I couldn’t protect myself, when I didn’t even know what was happening. That’s a new kind of low. Even for you.”

	He sighed, jaw clenched and lips pursed. He stood up and reached for his scythe but didn’t round the desk to meet me in my anger. Did he think a piece of wood would protect him?

	Shit. I forgot my scythe. I was unarmed. Okay, maybe I hadn’t thought this through. 

	“You’re new at this dream traveling thing, but I’m proud of your progress. You got some things wrong, though. Don’t worry, I got them wrong too the first time. Let’s go through what you said you discovered. One, parallel universes. Fascinating, right? A whole bunch of other worlds out there, and only us, dream jumpers, can visit them. Completely inaccessible to the less fortunate. Only humans can dream. Well, humans and hybrids. And of all these people who can dream, very few have the ability to be in two places at the same time. In two dimensions at the same time. When I first came to find you, I didn’t know all this. I thought what I saw in my dreams was the past and the future. And I thought that was how prophecies were born. Which is true, by the way. It is the way they are born. But they’re not real, you see? They’re not actual prophecies. Prophecies do not exist. Or, better yet, they are lies.”

	I narrowed my eyes at him. “I don’t follow.”

	“If dream travelers can’t see the future, and what they see is just a parallel world where things are similar but slightly different, then it means that whatever they see doesn’t have to necessarily happen in their own world. After you were born, I came across one of these timelines. In it, I was dead, retired by my own daughter when I’d refused to surrender my scythe and my career. I was an inexperienced dream traveler back then, just like you are now, and I believed that would happen in the future if I didn’t stop it from happening. I didn’t come up with the prophecy, mind you, I just saw what other travelers had probably glimpsed too, because even before I saw it, the word was already out there, in the supernatural community. My own dream only confirmed it. That was when I sought you out and tried to kill you. That was when my scythe broke.”

	“You don’t regret it one bit…”

	“No,” he said in a cold voice. “Because I still believe you’re going to be my undoing.”

	I nodded. “You got that right.” Shit shit shit. Why did I leave my goddamn scythe in my room? Maybe I could subtly ask Corri to bring it? She could’ve done it with a snap of her fingers. 

	“Mila, you’ve been clearly working against me this past year. May I ask you something? How do you think you’ll retire me?”

	I crossed my arms over my chest. Was he trying to intimidate me?

	“Year three is almost over. We’ll graduate, and twenty-two of us will be chosen as the next Grim Reapers. Everyone knows by now that I will take your place. I’m meant to. So, if you don’t retire willingly, I will…”

	“Kill me with your scythe?”

	I cocked an eyebrow. “You think I’m not good enough of a fighter to do it? I trained with an Unseelie soldier last semester.”

	“Oh, it’s not that. You’re a brilliant fighter. Another reason why I’m proud of you.”

	I chuckled sarcastically. He kept saying those words… That he was proud of me.

	“But if I can’t kill you with my scythe because it literally breaks like glass the second it touches you, how do you think you’ll be able to kill me with yours?”

	My blood froze. 

	He grinned.

	“That’s right, daughter. It’s not about the weapon itself, it’s about who wields it. You’re blood of my blood. I can’t hurt you. I don’t know why… It’s just an unwritten rule, I suppose. The same applies to you.”

	Well, crap. That tiny, little detail hadn’t been in the prophecy that was actually not a prophecy but a creative, highly manipulative, misunderstood gibberish of a lie. And I wasn’t sure my own thoughts made sense anymore.

	“However.” He took a step back, pulled a drawer open, and took out what looked like a pretty heavy leather baggie-thing. He undid the knot and turned it upside down. A stream of precious stones that sparkled green, blue, red, pink, and black poured onto his desk. “If I were to hire someone to end your life for me… I wonder if it might work.”

	My eyes went as wide as saucers. Any wider, and they would’ve popped out of my sockets. Slowly, without taking my eyes off him, I started walking backwards. My shoulder blades hit the door, and my hand tried to find the doorknob. I was shaking so badly that I failed to grasp it…

	Corri started flying all over the place, her wings making that incessant buzzing buzz buzz that I actually found soothing for the first time in my life. 

	“Mistress…”

	Valentine cut her off my grabbing the bell on his desk and ringing it three times. Poof! Corri was in the Blank.

	Yeah. He had a bell just like mine. 

	Was I trapped just now? I felt like I was trapped. My hand found the doorknob. Good. But why wasn’t I turning it? Why wasn’t I running? I guessed it was because I didn’t believe he would actually do it. I didn’t believe my own father, as shitty as he was, would give the order, and my Unseelie bodyguard, who’d been my friend for a second in semester one, would carry it out.

	I’d stormed into his office and now I was going to run? I was either very brave, or very stupid.

	Morningstar looked at Crassus, and Crassus looked at the gems. 

	I was very stupid.

	“We’ll sign the contract later,” Valentine nodded toward the Unseelie.

	“Wait a minute, this isn’t…” But Crassus already had his hand on the hilt of his sword and was moving toward me. “You’re not gonna…” He pulled his sword out. “Crassus…” And the cold, sharp edge was now pressed against my throat. 

	I looked into his eyes, and he looked into mine. This man had followed me around the whole summer, and then the whole school year. He’d stood guard by my door. He’d slept on the hallway, right in front of my room. He couldn’t. He wouldn’t. Not even if he was paid a fair price.

	The sword moved away from my throat, and I sighed in relief. Too soon. He hadn’t changed his mind, he’d just changed the place where he wanted to strike.

	Crassus plunged the sword in my chest.

	I opened my mouth to scream, and nothing came out. 

	The last thing I saw with my human eyes were his lips moving in a quiet whisper: “It’s the way of the Unseelie.”

	 

	* * *

	 

	Pain. Sharp. Unforgiving. Darkness. Light. A blade glowing red.

	“It’s okay, honey,” the Grim Reaper said. “It’s your time to go.”

	“N-no.”

	I was only twenty years old. I was in love with four boys, and I’d only gotten to tell two of them. I hadn’t fulfilled the prophecy. No, that last part didn’t matter. There had never been a prophecy.

	“N-no.”

	I recognized my Grim Reaper. She was VDC. A beautiful sphinx with golden eyes and skin as black as the night. GC and Pazuzu had been assigned to her for practice. 

	“I’ll be gentle,” she whispered.

	“Please, it’s not my time…”

	“Aww, I’m sorry, little one. It is.”

	The blade pulled at my string of life, loosely coiled around my chest and shoulders. It gave in on the first tug. The next thing I knew, my soul was violently pushed out of my body. It rose for a few moments, up up up toward the sky, stopped to look at the walls of the Academy from above, then plunged into the earth.

	I was going to Hell. Not a metaphor.

	I was dead.

	 


 

	CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

	 

	As I descended toward the gates of Hell, my soul took the shape of who I used to be. It had been attached to my body for so long, that it was all it knew how to do – be Mila. My nonmaterial feet touched the ground. The more I walked, the more my destination seemed to move farther and farther away. The path turned narrow and dusty, and visions of a life once lived and lost started popping out here and there, showing me scenes in which I was the protagonist. Here was me on my first day of school, when I punched that kid who was laughing at my old, worn-out clothes in the face. There was me telling the Math teacher that she had a stick up her ass and needed a man to go in there and get it out. She’d failed me in a test, and I’d studied my ass off for it. 

	Me screaming in my mom’s face that she was useless. Me reassuring my desk mate in high school that she looked great, when in truth, that dress made her look like a potato. Then, there I was, making my scythe act up in Sariel’s grip at the Yule Ball in year one. Telling Lorna she was stupid if she believed he’d ever want her in year two…

	I hadn’t been a good person. I hadn’t been evil, either, because most of the bad things I did were to take revenge on people who’d hurt me, but that meant nothing when it came to the final judgement. And this was it. This was my final judgement. Yep, I was going to Hell. And I deserved it, because when I was supposed to forgive and turn the other cheek, I cursed my life and everyone in it, and threw a punch instead. 

	Whatever. Heaven is boring anyway. And I like pain. Pain makes me feel alive. A part of me still couldn’t process that I was dead, apparently. I wondered what Circle of Hell I’d end up in. Visions were still dancing before me as I walked walked walked. When they’d be done, I’d reach the gates of Hell and find out.

	There was me learning about the monster under the Academy and doing nothing about it. Doing nothing to stop evil was a sin, too. This particular vision lasted for a long time, and I had a feeling it was the one to decide my punishment. 

	I was getting to the end of the road. The gates were wide open before me. A few more steps…

	Something grabbed me by the throat. My first instinct was to wrap my fingers around it and pull, but then I realized that I was nonmaterial, so I could just change my shape and escape. It didn’t work. 

	If I don’t have a body, if I’m just a soul right now, then how… why does it feel like I have a rope around my throat?

	It didn’t make any sense. And the more I pulled at it, the tighter it coiled around my throat and chest. I stopped struggling. Maybe this was my punishment. To feel like a rope was crushing me and suffocating me forever and ever. The moment I stopped fighting it, it wrapped around me from my neck down to my waist. I looked down, and something shifted inside me when I realized that the thing was not a rope at all, but a… string of life. My string of life. Longer, thicker, stronger… more possessive than ever, desperate to attach itself to me. It had a will of its own, and its will was to... keep me alive.

	It pulled me up through the earth, through damp darkness and places no man had ever seen, and dumped me in a pile of broken flesh. It felt cold, painful, and disgusting. But I had no other choice. The string of life forced my soul to mold against the body, fill every cranny from the inside, and expand around it in a field of renewed energy. I recognized it as my old body, the one I’d just left behind when the sword pierced my heart. I thought I would’ve wanted back, but I didn’t. Hell would’ve been easier to stomach. This thing was dead, cold, and unwelcoming. It smelled fowl, too. But there was no way back now.

	Something or someone had decided that I wasn’t done yet.

	It was so bad, that once my soul and my body were back together, I lost consciousness. 

	 

	* * *

	 

	It was cold. So cold. I stirred awake, my hands reaching around, trying to find something to cover myself with. I was naked. I opened my eyes, but only saw darkness. I finally found something, wet and slippery and disgusting, but at least it was warm. I pulled it over me, and realized it was moving, breathing. It had the texture of rough skin, and it was covered in small, round suction cups that oozed something nasty. I opened my mouth to scream, but nothing came out. I had to get out of there. 

	My senses were coming online, and the first one was my sense of smell. It hit me hard. If I had anything in my stomach, I would have vomited. Rotten flesh, stale water, dried blood. 

	Water. Stale water. 

	And I suddenly knew where I was. 

	I scrambled to my feet, my hands feeling for things I could use for support. Vines, more slippery, moving tentacles, and a wall, the rock warm and sharp under my fingertips. I moved around, my bare feet slushing through rusty water mixed with blood, sweat, and God knew what other fluids. Everything that was down here, in this pit of death and terror, was on my body too, in my pores, in my hair, in my eyes and my mouth, under my fingernails. I was drenched in it. And it smelled awful. 

	“I have to…” I croaked. Good, my voice was working. And I did sound like me, like the old me, like the Mila I used to be. Was that a good sign? A bad sign? Too soon to tell. “I have to get out of here.”

	I don’t know how I did it… The old Mila wouldn’t have been able to climb the wall of the well with just her bare hands. But I did. My feet searched for nooks and crannies in the stone, my toes digging deep inside them and using them to propel my body upward. Up up up, and I could finally see light. I grabbed the edge and pulled myself over it, falling on the floor like a ragdoll. I stayed like that for a while, eyes closed, naked body shaking, nails scratching at the white stone. Candles flickered all around me.

	“Mila?”

	That voice. I knew that voice. I couldn’t look up yet. No, not just yet. I focused on my breath. In and out, in and out. My lungs were working properly, and I knew that my heart had been mended and my blood had been returned to my veins. But how? Through what ancient, dark magic? Through what horrendous act? Through whose sacrifice?

	“Mila, you’re alive…”

	Another voice. And I knew that one, too. It was time to confront them.

	I pushed myself up on my hands and knees, then with extreme effort, to my feet. My blue eyes rose to look at the circle of people with black cloaks on their backs and candles in their hands. Through long eyelashes that dripped someone else’s blood, I stared at them in silence before I remembered how to use my voice again.

	“What have you done?”

	“We had no other choice,” Francis said. He looked at me like a lost puppy who knew he’d done something bad and was hoping I’d forgive him. “You were dead.”

	“Goddess, he killed you,” GC’s voice trembled. “He murdered you in cold blood, and then he hid your body deep in the forest.”

	“It took us three days to find you,” Pazuzu added.

	“It took us hours to dig you up,” Sariel whispered, still in shock at what they’d all had to do.

	Klaus was there, too. Joel, and Patty. Lorna…

	“I’m a mage, not a necromancer,” Lorna said. “I would’ve… but my magic has limits. Francis said he knew a way.”

	I straightened my back, moaning in pain. To move was to hurt. 

	“You brought me back,” I managed. “No, you asked your Great Old One to bring me back in a body that had been buried for three days!”

	Francis whimpered. I threw him a death glare, and he immediately realized all his moaning and whining annoyed me. He gathered his courage and did his best to hold his head high.

	“Your body will be back to normal in a few days. You’ll be stronger and faster, you’ll be able to do things you could never do before. Your senses will… sharpen.”

	I looked at my hands, arms, legs. I touched my face, my neck, my chest, my sides… Every scar, every cigarette burn, every tattoo. It was all there. The map of pain that covered my skin. Most of it was my own doing, some of it… It didn’t matter anymore. 

	“What am I?”

	“Revenant,” Francis said. “It’s what we call those who die and come back to life by the power of a Great Old One and through…”

	“Blood sacrifice,” I finished the sentence for him. “Who did you kill to revive me?”

	“It’s better if you don’t…” GC tried.

	“The Unseelie’s daughter,” Lorna said, and I could hear the anger in her voice.

	I looked at her with renewed interest. I looked at all of them with renewed interest.

	“Crassus had a daughter?”

	“Klaus and I teleported to the Unseelie Court and found her,” Lorna explained. “We wanted to sacrifice him at first, but Francis insisted his god prefers women, and we needed this to work. So, I figured… what would hurt him more? His daughter sacrificed to save your life. She’s gone, you’re here. Mission accomplished.”

	“Lorna, you are…” I couldn’t even find the words. “Crassus was just doing his job. Morningstar paid him. It’s the way of the Unseelie.”

	She took a step forward, her brows furrowed and her eyes seeping with blue energy and pure rage. “If that’s the way of the Unseelie,” she said in a booming voice that echoed down the tunnels and filled the empty space, “then this is the way of Lorna Chiaramonte. No one touches my friends and gets away with it. No one.”

	“... loyal,” I finished my sentence when I finally got the right word. Initially, I’d wanted to say “Lorna, you are evil”, or “Lorna, you are a murderer”, but no. She was all of that, of course, but she was also loyal. They were all murderers, and they were all loyal. The two weren’t mutually exclusive.

	“So, you’re okay,” GC let out a breath of relief, smiling. “You’re back, and you’re okay.”

	Was I okay? I couldn’t answer that at the moment. My body still felt dead here and there, and I smelled like shit. Now I knew I was covered in three things: the god’s poisonous ooze, the guts of the sacrifice, and my own blood. Oh, not to mention the rusty water that seemed to be a leitmotif in this hellish cavern, and the mud and worms of my grave in the forest.

	My grave in the forest…

	He’d done it. He’d killed me. Valentine Morningstar, my own father, had killed me. 

	“Revenant,” I whispered. “That means… I’m not human anymore. I’m… immortal.”

	Francis nodded. “You’re just like me.”

	“Mila,” said Patty. “I’m afraid the prophecy was never about you. I see it now. A human will retire the most powerful Grim Reaper alive. You’re not human anymore.”

	“Patty, the prophecy isn’t real.”

	She swallowed heavily. “Don’t say that. Someone must do something about him.”

	“I’ll do something about him right now.”

	I was naked, covered in blood and tattoos, and I looked more like a zombie than a revenant. Maybe they were the same thing. I knew what I had to do, and I had no intention of taking a shower first. That would’ve been pathetic.

	If he could see me dead, then he could see me naked and undead.

	I teleported away.

	 


 

	CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

	 

	Headmaster Morningstar wasn’t in his office. I took my time to look around, touch everything, smear his chair, desk, and papers with stinky blood. I sat behind his desk and waited for him. 

	I felt at peace now. As I stared at the door, I let myself sink within and feel my own body. My organs were waking up, one by one, healing themselves, the degraded tissues stitching themselves up and becoming stronger. My muscles already hurt less when I moved, and my lungs filled up with air greedily. As for my aura and my string of life… I couldn’t see them, but I knew. Gone were the days when my aura was clear and beautiful. It was the color of mud and poison, it had the weight of a thousand bricks, and it reeked of pain and nightmares. My string of life was tied around my torso like a rope, coiled over and over, determined to give hell to any Reaper who would’ve approached it with his scythe. I remembered that time when Francis and I were partners in the Anatomy of Souls class, and we were practicing seeing each other’s auras and strings of life. His had been coiled around his neck, like a stubborn snake. Mine was the same, maybe even more stubborn than his. 

	The door opened, and my dear father stepped into the office. He froze in the threshold. I welcomed him with a wide smile. There was dried blood on my teeth, like I’d just murdered someone and feasted on their flesh. 

	“You…”

	“Surprise!”

	“No, it can’t be you.”

	“Oh, it’s me, I promise.” 

	I didn’t move from my spot, and he didn’t move from his. I felt powerful, and the fact that I was completely naked didn’t mean a thing to me. For the first time in my life, I felt invincible in my own skin. I could bet he had no idea how to kill a revenant. Even I didn’t know how to kill a revenant.

	“It’s not possible. You’re dead.” His voice sounded weaker and weaker. It was clear he had great trouble wrapping his head around what was happening. “I watched you die…”

	“And then you dragged me into the forest and buried me.”

	“I teleported you into the forest, and Crassus buried you.”

	“Tell me, father, did you pay him separately for the grave digger services? Oh, by the way, his daughter is dead. Since it’s your fault, I think you should be the one to give him the news.”

	“What did you do? How did you…”

	I grinned. “I didn’t do anything. I’ve got loyal friends and lovers. But you wouldn’t know how that works, would you? You’ve always been so utterly and irreversibly alone.”

	“What are you?”

	“A revenant, they say. Cool, huh? Immortal, so… prepare to be hunted for the rest of your life. Because I will find a way to kill you, and when I do, there will be no escape, no loophole. You will be dead, and you’ll stay dead. I’ll make sure of it.”

	He frowned and finally closed the door behind him. He was safe for now, since I’d just told him I wasn’t going to kill him today. Human, revenant… I was still his daughter. Blood of his blood. I had no intention to break my scythe before I even graduated. 

	“You should leave, though…”

	“I’m still Headmaster of…”

	“Not for long. See, I’m going to take a shower, have a nice breakfast, and then I’m going to pay the Council a visit. Fill them in on the latest news, how you murdered me, how I came back, how I’m not human anymore, and the prophecy is bullshit. Then, I’m going to ask for two things, and they will give them to me. One, Headmaster Colin will be reinstated. Why? Because you just can’t go around messing with the curriculum, preventing the professors from teaching us basic skills, murdering your own daughter, and still keep your job. You’ve crossed a line, Valentine Morningstar.”

	He banged his scythe on the floor and spread his wings wide. His whole body started glowing with unearthly energy, his skin retreated into his bones, and his black cloak whooshed around him, as if blown by an invisible wind. He was no longer a man, but a skeleton.

	“You know what? That doesn’t impress me anymore. You can’t hurt me, so cut the theatrics.”

	“You’ll regret this,” his voice boomed like thunder.

	I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, yeah. I’m not finished, so if you could just wait for your turn, that would be grand.”

	He took a step toward me, but I couldn’t give a shit. I crossed my legs and tapped my fingers on the desk.

	“As I was saying, that’s the first thing that will happen. Two, I have every intention to convince the Council to instate year four. Grim Reaper Academy is three years, but let’s face it: you fucked up the last one, didn’t you? You wanted to create soldiers, not Grim Reapers. Which makes me wonder… what is your goal here, father? What are you trying to accomplish? And if you want us to be soldiers so much, and fight instead of reap, then it’s clear to me that we must make sure the exact opposite happens. You have my word; the next generation of Grim Reapers will be the best the world has seen so far.”

	“They will never agree to…”

	“I think they will. I’ve recently traveled to a parallel universe where the students of Grim Reaper Academy were just about to finish year four. If it was possible there, it’s possible here. And I saw something else, too.” I grinned and gave him a moment to think. Not that he could have ever guessed. “You don’t like GC and Pazuzu. In this parallel universe, I was dating Sariel and Francis, too. It got me thinking… why not?”

	He sighed. “You really do have a talent for choosing the worst partners.”

	“On the contrary, father. I couldn’t have chosen better. Thanks to them, I’m alive. I’m here, and we’re having this pleasant conversation. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a meeting to get ready for. Before I go, is there anything else you want to tell me? Because I have this feeling that we won’t be seeing each other for a while.”

	He relaxed, tucked his wings inside the long slits of his cloak, and his appearance slowly returned to normal.

	“You don’t know why.”

	“Why… what?”

	“Why I’m doing all this. Why I’ve trained you to fight, why I locked the gates of the Academy, cut all connections with the outside… Why I want supernaturals and humans to never mingle. And the fact that you don’t know gives me power. So, go ahead, my daughter. Do your worst. You will never take me down. Because I see what’s coming, and when you see it too, you’ll know I’ve been right all along.”

	I shook my head in disbelief. Despite everything, he insisted in his delusion. I knew why he did everything he did – for power. Personal power, and nothing more. He didn’t care about anyone, supernatural or human, he only cared about himself. 

	“See you later, Dad.” 

	I teleported out of there. And I knew that by the time I came back from the Council, he’d be long gone. A fugitive. His time would come, though. Until then, I had other things on my mind. I had to convince the Council to reinstate Mason Colin as Headmaster, get rid of the Unseelie guards that were suffocating our school, and find the one who could kill Valentine Morninsgstar. Because that person sure wasn’t me.

	Me, I was a revenant. And I had to figure out how that worked, too. Was I supposed to bring blood sacrifices to the Great Old One, so he’d keep me alive and immortal? No. This doesn’t change anything. The monster has to go. It either has to die, or return to the dimension it came from. But if the god died or left this universe, what would happen to me? What would happen to Francis? Dust to dust and ashes to ashes? 

	Back in my room, I found Corri’s bell and rang it three times. She materialized out of thin air, her wings flapping incessantly.

	“Mistress! What happened to you?!” Her almond eyes bulged out of her tiny head. She pressed her hands to her chest as if she was about to have a heart attack. “Whose blood is that?”

	“Mine. And someone else’s…” 

	She flew around me a couple of times, getting closer and closer with every lap, her little nose sniffing me suspiciously.

	“Is it really you? Mistress, you smell…”

	“Dead?” I laughed, and it sounded pretty hysterical. “Don’t worry, I’m getting better.”

	“You’re getting better?”

	“Yes… less dead. In a few days, you won’t even tell the difference.”

	“Oh my God, Mistress! You’re undead!”

	“Cool, huh?”

	“N-not… not cool at all.”

	I rolled my eyes at her. “Look, I’m taking a shower, then I have a few things to take care of. Be a good pixie and go find GC, Paz, Sariel, and Francis. Tell them to meet me right here, in my room, with tacos, Oreo cheesecake, and wine. Throw some champagne in there, too.”

	“Err… what are we celebrating?”

	I smiled at her on my way to the bathroom. “Me getting my well-deserved harem of four. Oh, and you might want to find a place to sleep tonight. This particular party isn’t for pixie eyes.”

	 

	THE END

	 

	Thank you so much for reading! Please take a moment to leave a review on Amazon. It would mean the world to me!

	 

	Join my reader group on Facebook – Good Girls Gone Wylde

	 

	Pre-order Book 4 now!

	Seizing Year Four

	Amazon US | Amazon UK | Amazon AU | Amazon CA
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	Want more Academy Romance by Cara Wylde?

	Check out Lure Academy – a paranormal M/M/F romance standalone (not bully)!

	 

	Lure Academy

	Amazon US | Amazon UK | Amazon AU | Amazon CA
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	Lure Academy. A place ruled by demons of love and lust. A place where cambions – the offspring of incubi and succubi – come to learn how to control their powers and use them to protect mankind. Lure Academy is the only place that curvy, insecure Sophie can finally call home.

	 

	Sophie’s first day at the Academy is equally exciting and frightening. She will attend the Midnight Ceremony and choose a mentor who will help her tap into her hidden magic. The problem is that the second she meets hot, dangerous Kain and sexy, mysterious Alexi, Sophie realizes it will be impossible for her to make up her mind. What if she chooses both of them? Would it be too much for her, a young and inexperienced apprentice, to handle?

	 

	Kain and Alexi are the best cambions Lure Academy has. They’ve been secretly attracted to each other for months, and now it so happens that they want the same thing: to possess Sophie. Will she bring them together, or tear them apart? Every time the three of them meet, sparks fly and the air around them becomes heavy with desire.
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	Cara Wylde loves to write about strong, feisty women and their hot Alphas who will do anything to make them happy. Her books are filled with romance and just a dash of mystery, suspense, and that eerie atmosphere she fell in love with reading too many gothic novels. With a master's degree in Comparative Literature, she can't help but play with tropes and themes from various genres, trying to come up with fresh perspectives on the paranormal characters her readers love so much. Vampires, shapeshifters, demons, witches... Cara will always make sure they get their own twists.
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