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      Fierce witches. Necromancers. Soul reapers. Mysterious dragons. Secret councils. Forbidden alliances. The Under Realm Academy awaits.

      

      Senior year at Under Realm Academy. Perfect, right? Should be, but isn’t.

      

      Second semester. Stuff just got complicated.

      

      One kiss. Jeez. Was that all it took to push her life into a whole new level of complication?

      

      Moira Bloodworth’s got more than an ally in Aidan Grimsbane, that same jerk who should never have kissed her. Is it bad she doesn’t regret that kiss?

      

      Under Realm’s got an explained murder on its hands and Moira’s worried that someone will make the connection between her and the victim. As if that’s not bad enough, it seems like Aidan might think she’s a suspect? No way.

      

      Caution: Cliffhangers, violence can be found in this series of action-packed fantasy including necromancers, hot dragons, and fierce witches.
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      I wasn’t human.

      I was something else entirely.

      Part of me knew that I was dreaming, that there was no other explanation for the fact that I was flying over the stunningly beautiful but unforgivably harsh landscape of a jagged mountain range.

      I’d had this dream before. In fact, I’d had it several times at that point.

      After all, I’d known that I was half dragon shifter for several weeks now.

      But this time, the dream was different. I wasn’t in my usual human form, pale arms outstretched alongside leathery wings the color of scarlet autumn leaves, of roses washed in the red light of a sunset. The color of blood.

      Instead, my usual human appendages were gone, replaced by gleaming, scaly limbs that moved naturally and effortlessly as I flew miles above the surface of the planet. As I glided over the glassy surface of a serene lake, I caught a glimpse of my reflection.

      That’s how I knew that this wasn’t a dream.

      It was a nightmare.

      Jolting awake, I sat up with a start and a loud gasp.

      The first thing I did was lift my arms in front of me and check that they were still in their witch form.

      No scales. Check.

      No talons. Check.

      I breathed a sigh of relief, patting down my legs and torso to make sure that I hadn’t somehow transformed into the sleek, flame-colored beast that stared back at me in the mirror-like water in my dream.

      But thankfully, I was still me.

      Still just Moira Bloodworth. A totally normal, seventeen-year-old witch with absolutely nothing out of the ordinary going on other than her exemplary talent for brewing potions and unique ability to occasionally breathe fire.

      The fire breathing wasn’t a dragon thing. It was a witch-with-a-fire-affinity thing.

      At least, that’s what I told myself.

      Shaking my head to dispel the last fragments of the dream still clinging onto my mind, I tried to get a sense of my surroundings.

      I was on the floor, and it was dark, that much I could ascertain.

      Blinking through the dim light as the faint rays of dawn snuck in through the cracks of the blinds, I realized that I was in my dorm room at Under Realm Academy.

      Obviously. Where else would I have been?

      Certainly not in those oddly familiar-yet-unfamiliar mountains.

      Glancing around me, I took in the sight of the dozens of library books sprawled around my body. Some had been left open, spines cracked in a thousand places after decades of use. Others had random objects stuck in them to mark important passages—sprigs of dried lavender, packets of toad eyes, glittering sachets of calcified beetles. They were all random potion ingredients that I’d collected over the years, and they apparently made fantastic bookmarks.

      I frowned, suddenly remembering that I wasn’t alone.

      With a sharp intake of breath, I looked down beside me at the sleeping form of a guy with dark, wavy hair and the faint whisper of dimples in his relaxed cheeks.

      He looked so peaceful when he was asleep. Relaxed. Harmless. For a moment, I simply admired the way his thick eyelashes fluttered ever so slightly as he dreamed, the gentle rise and fall of his chest as he lay sprawled out on his back on the floor of my dorm room.

      And then I snapped out of it.

      Because that wasn’t a gentle sleeping angel.

      That was Aidan Grimsbane.

      Moving quickly but carefully, so as not to wake him up, I scooted away from his slumbering form and silently went about picking up the disaster of scattered library books, most of which we’d taken without permission. Aidan and I were used to bending the rules at this school. We’d been getting away with it for years.

      However, we’d only recently started being rulebreakers together. It was a rebellious companionship that had been formed after years of mutual hatred thanks to the overheard truth of my hidden dragon shifter nature.

      Now Aidan was the only person alive, other than my Aunt Inez, who knew that I wasn’t just a witch from the powerful Bloodworth coven. As it turned out, my father had been a dragon shifter, making me some kind of cursed hybrid.

      Also, as fate would have it, my father—who I’d previously believed to have died before I was even born—was evidently still alive.

      Hence the books.

      Aidan had inexplicably devoted himself to being my partner in crime when it came to searching the extensive collection of family trees and creature histories that were housed in the sprawling Under Realm Academy library. We had to do our research after hours, sneaking into the narrow, dusty stacks to subtly slide volumes off the crammed shelves and bring them back to my dorm under the cover of night.

      Admittedly, there was something thrilling about it. After all, there was a reason that I was known for being one of our school’s most notorious miscreants. From my perspective, rules were made to be broken.

      Well, some rules, at least.

      There were unspoken rules that my parents had broken together that I’d had no choice in. They were the quietly enforced commandments of the magical society we all lived in. As a witch, I usually benefited from the privileges of a world mostly controlled by witches. Necromancers like Aidan and demons like my friend Talia also got by quite well in our society due to their preferred nature. Even soul reapers, who were probably the creepiest and least pleasant magical beings among us, were given a favorable place in our society.

      On the other hand, animal shifters didn’t have it so great. It went way back into centuries of history, as I’d begun to learn from all of my research, but magical creatures like mermaids, werewolves, and—of course—dragon shifters had been ostracized and warred against for a long time. Witches, necromancers, and demons claimed that animal shifters were beasts, too barbaric and unpredictable to earn trustworthy places in our society.

      I mean, this was the twenty-first century, so it’s not like animal shifters were locked away in prison or actually murdered anymore, but the stereotypes and prejudice remained.

      So that’s why certain societal norms were in place. Things like, thou shalt not be a witch and have a child with a dragon shifter. Thou shalt not tell the resulting daughter about her true nature and instead convince her for seventeen years that she’s just a particularly special witch with a bizarrely strong fire affinity.

      My mother broke the first rule but followed the latter. Unfortunately for me, considering the fact that dragon shifter nature is not something that can be ignored, even in a hybrid. For months, I thought I was sick with some kind of freakish witch disease that caused fevers, sweating, black-colored irises, and a burning pain between my shoulder blades… exactly where a pair of wings were meant to be.

      Aidan had been the necromancer who agreed to help me contact my mother—she’d died in a car accident when I was eight years old—to ask her to tell me the truth about my strange symptoms. Of course, given that Aidan could speak to the dead, he overheard the entire conversation.

      That’s how he now knew my secret. It’s not something I would’ve willingly revealed to anyone. Even my best friend Kendra didn’t know about it yet. And, up until a few weeks ago, Aidan would’ve been my last choice for a confidant.

      I finished cleaning up the mess of books, stacking them neatly on my desk. We’d return them later that night when we wouldn’t be caught sneaking around the parts of the library that required special permission slips from professors. Then, we’d begin again.

      However, at this point, I wasn’t sure where else there was to go. We’d spent the last couple of weeks of last semester and the entire past week, the first of the second semester of our senior year, researching the tomes of family trees, hoping to uncover who my father was.

      It wasn’t like we had a magical 23andMe. Humans were lucky because they lacked complexity. All they had to do was spit into test tubes, and then their entire family trees would unfold before them.

      In the magical realm, we still preferred ancient books over Google. It annoyed me to no end, especially in a situation like this, but at least I wouldn’t have to worry about anyone looking through my search engine history and wondering why I was so interested in dragon shifter bloodlines.

      That would’ve definitely drawn some concern in my direction, that’s for sure. For the most part, witches and our allies tended to simply pretend that animal shifters didn’t exist. Unless, of course, we were boasting about our long history of victorious wars against them.

      Not that I was bitter. I was just confused, caught between the two opposing halves of myself.

      Even if we ran out of books to comb through until the early hours of the morning, I knew that Aidan wouldn’t give up. After years of bullying, he’d surprisingly warmed up to me. Maybe it was because I was finally interesting to him. Maybe it was because the once-perfect Moira Bloodworth, with her privileged blood and unparalleled witch talent, finally seemed like she’d been knocked down a peg.

      Whatever it was, I couldn’t get the memory of our kiss out of my head.

      Not to mention the fact that, when I’d startled awake a few minutes before, it was clear that I’d just been curled up in Aidan’s embrace on the floor of my bedroom.

      It was complicated.

      Aidan was handsome and dark and mysterious. I’d never really considered that my type before, preferring guys like Calder Darkmore, who was blond and sociable and athletic. Even though Calder was a demon, he reminded me of a puppy.

      Aidan, on the other hand, was a wolf.

      Still, he’d proven himself to be unwaveringly sweet and focused on helping me figure out more about the dragon shifter part of my past. Perhaps it was merely because he pitied me, or maybe he was just bored, but I had to admit that I enjoyed his company. It was a nice change from the years of glares and snide remarks we’d exchanged ever since middle school.

      And, apparently, my subconscious was even more fond of him. I definitely hadn’t been cuddled up beside him when I fell asleep the night before. Somehow our bodies had twisted toward each other as we slept on the hardwood floor of my dorm.

      Making sure that Aidan was still fast asleep, I stepped behind the vintage four-panel divider screen I’d picked up at a thrift store in Seattle last summer and changed into my school uniform. I had AP Potions that morning, and slumbering boy on my floor or not, I wasn’t about to be late.

      Being late to everything was one of my biggest weaknesses. I couldn’t help it. It was like time had something against me and always insisted on moving much faster than I could handle.

      That excuse stopped working with my professors a long time ago, though, so I’d been making more of an effort to get to class on time. Especially since I needed to keep getting good grades if I wanted to be accepted to Brayton University next autumn. It was my dream to be a Potions Master, and Brayton was the best magical school in the country to do that.

      Double-checking to be sure that I was out of sight in case Aidan woke up, I shimmied into my pleated navy skirt, buttoned my slightly wrinkled blouse, and slipped on the navy-and-green plaid blazer that Under Realm Academy deemed fashionable. I hate having to wear a uniform. I couldn’t wait until college when I could hopefully utilize my considerable collection of vintage and customized clothing.

      Just as I was tugging up a pair of black knee socks, I heard a stirring on the other side of the room divider.

      “Moira?” Came the sound of Aidan’s deep, rough morning voice. I ignored the way that the sound of it made my stomach swoop pleasantly.

      “Hmm?” I called.

      “Are you getting dressed behind that thing?” he asked, his tone both surprised and confused.

      I snorted and scurried out from behind the divider screen, searching for the black combat boots I normally wore with my uniform. Aidan was sitting up on my floor, his dark hair adorably mussed and his cheeks flushed in the lightening morning glow.

      “Sad you missed the show?” I asked him. I couldn’t help it. Taunting Aidan Grimsbane was an instinct at this point, a skill honed after years of having to defend myself from his targeted rudeness. Aidan wasn’t particularly nice to anyone, but he’d always treated me the worst.

      Which is why it really didn’t make sense for us to not only be partners in a secret mission but to also be snuggling up in the middle of the night.

      But I digress.

      Aidan snorted at my question. “Moira, your skirt’s on backward.”

      I frowned and glanced down. Sure enough, the tag was sticking out at my navel.

      I sighed and tugged the skirt around to face the right direction, sticking my tongue out at Aidan, who just chuckled in response.

      “Well, I wouldn’t have to get dressed in the near dark if I didn’t have a slumber party with a random guy every night,” I scoffed, mostly joking.

      Aidan stood up and lazily stretched, an easy-going grin on his face. He’d gotten a lot more relaxed since we first bonded a couple of months ago. His generally high level of snark had decreased significantly, and he didn’t even snarl at unwitting passersby anymore.

      “A random guy, huh?” he replied with an amused smirk. “And here I thought we had something special.”

      I paused in the middle of shoving my textbooks and necessary potion ingredients in my bag to throw him an icy look.

      “Shut up,” I told him with a roll of my eyes. Truthfully, I enjoyed our playful back-and-forth that was less about us being mortal enemies and more about us navigating this strange new relationship where we didn’t totally hate each other and, oh, also, we’d kissed before…

      But I wasn’t ready to let Aidan know that. I had to figure out the finer details of whatever monstrosity was inside of me before I could even think about having a crush on a boy.

      “Why do you witches have class so early?” he whined, smoothing down the fabric of the black jeans and black tee that he’d been wearing when we met up the night before. He’d probably get in trouble for wearing the casual clothing during class hours when he walked back to his dorm that morning, but both of us were used to deviating from the school uniform and dealing with the consequences.

      “Well, Aidan, we witches who wish to get accepted into a very competitive Potions program at a very prestigious school called Brayton Academy have chosen to take Advanced Placement courses in order to appear more impressive as applicants, which just happen to take place early in the morning,” I replied breezily. “Does my ambition bother you?”

      Aidan smirked cheekily, the corner of his lips quirking up at my attitude.

      “Not at all,” he answered, following me obediently when I made my way toward the door and grabbed a fistful of his shirt to drag him alongside me. “In fact, it’s pretty hot. That, and the fact that you’re definitely not a morning person.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      Aidan Grimsbane just called me hot.

      Yeah, I was going to be thinking about that for a good portion of the day.

      However, at the moment, I didn’t have the time or energy to obsessively fixate on his choice of words.

      I opened my dorm room door and peeked my head out. The hallway was already teeming with senior witches on their way to their early classes.

      Damn it. There was no way I was going to get Aidan out of here undetected.

      I exhaled loudly and turned to glance back at Aidan, waiting patiently in the shadows of my room.

      “There are too many people,” I whispered.

      “I could just hide in here all day, if you’d like,” Aidan answered with a mocking grin. “I’m happy for an excuse to skip class.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Nope.”

      “Well, come on, Moira. Let’s get this walk of shame over with.” He sighed, pursing his lips. “Let everyone think what they want.”

      I bit my lip. He had a point. I’d never really cared what people thought about me but sneaking Aidan Grimsbane out of my dorm room was definitely something I wasn’t keen on others witnessing.

      “Morning, Moira,” called a fellow senior witch named Clover, who lived in the room beside mine, as she stepped out of her dorm and spotted my face peeking out from my doorframe.

      “Heyyy,” I replied with a forced smile.

      “Come on, Princess Bloodworth,” Aidan murmured behind me. “Let me out of your witch lair.”

      I huffed.

      Then, praying that no one would actually give a damn, I stepped out of my room and allowed Aidan to come out after me.

      Of course, we instantly drew every pair of eyes in our direction.

      As Aidan and I walked side by side down the hall, him clearly still wearing the same rumpled outfit from the day before, wide-eyed stares unflinchingly watched us.

      Part of me didn’t blame my classmates. Aidan and I had been famous foes since day one. Everyone knew we hated each other. The fact that such a thing was evidently not true at all had to be the plot twist of the century for the Under Realm Academy student body.

      Aidan didn’t seem that bothered, humming lightly under his breath and nodding hello to everyone who had the gall to direct their shocked gazes straight at us. Much to my annoyance, he was enjoying this.

      To make matters more complicated, just as Aidan and I made our way past my best friend’s dorm, Kendra opened her door. I met her eyes briefly, long enough to watch them flood with confusion, disbelief, suspicion, and then confusion again. I firmly grabbed Aidan’s elbow to pull him along faster.

      I’d deal with Kendra’s scrutiny later.

      For now, I had to get away from all those prying eyes.

      I had too many things to hide.
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      “I know you probably don’t want me to pry for more information regarding Aidan’s less-than-subtle exit from your room this morning,” Kendra sighed as we cleaned up our table at the end of our last class of the day—Botany. “And, as your best friend, I really want to respect that, but you’ve got to admit that I have a right to at least be curious.”

      I snorted at her. My best friend, who was clearly trying not to sound like she was being nosy, even though we’d been telling each other literally everything for years.

      Well, almost everything.

      “It’s nothing,” I insisted, sweeping up a pile of chrysanthemum leaves that would be preserved for beginner Potions classes. Apparently, Under Realm Academy liked to take advantage of Advanced Botany students in the senior class to gather necessary ingredients for other classes for free.

      Not that I really minded. But still. It was the principle of it. Weren’t we supposed to be students? Not child laborers?

      Kendra bit her lip, and I caught her gaze. I could tell she wanted to press the issue, but she also didn’t want to overstep.

      “Sneaking your sworn enemy out of your bedroom when he’s still wearing clothes from the night before certainly doesn’t seem like nothing,” Kendra replied.

      I frowned. Clearly, she’d chosen to take the bold route.

      Trying to act casual, figuring it would be the most effective way to get me out of this sticky situation, I shrugged my shoulders and grabbed my backpack.

      “Seriously,” I told her. “We were just studying and accidentally fell asleep.”

      Kendra followed after me as the final bell rang, and we headed to the cafeteria for dinner. Talia, our demon friend, would be meeting us there since her last class of the evening ended early on Thursdays. I felt a bubble of anxiety at the thought of adding her to this conversation. Talia was much bolder than Kendra and was a lot less likely to tiptoe around other people’s feelings. Mainly my own. At least, in this case.

      Maybe it was a demon thing. Maybe it was just a Talia thing.

      Either way, I knew I probably wouldn’t stand up very well to her inquisition if it came alongside Kendra’s, so I decided it was best if I ended the line of questioning before we made it to the cafeteria.

      However, Kendra wasn’t quite so willing to let it drop.

      “But Aidan is a necromancer,” Kendra protested. “You’re a witch. Why would you be studying together?”

      She had a point, but I wasn’t about to concede.

      “Don’t you and Luca study together all the time?” I asked her.

      Luca Romanov was a necromancer like Aidan and also happened to be Kendra’s boyfriend. They were an adorably nerdy couple and an overall testament to the fact that sometimes dating outside of your own kind was a good thing.

      Excluding animal shifters, of course. Dating an animal shifter was still taboo. Pretty much anything to do with animal shifters, including dragons, was heavily discouraged.

      But I digress.

      Kendra blushed at my question. “Yes, but we study different topics, of course. And it’s really just so that we can spend time together. I mean, it’s not like we spend the whole time actually studying—”

      I giggled at the suggestion she was making regarding the private time she spent locked away with Luca. Technically, girls and boys at Under Realm weren’t supposed to be in each other’s dorms with the doors closed, but no professors were particularly fond of having to enforce that rule, especially since it usually involved seeing far more of their students’ personal lives than they ever wanted to. For the most part, professors really only intervened when the midnight trysts were glaringly obvious or causing a constant distraction during the day in class.

      “—which is why I’m confused about you and Aidan studying together,” Kendra continued. “I thought you hated him. Why would you want to spend time with him?”

      I searched around in my head for a quick but believable lie.

      “I’m writing a paper for history class,” I told her. “It’s about witch and necromancer alliances in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.”

      Admittedly, my little fib wasn’t totally off the mark. Aidan and I did spend quite a lot of time researching the history of various magical creatures.

      “Wait… we have a paper due for history?” Kendra replied, sudden panic causing her eyes to widen with alarm. “Since when? How did I miss that?”

      “No, no,” I exclaimed. “It’s for extra credit. I didn’t do so great on the last paper, so I cut a deal to write a new one.”

      “Oh,” Kendra sighed. She looked visibly relieved as we rounded the corner of the narrower castle hallways into the grand hall, which led directly into the cathedral-like room that served as Under Realm’s cafeteria. The long tables were already teeming with students.

      “Well, I’m glad you got a chance for extra credit,” Kendra told me, patting my arm in a gesture of encouragement. She knew that history was my least favorite subject. “But why didn’t you just ask Luca for help with the necromancer stuff? I’m sure he’d be happy to help. There’s no need for you to spend all that time alone with a guy you hate just for extra credit.”

      I spoke before I could think as we approached our usual table, where Talia and Luca were already waiting for us.

      “Honestly, Aidan’s not that bad,” I blurted out.

      Before we could sit down, Talia and Luca looked up at our arrival with casual smiles.

      Kendra froze and stared at me in shock.

      Oops.

      “What?” Talia asked, sensing both Kendra’s surprise and my anxiety. As a demon, she was good at getting a sense of the emotions swirling around in the room, even if we weren’t humans, and as easy to read.

      I sighed and sat down, breaking Kendra’s confused gaze.

      “Kendra? You good?” Luca asked as she sat down and absentmindedly accepted a kiss on the cheek.

      Kendra chuckled and shook her head. “You two won’t believe what Moira actually just told me.”

      Groaning, I dropped my head into my hands. I was pretty hungry, but even the warm food piled up on the table in front of us didn’t look appealing as I felt a blush rise to my cheeks and a squirming begin in my gut.

      “Huh?” Talia replied, nudging me with her knee. “What did you say?”

      I shook my head in embarrassment. I couldn’t believe I’d actually just admitted out loud that I didn’t hate Aidan. Our rivalry had been intense and long-lived. It was practically legendary. Everyone at Under Realm knew that we detested each other. Of course, given that we were spotted exiting my dorm together that morning, clearly, something had changed between us.

      But personally, putting it out into the open hadn’t quite been my intention.

      “Moira just said that she doesn’t think Aidan is that bad,” Kendra giggled.

      Talia whistled low in surprise. “No way.”

      Luca chuckled. He was friendly with Aidan, mostly because they were both necromancers in the same year. In fact, Aidan did have quite a few friends. Where I wasn’t concerned, he was generally well-liked at school. It was sort of the same for me. Neither one of us had much difficulty getting people to at least respect us, and yet we somehow managed to hate each other for years.

      I would probably never understand the complicated machinations of our relationship.

      “That’s pretty monumental, Moira,” Luca commented. “What changed?”

      “Apparently, he’s helping her with a history project,” Kendra replied with a mischievous look in her eyes. She was enjoying the melodrama unfolding before her, though I could tell that she was vaguely upset that I was clearly not telling the full truth about Aidan and me spending so much time together.

      I felt terrible about keeping so many things from her, but I still wasn’t ready to come clean about everything. And it wasn’t like I could pick and choose the things I wanted to be honest about with her. Once she knew the truth about one, she’d know the truth about it all.

      “Hey, that’s enough from you,” I snapped playfully, shoving a plate of dinner rolls in her direction to encourage her to eat rather than gossip about me to our friends.

      “Wow, that’s wild,” Talia gasping, shooting me a meaningful look. “So, it’s true what I overheard about you sneaking Aidan out of your room this morning for a walk of shame? Has hell frozen over or something?”

      “I don’t know,” I whined. “You’re the demon. You tell me.”
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