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      Life was an egg, and Fate liked to cook. Fate cracked your life wide open, then scrambled it all up. Have you ever had an unwanted houseguest that force-fed you breakfast? That’s Fate. She stuffed it down your throat even though it may be hard to swallow. 

      I crouched behind a boulder in the pitch-black. Listening. I closed my eyes and focused on the sounds. My breathing slowed. Thump…thump…thump. The small squeak of shoes alerted me that someone was behind me, but I remained in my low position and bluffed that I hadn't heard my assailant. 

      Whoosh. Metal rose in the air. Without a second guess, I rolled and barely escaped. The sword crashed down onto the giant rock. I hopped to my feet and sprinted. 

      That was close. Too close. 

      I leaped over a log. I touched down like a ballerina and glanced over my shoulder. I couldn’t let them capture me—if they did, then it was all over. I kept running. I didn’t have another option. In my peripheral vision, a copper wolf flanked me to my right. To my left, a strapping man. He was either a Hunter or a Vampire. In each scenario, I was doomed. 

      I ran harder, faster. Only a bit further and I’d be in the clear. The copper wolf barked, and two more wolves appeared at its side. I groaned. A girl just couldn’t catch a break. 

      I didn’t see the line of intimidating beefcakes till I was closer. I tried to come to a stop. My beat-up black Adidas slid against the gravel. It would have been so cool if I hadn’t lost my balance, landed on my forearm, and ate dirt. The bitter taste lingered on my tongue. I spat and sputtered, trying to eliminate the powder from my mouth. 

      I twisted back to the way I’d come in hopes of making a retreat. Fear surged in my chest, and my heart pounded. There were too many of them. They were closing in too fast. I was surrounded. 

      Uh-oh.

      I didn’t stand a chance going through them. My odds weren't great. I knew that. They knew that. If I couldn’t go through them, then I would have to take a detour. 

      I searched for any weakness in their formation. There was a tiny opening between the beefcakes and the wolves. It was like they would contract cooties if they stood too close to each other. I decided to use the oldest trick in the book. 

      “Ow!” I dropped to the ground. I wrapped my hands around my knee and pretended to wince in pain. “Ow,” I cried again, only this time more theatrical. 

      The three groups of assailants closed in. Triumphant faces stared at me. I mustered up my courage and sprang from my spot. I made a mad dash between the wolves and the beefcakes. The four-legged predators chased after me, snapping at my heels. Sounds of heavy panting lingered behind me as I stepped closer to safety. 

      There it was. My key to victory.

      It was on a square platform, hovering off the ground. There was no ladder for me to use. How was I going to reach it? 

      Howls and laughter reverberated in my wake. My breathing quickened and my chest pinched with panic. I was so close. So close, but so far away. 

      Blue orbs flew past me. “Sorcerers,” I hissed. “Crap.” 

      I was a goner. No one was coming to save me. With trembling fingers, I fiddled with the necklace my father gave me. If I could somehow get up there, then all of this would end. 

      There was a tree a short—but sizeable—distance from the white floating target. If I fell, I’d be injured and captured. If I succeeded, I’d be safe. 

      “Go big or go home,” I muttered. 

      With a running leap, I grabbed a branch. I hoisted myself onto it, and the dark bark scraped across the palms. Not wasting time, I began to ascend. Halfway up, I glanced down. Wolves circled the tree, waiting for me to fall. Beyond them, I didn’t find any Hunters, Vampires, or Sorcerers. I climbed faster. 

      I took another glance at the wolves. They had disappeared. Something was up, but I couldn’t spare a second to figure out why they’d changed their tactic. 

      I reached a branch that extended the furthest to the platform. Luckily, it was wide and sturdy enough that I could walk out on it. 

      “This is stupid. I’m stupid. This entire situation is stupid.” I puffed out my cheeks and exhaled. “I can’t turn into a pansy now.” 

      I pushed off the trunk, took two gigantic steps, and jumped. For a moment, the air brushed over me, and I savored it. This was the closest I would ever get to flying. I reveled in the joy that this would all be over in a matter of seconds.

      Only, I saw it too late—a Vampire was waiting. 

      I flailed my arms. I tried to think of something. Anything. I caught the edges of the platform and held on for dear life. Literally. 

      Death by jumping. Or rather, death by stupidity. I could imagine the headlines. 

      “You are making this too easy,” the Vampire said. 

      I strained my neck up and studied him. He had chin-length black wavy hair and donned a completely black outfit. Someone needed to introduce him to the rainbow. 

      “Bite me,” I shot back. My legs dangled, and my grip threatened to loosen. 

      “Promises, promises.” He moved closer. He knew what he was doing. With one small step, he would crush my bones. 

      Snickers echoed from below. I peered down, and the beefcakes were underneath me. It was creepy that a collective group of hotties would have the same facial expression. 

      I swung my legs and built momentum. I put my forearm on the platform and swung over. My leg hit my opponent, and his knees buckled. He dropped, and I scrambled to stand. 

      The Vampire up-righted himself and faced me. Victory was almost in my grasp, but so was falling to my demise. He looked at me, then at the item.

      It was going to be a fight till the end. 

      We stared at each. Waiting for the other to make a move. His eyes lit up with the thrill of the hunt. While I narrowed mine.

      “You won’t win,” he boasted.

      Challenge accepted!

       The Vampire launched himself in my direction. But I was faster. I darted toward the object and swiped at it. I gripped the red cotton fabric in my fingers. I landed on my stomach. I smirked back at the Vampire and stifled a laugh. The Vampire’s face contorted in anger, and he pounded his fists against the white surface.

      I stood and did the Cabbage-Patch—my go-to choice for a celebratory dance. 

      “In your face!” I yelled at the Vampire, dropping the octave of my voice. 

      The lights in the auditorium came on, and the simulation terminated. The platform disappeared, sending me straight to the floor. I touched down in a pair of strong arms. 

      “Blayde,” I said, my tone light and happy. 

      “Princess.” He beamed at me.

      My heart melted at the sight of him.

      I swear Fate sculpted him out of clay; six feet two inches, chiseled biceps, a shapely butt in jeans, scruffy beard, dark-brown hair, and blue eyes with flakes of amber. Mister Tall, Dark, and Handsome was a beautiful salt-‘n’-pepper wolf Shifter whose dad was the Alpha King of North America. He was also my mate. 

      I’d been at the Eastland Hunter Academy for a few weeks now. I thought it would be similar to high school. Basic information with basic classes. Boy, was I wrong. It was like MIT or Caltech. For the first few weeks, I had to have the teachers explain things to me at an elementary level. I didn’t expect being a Hunter to be so complicated. Being a Huntress was even worse; higher expectations were placed upon me than the other Hunters. It was exasperating. 

      Blayde placed me on my feet and stood next to me. Our arms grazed each other, sending a tingle through my body. No matter how many times it happened, it still surprised me. In the past few weeks, he hasn’t once pushed me out of my comfort zone. He was a real gentleman. Annoying, but a gentleman. He hoped I’d use this time to see why we belonged together. I was using this time to show him my more amiable qualities...like being a pain in the butt. If he could truly care for me, then we might have a chance.

      I waved the red triangle of fabric in the air. “What is the score now? Sixteen to zero?” 

      Ricardo and Agrona walked toward me. 

      “I owe you some double fudge brownie ice cream.” Ricardo shook his head. “When will you stop being on the defensive and participate in a fight?” 

      Ricardo was a Spanish Adonis. A model specimen and his accent only made him dreamier. 

      “Why should I change my game plan when it obviously works? I don’t die, no one gets hurt, and I win. It is the perfect tactic.” I moved the flag back and forth in front of my mentor. 

      In the beginning, Ricardo forced me to play “capture the flag”—his goal was for me to practice battle strategy and how to survive an attack. 

      “We should make her protect the flag instead. She would have to engage in combat that way,” Agrona said with a hint of teasing. 

      I shot her an icy glare. 

      The hot, dark-haired, medium-complexioned goddess was my best friend and as such was supposed to be on my side. 

      “That’s not a bad idea. You must preserve the flag. If someone takes it, you lose. You defend your position until everyone has been defeated or time runs out.” Ricardo beamed at his new scheme. 

      His arm had to be getting sore from patting his own back. Since coming to the Eastland Hunter Academy and being in charge of my training, he kept finding inventive ways to torture me. 

      “Nah, that sounds like too much work,” I declared, smoothing out my blonde hair. I tended to leave these games looking like I’d wrestled a hippopotamus. 

      “If you win, I’ll give you a brownie with your ice cream,” Ricardo spurred.

      I tapped my index finger to my lips and took a second to think about it. It had been twenty-two days since I’d eaten a gooey pastry, and I missed them. Dearly. Ricardo learned early on that I would almost do anything containing cocoa, so he’d wiped the school of anything chocolate. He used it as an incentive to get me to try harder.  

      “No deal.” I stared at their stunned faces. Even Blayde was taken aback. “I’ll do it if you let me go into town.” 

      A growl slipped from Blayde. I arched a brow at him, and I beheld his clenched fists at his sides. Another rumble escaped him, and without a second thought, I flicked him on the nose. Blayde’s face went from furious to shocked to annoyed. I rolled my eyes and faced Ricardo again. 

      “Do we have a deal?” I asked. 

      Ricardo’s mouth formed a tight line, and his gaze flitted in Blayde’s direction. 

      “No, Bonita. No deal. There is no neighboring town for you to explore, and it wouldn’t be irresponsible for me to let you leave the safety of the academy,” Ricardo said, his Spanish accent thick.

      I pursed my lips. No one had told me what city we were in. Everyone had kept our location a secret for “my own protection.” Blah. Blah. Blah. And here I was thinking we were done with all the secrets.

      “Is that so? Answer me this, if there are no towns nearby, then why does the academy receive almost daily deliveries?” I asked.

       From my own curiosity, I noticed the same four delivery drivers. They came close to every day, if not every other day. If the Dean paid these companies to drive to the middle of nowhere, their shipment fees must be astronomical. 

      One by one, I made eye contact with each of them. A smirk from Agrona reassured me that I was right. Ricardo tried to seem disapproving, but a hint of amusement danced around the corners of his mouth. 

      Blayde. Oh, Blay Blay. His arms crossed his broad chest and his eyes narrowed. This wasn’t the first time we’d had this argument. He assumed I’d sneak out and never return. Well, I’d definitely sneak out, but I’d always return. 

      “Ha! She figured it out. Ten points to Cedar!” Chantel yelled, sashaying toward us. 

      I’d recently introduced her to the Harry Potter movies, and she was way too obsessed. How she had gone her whole life without hearing about them was beyond me. 

      Chantel received a collective glare from them. Her shoulder-length brown curls bounced as she slowed her steps. She lifted her hands in the air, surrendering to the potential onslaught from my babysitters. 

      With their backs to me, I decided to make my escape. My stomach grumbled. There were bound to be some snacks in the mess hall. 

      “This isn’t over, Bonita!” Ricardo’s voice echoed across the simulation room. 

      I didn’t give pause. I didn’t acknowledge what he said. I didn’t even give him a shake of my head. I jogged to the doors to go see the one man who knew my heart inside and out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Whistling, I walked through the off-white hallways to visit the person who would never let me down. I struggled to focus on anything else besides the stench of dirty gym socks and mothballs.  

      I entered, and the scent of peach cobbler hit me. The mess hall was empty, and it reminded me of high school—different tables were claimed by different cliques. One half for all the high and mighty. You know, the ones who wore a sweater tied around their neck and wanted to date a senator's daughter. The other half thought they were bad to the bone with their ripped jeans and biker jackets. I was still waiting for them to carry motorcycle helmets like a girl carried a purse. 

      In the middle were the teachers. The teachers ate with their respective species. On the first day, my so-called friends sat in the middle. Other Hunters, for both segregated groups, offered me a spot. The pressure got to me. I ended up hiding in the kitchen. That was how I’d met the most wonderful man. 

      I skipped to the door. I tried to open it but instead, my face mashed into it. Annoyed, I pushed off, and I rubbed my cheek. In the three weeks I’d been here, this door has never been locked. 

      I pressed my ear to my blockade, and a muffled melody filtered through. My nostrils flared, and I released a long breath. If music was playing, then he was in there. His harmonious voice carried through the walls. He was going to get an earful for locking me out. 

      The roll-up coiled serving door was open with just a gap. It gave me an idea. Hopping my butt onto the counter, I swiveled, swinging my legs up and through the slot. That was the easy part. Hands pressed against the counter, I shimmied my way under it. It was a tight squeeze, but I managed. 

      Without being able to see into the area, I didn’t know what waited on the other side. My feet crashed into a pot, sending it to the floor. Clang. My shoulders bunched and cringed at the reverberation. 

      “I told you to stay out of my kitchen!” he yelled, his dulcet tone turned furious. “You stupid Hunters think you are Angel’s gift.”

      I caught a glimpse of him coming around the corner. He shook a ladle in the air, flinging soup onto the muted-yellow walls. He stopped as soon as he spotted me. The tension in his body melted, and the ladle came to his side.

      He was wearing a chef’s hat and jacket. Even under his uniform, you could see the shape of his gut. He wasn’t built like the others at this school. You could tell he enjoyed the fruit of his labor. He reminded me of a surfer who’d let himself go—dark-blond dreads and a light-brown beard. Since meeting him, I hadn’t been able to discern his age. He appeared similar to a Human washed-out thirty-year-old, but he acted like a grumpy grandpa. Every time I asked him, he evaded. 

      “Quin.” I glared, pointing my index finger at him. “You locked me out. I thought our love was stronger than that.” My tone softened, and I allowed some teasing to shine through. I added a sniffle for dramatic effect. 

      “Cedar, I assumed you were someone else.” He walked over to me and pinched my cheek. “Our love is strong as a raging fire. Just don’t let Blayde hear us. I enjoy having my limbs attached to my body.”

      I scoffed despite the fact there was a hint of truth to it. Blayde has been patient with me, but it didn’t mean he liked seeing me with other men. 

      I bent down and picked up the pot, and Quin snatched a rag to wipe up the trail of soup he’d left behind. 

      I studied him, making mental notes about his movements. I’d yet to figure out what magical species he belonged to. I deduced he wasn’t a Vampire. I’d ruled out Hunter because he fostered disdain for them. And, well, I’d never seen one with a gut before—didn’t mean there wasn’t one. At some point, I’d asked Blayde if Quin was a Shifter. He shrugged. I’d asked Chantel if he was a Sorcerer. She’d laughed and said, “He wishes.”

      “What do I owe this pleasure to?” Quin asked after he finished cleaning up.

      “I’m hurt. I can’t come here to relish in your company.” I batted my eyes. 

      The small hitch of his eyebrows let me know he didn’t believe what I’d said. 

      “Fine,” I conceded. “I’m hiding from my babysitters.”

      “You mean friends.” He led me to where he was working. 

      I raised my right shoulder to signify he wasn’t wrong. I was just annoyed with them. I grabbed a spoon from a drawer and edged closer to the liquid meal. 

      “Don’t. You. Dare.” He slapped my hand.

       I jutted my bottom lip out and crossed my arms against my chest. I laid on my pout thick, only because whatever he made was divine. His cooking was the best thing about the academy. I hopped up and sat on the counter next to him, earning me a frigid glare. 

      “It is either I sit here, or I dip my spoon into your pretty little pot.” I lifted the utensil in the air, ready to strike. 

      He grabbed a wooden ladle and shoved it at me. “Here. Make yourself useful.” 

      I set my utensil next to me and took it from his fingers. I dipped it into the broth and moved it clockwise. 

      After making sure I wouldn’t ruin his precious creation, he turned from me and focused on chopping vegetables. Quin engrossed himself in his carrots, never glancing in my direction. 

      Now was the perfect time. 

      I pulled the spoon out and swiped my index finger along it. I brought it to my lips and licked the soup off. Mmm. My taste buds sang rounds of Hallelujah.

      “I saw that,” he said.

       I froze. How did he know? You think by now I would’ve figured it out—I’d only done this five hundred and twenty-three times before. Give or take. He came over and dropped the carrots into the silver pot. I tried to look ashamed regardless of it being a lie. 

      “Have you heard about a dagger or magic crystals?” I asked casually. 

      I hadn’t learned anything about the dagger the Dark Master wanted. Even spending what little free time I had in the library at the academy, I still wasn’t well-informed. 

      “How was capture the flag?” he asked, not taking his gaze off the vegetables. 

      I narrowed my eyes into slits. He changed the subject. Avoided my question. Either he didn’t want to seem ignorant or he was hiding something. 

      But going with the flow, I faked enthusiasm. “I kicked butt!”

      He looked up, and a proud grin spread across his face. He got almost as much enjoyment as I did from beating them. 

      “Did you engage in one-on-one?” he asked.

      Ugh.

      “Why is everyone harping on me to switch to offensive? I’m Defensive Huntress of the Year.” 

      “A day will come when you run yourself into a corner and your only way out will be by force. You’d be wise in practicing.” His lips pressed tight into a line. He extracted the ladle from my hand and stirred. 

      He didn’t have to say it out loud. The disappointment showed on his face. My throat constricted. I hated letting him down. Quin was the closest thing I had to a father. 

      Enough with my pity party. I’d hidden long enough. Time to get to class. 

      I jumped off the counter and took a few steps toward the door. 

      “I almost forgot. I have a special treat for you.”

      That stopped my feet in my worn Adidas shoes from taking another step. “Gimme, gimme, gimme,” I pleaded and bounced up and down. 

      He went into the walk-in fridge for a moment before he reappeared. He held out a small box wrapped like a present, complete with a red bow on top. 

      I scrutinized Quin, and his expression lit up with excitement. A wide grin spread across my face, mirroring his. He nudged the box toward me. I didn’t need to be told twice. Lifting the lid, I wanted to weep. It was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. I flung my arms around him, giving him a quick embrace. 

      I removed the brownie from the container and bit into it. A stifled moan escaped. This was the best confection to pass my lips in three weeks. 

      “I love you,” I sighed.

      A thunderous growl interrupted my bliss. A loud crash followed, shaking the walls. 

      “Out! Out now before he destroys my kitchen!” Quin pushed me out the door and locked it before I could mutter a word. 

      I shoved the brownie in my mouth, trying to hide the evidence when I noticed a heap of tables next to the wall. Blayde stalked toward me, and he became furrier with every tick of the clock. 

      Oh gosh. He might have heard some things out of context.

      He halted, not closing the gap that separated us, and fumed. His eyes glowed amber, signifying his wolf was close to the surface.

       Even though he was patient and allowed me to lead our relationship, I could only imagine how he felt with me professing my love for Quin. Secretly, I loved seeing him get territorial. It helped me see that the attraction between us was real and mutual. 

      I stepped toward him slowly, as if approaching a frenzied chimpanzee. I didn’t want to make the situation worse. I stopped when we were toe to toe. I tilted my head up to look at him, and I expected his attention to be on me. But it wasn’t. His glare was on the kitchen. I placed my hand on his chest and created shushing sounds. I made circling motions with my finger and watched the tension in his shoulders relax. 

      “You’re not that tough,” I joked. 

      He dropped his gaze down, and I saw the emotion in his eyes. The rage extinguished, and a longing replaced it. My heart squeezed. I wished I could give him what he desired. I wished I could declare him mine, but the truth was, I didn’t know if what I felt wasn’t a byproduct of the mate bond.

      Blayde’s fists loosened, and he wrapped his arms around me, pulling me into a hug. I took a deep breath and smelled his earthy musk scent. Two weeks ago, his black leather jacket lost his aroma and gained mine. I gave it back to him and he wore it for a few days before I mentioned he looked like some of the Hunters. I haven’t seen him wear it since. 

      I lace my hand in his and tugged him out of the mess hall. His thumb brushed my skin, and I led him through the halls and out the doors. 

      We stepped outside, and a blast of sunlight hit me. I plopped down on the grass and let the August sunshine warm me. 

      I closed my eyes and enjoyed the quiet. It was hard to find time alone. Blayde rustled beside me. I sensed he was still tense from my interaction with Quin.

      “I don’t love him. At least not in the way you are thinking,” I said. 

      Blayde lolled next to me. 

      “He offered me a brownie. Before you get worked up about it, I deserved the chocolatey goodness. I have been working my butt off and doing my best.”

      Blayde released a throaty chuckle. “If I knew that's all it took for you to say I love you, then I would’ve given you one a while ago.” 

      I slugged him on the arm, which only made him laugh harder. “Jerk,” I mumbled. 

      “I’m sorry, Princess.” He wiped his joyous tears away. He rolled to lie on his side, leaning on his forearm.

      “You think you are so charming,” I said sarcastically.

      “Because I am.” Blayde’s mouth tipped up into one of his knee-weakening smiles. 

      My heart went into overdrive.

      I gave him a once over. The summer sun had tanned his skin, and his hair was tousled by running his hand through it too many times. His amber-flaked blue eyes held slight amusement and warmth. 

      “Like what you see, Princess?” Blayde smirked. 

      Uh-oh. Busted. Heat flooded my cheeks, and I knew they were red.  

      “You wanna know what I love the most?” I asked, trying to place attention on anything else besides my embarrassment. 

      His body stilled, and his expression turned earnest. 

      “Your eyes. For when I stare into them, I see my reflection. And hot dang! I look good.” I chuckled. 

      “You should learn about some of my finer qualities, like my lips.” He winked. 

      Excitement filled me. “I just might do that,” I whispered. My voice raspy; I moved closer. Only mere inches separated us. 

      Blayde froze. His gaze scoured my face, searching for any sign that I was serious. His lighthearted demeanor disappeared, and his pupils dilated. My pulse raced. It would be so easy to lean in and kiss him. But not yet.  

      “Maybe another time, though.” I sprang up and ran from him. 

      A playful growl came from behind me, and I couldn’t help but snicker. Shifters loved the game of chase. I wondered how far I could get before he caught up. I smiled and remembered that once Blayde had told me that he had a feeling he would always be chasing me.  

      I racked my brain for any way to elude him. I couldn’t maneuver past Blayde if I tried to exit where we had come through. I’d have to go to the doors connected to the training room. 

      I pumped my arms and raced across the open lawn. The entrance was in range. I was almost in the clear. 

      A hand enclosed on my ankle, and I fell, glancing at my captor, Blayde gave me a smug smile, and his grip tightened. 

      “Get off me, King Kong!” I shook my foot. 

      Blayde chuckled, and I kicked my other at his wrist. He released, and I scrambled to stand. 

      “One, two, Blayde’s coming for you,” Blayde called after me. 

      A Nightmare on Elm Street quote. Out of all the time to reference pop culture, he picked now. 

      I sprinted away and focused on getting to the building. It took me a second to realize I didn’t hear Blayde behind me. I scanned my surroundings. He wasn’t anywhere in sight. Maybe I’d left him in my dust. I returned my attention to the door, only to see Blayde positioned in front of it. 

      I skidded to a halt, and we eyed each other, waiting for the other to make a move. Just like an old Western movie.

      “I could do this all day, Princess,” Blayde said.

      What would make this situation perfect would be if a tumbleweed blew between us. 

      “Bring it on, Blay Blay,” I shot back. 

      Before I could overthink it, I pushed off the ground and charged toward him. At the exact moment, he did the same. 

      I dropped to my knees and slid against the grass, laughing as I outplayed him. Standing, I threw him a smirk over my shoulder. He quickly turned on his heel and did a one-eighty to face me. I was mere seconds from winning our little game of chase. I reached out and placed my palm on the doorknob. The safety of the training room beckoned.  

      Strong arms encircled my waist, pulling me from the threshold. Blayde swung me around, claiming victory. I thrashed, refusing to accept defeat. We tumbled down in a tangled heap. Laughter bubbled up in my throat, and Blayde joined me. It felt good to blow off some steam. 

      We lay there for a few minutes with me in his embrace. I wouldn’t admit it to him, but I loved being in his arms. He made me feel safe, cared for. 

      “Princess,” Blayde whispered. 

      His breath tickled my skin, sending a shiver down my spine.  

      “Blay Blay.” I strained my neck to look at him. 

      Blayde scowled. He hated my nickname for him. But I enjoyed the rise I got out of him.  

      “I wanted to say goodbye before I left,” he said. 

      That had my attention. My stomach knotted at the thought of him leaving. I turned in comforting hold to face him. 

      “Leave?” My voice squeaked. “Where to?” 

      My eyebrows cinched together, and he lazily drew circles down my spine. 

      “I like it when you are concerned about me.” 

      I snorted. “More like I’m relieved,” I lied. 

      “We both know that isn’t true.” He sighed. “I’m going on a run with some of the other Shifters for the full moon. It’s only for a few days.” He sounded like he was trying to reassure both of us. 

      The back of his hand brushed against my cheek. I leaned into it, enjoying his gentle touch. 

      I lingered in his arms without saying a word. I’d learned that around a full moon, Shifters spent the majority of their time in their animal form. That big rock in the sky called to their animal half—think the way lunar phases affected tidal waves. Wolves would run and hunt deer. The only instance I remembered Blayde being gone for a run was back at my stepmom’s house. That was weeks ago. 

      “You haven’t been on a pack outing in weeks. Have you not gone because of me?” Guilt burned in my throat. I hate being the reason he remained behind. 

      Silence stretched between us, and he didn't speak for a long minute. 

      “I stayed because you’re my top priority. You mean everything to me.” He rested his forehead against mine, and for a moment, the world stood still. “I won’t be too far away, Princess. I promise I’ll return.”

      His promise resonated in my soul. I wanted so badly to utter the words he craved to hear, but something held me back. I couldn’t. Not yet. 

      With an exaggerated exhale, he withdrew. He lightly kissed my hand, and before I knew it, he disappeared. My heart squeezed. I hated myself for being sappy. He was only going to be gone for a few days. Gosh, I hadn’t known him for very long. I lay in the grass for a few minutes longer. But the ache in my heart became too much. This was silly. 

      I got up and headed toward my room. I needed the distraction of girls' night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      My knees bounced, and my fingers tapped my thighs. I’d been waiting for Chantel and Agrona to arrive for girls’ night. Patience had never been a virtue of mine. I didn’t know what was keeping them. They both had rooms next to mine, even though they could’ve had teachers’ apartments. Blayde was forbidden to be on the same floor as me—it was designated for Huntresses. Since the lack thereof, the living quarters never got used. 

      My room was almost a complete apartment in itself. All it was missing was a kitchen, which there was plenty of space for. When you walked in, you were greeted by a sofa and two armchairs. Accompanied by a fuzzy blue rug. Off to the left was a full bathroom. It had a shower and a separate white farmhouse tub. It was glorious. My bed was to the right of my lounge area. I had a plain white comforter with pillows galore. Nearly every girls’ night ended up in a pillow fight. For the first get-together, we utilized the academy’s credit card and bought all the furnishings. We wanted to see how far I could push before backlash—I still hadn’t gotten there. 

      I jumped at the knock on my door. I threw it open and launched myself into their arms. Admittedly, it would’ve been embarrassing if it hadn’t been them. Chantel waltzed in and flopped on the couch. Agrona froze just past the threshold. 

      “What are you wearing?” Agrona’s voice was inquisitive. Her gaze roamed me from head to toe.

      “What? These old rags?” I gestured to my outfit. 

      I had changed into dark jeans that made me look bootylicious and paired it with a deep-red sequin top. To top it off, black kitten boots. I was ready to party. 

      Chantel perked up. “Are we going out?” She was practically bouncing in glee. 

      “No, no, no. We promised that Cedar would stay inside the academy grounds.” Agrona crossed her arms. 

      “Oh, come on! We deserve some fun. It has been forever since we’ve had a real girls’ night. Let’s go to the nearest town and let our hair down,” I coaxed. 

      “No,” Agrona said firmly, yet I knew she was itching to. 

      Chantel stood and pointed her wand at herself, mumbling a spell. In an instant, her brown curls were long dread braids. She fashioned a halter top that showed off her light-brown skin and bell bottoms. Tubular. 

      “Come on. Blayde is gone for a few days. Prisoners are allowed more freedom than me,” I argued. 

      Agrona relaxed her shoulders, releasing some of the tension she was holding. 

      “Besides, when we come back, you can brag to Blayde that you are a better protector than he is. It would kill him.” 

      Agrona chewed on the corner of her mouth. I could see the proverbial thought wheels turning in her head. Chantel decided to lay it on thick—she dropped to her knees, widened her eyes, and jutted her trembling bottom lip. She put puppies to shame. Agrona released a defeated sigh.

      “If, and I mean if we go, then you have to follow what I say. I don’t want you taking any unnecessary risks or getting hurt,” Agrona said. 

      Chantel got up, and we bounced beside Agrona.

      Time to party. 

      Agrona quickly went to her room to change. She returned before I was done brushing my teeth. 

      “How are we getting out of here?” I asked.

      “Easy peasy, lemon squeezy,” Chantel said. 

      She placed her hand on my shoulder, and Agrona touched Chantel’s arm. 

      “Hold on tight.” She raised her wand in the air. “Effugium,” she said, and we were gone. 

      Within a blink, we were in my room, and the next we were standing in a dimly lit area. One that smelled. Atrociously. Like garbage and vomit. I let go of Chantel and stumbled into the swaying alley. I planted my palm on the rough brick of one of the buildings, steadying myself. And I made sure the world didn’t go topsy-turvy.  

      “Oh, sorry. I should’ve mentioned the aftereffects of this spell if it is your first time. Sorry, Cedar.” Chantel laced my arm through hers and helped me balance until the reaction subsided. 

      Chantel led us down the alleyway, and we stood on the sidewalk facing a nightclub. The last time I was in a club, Mrs. Rose cornered me in the bathroom. That night forced the rest of the events to fall with cascading speed. Without that night, I wouldn’t be here today. Without that night, the magical world would still be hidden from me. Without that night, I wouldn’t have met Blayde. My epiphany slammed into me. And for a moment—a small moment—I was glad for Mrs. Rose’s intervention. Even if Jordan was the puppet master. 

      A dull ache filled my chest. Jordan was my best friend. A Hunter. We grew up together. It stung to have all of that thrown away. Thrown away by his betrayal.

      We crossed the road, and I shook Jordan from my thoughts. Buildings were close together and palm trees lined the street like sentinels. A light fog gave the city an ominous feeling, while a slight cool breeze made me think we were near the ocean.

      “Are we in California?” I asked as we marched up to the club entrance. 

      “Umm, maybe.” Chantel bit the inside of her cheek. 

      The bouncer ushered us in, and we were immediately surrounded by a sea of people. I watched them cavort and sway to the music. Strobe lights crossed the room in shades of blue, purple, and pink. Bass thumped in my eardrums. Voices faded away. The sensations became too much. Shutting my eyes tight, I covered my ears. I repeated “la la la la” over and over to drown out the deafening noise. 

      Hands on my shoulders shook me. I peeked at Agrona. Her lips moved in an inaudible cadence. I couldn’t hear her over the loud buzzing sound. She motioned for me to draw in a deep breath. I filled my lungs and held it. One. Two. Three. Four. Five. And release. I duplicated the action until the high-pitched hum disappeared. It took a couple more times before the lights dulled. My senses were once again normal. Chantel stood on the other side of Agrona, appearing equally concerned. 

      “Are you okay?” Agrona asked. 

      “Yeah, I think so. What happened?” I took another look around me. Nobody else seemed to be affected. 

      “You opened your senses, and you permitted it to overwhelm you. The academy has a controlled environment, so this was the first unimpeded situation you have been in. Luckily, you reined it in,” Agrona answered with a soft smile. 

      “Now it is time to par-tay!” Chantel grabbed our wrists and pulled us to the dance floor. 

      The EDM tune washed over me and rocked my hips to the beat. The song picked up the tempo, and we jumped on the balls of our feet. I thrust my hand into the air above my head and let the rhythm melt my stress.  

      We danced for several songs, all the while declining partner invitations. I couldn’t stomach the idea of a stranger holding me close. Agrona had her protector face on, and I had a suspicion that Chantel only had eyes for Ricardo. After the fifth song, we decided to take a break. 

      Pushing through the crowd, we headed to the bar. Chantel waved, and her silver bracelet jingled as she tried to get the attention of one of the bartenders. I stared at the back of one of their heads. It was familiar. The dark-brown hair and sculpted shoulders. I couldn’t place where I knew him. I was about to ask Agrona when he turned around. 

      Desmond.

      Desmond was the bartender at Agrona and I’s preferred club in Virginia. The same Desmond who was there the night Mrs. Rose attacked me. This couldn’t be a coincidence. Could it? 

      Desmond made eye contact with me and smiled. 

      “Well, well, well. My favorite girls,” Desmond said as he approached. 

      “Yummy. I like what I see.” Chantel leaned over to me. 

      “But…what…how?” I stammered. I wanted to high-five my forehead at my lack of articulation. 

      “It appears I owe Quin twenty bucks.” He wiped up the droplets of leftover drinks. 

      My eyes bugged. How did he know Quin? I peered over at Agrona, but she didn’t seem fazed. 

      “Quin and Desmond are two of a kind.” Agrona shrugged. 

      Before I could inquire what they exactly were, Desmond spoke, “Quin and I go way, way, way back.” A small chuckle escaped him.

      I was missing a clue about my favorite chef. I’d have to ask him when I returned to the academy. We would have a lengthy chat where I would finally obtain some information. 

      “How about I get you
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