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      To the werewolf lovers in the world,

      Thank you!
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      Most parents want their kids to grow up to be something respectable like a doctor or a lawyer. My mom wants me to become a man-eating ho. I, Eliana Barchim, vow to never follow in my mother’s footsteps.

      

      Eliana’s determination to never be the succubus her mother wants her to be starts faltering when her mother unexpectedly interferes. It doesn’t help that a local shifter with a cute dimple is trying to help cheer Eliana up when her best and only friend leaves town. With her control slipping, Eliana resorts to something drastic to get rid of her mom.

      However, Eliana’s fear of ruining the one person she can trust to stand by her side might be the thing that brings her carefully composed control to its knees. Nothing can withstand a starving succubus’s hunger.
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      Fighting tears, I drove away from my best friend’s house.

      Megan going to New York for a few weeks shouldn’t have been grounds for a torrential sobfest.  But, Megan wasn’t just a friend.  She was my only friend.  The only person who never judged me because of what I was or my hunger.

      Even as I thought of it, the need to feed rose sharp and heavy.  Wiping away the tears tracking down my cheeks, I glanced in my rearview mirror and cringed at the sight of my blackening irises.

      “You are not hungry, Eliana Magdalene Margarete Howland.  You are not a Barchim.”

      Instead of making me feel better, using my mother’s last name as a reminder of why I needed to fight my hunger only made me sadder.  And that additional sorrow only made me hungrier, which turned my eyes completely black.

      I switched on the radio to a deafening level and sang along with the music, glad the magical barrier that encircled Uttira and the surrounding countryside didn’t keep the station out.

      My hunger hadn’t completely faded by the time I pulled into the oversized garage attached to the Quills’ house.  While I knew I’d need to give in and feed eventually, I was determined to put it off for as long as possible.

      If only Megan were still here.  Her anger did nothing to nourish me, but at least it felt like feeding and tricked my body for a little while.

      I smoothed a hand over my blonde hair and checked my eyes in the mirror to ensure they were once again a mellow brown.  Not noting any redness from my recent tears, I got out of the car and grabbed the cooler I’d taken from Megan’s house.

      When I entered the kitchen, Mrs. Quill looked up from her cup of coffee.  Her gaze swept over me before landing on the cooler in my arms.  Despite my petite size, the jam-packed container didn’t burden me. Extra physical strength was one of the few traits I didn’t mind inheriting from my mom.

      I set the cooler by the fridge and started unpacking the food.

      “What’s all that?” she asked.

      “All the perishables from Megan’s place since she will be gone a while.”

      “That was nice of you to help her.  Did she and Oanen get off okay this morning?”

      I wanted to groan at her wording when my mind went south.  Why did I always have to think dirty thoughts?  Why couldn’t I just think normal thoughts like normal teens?

      “Yes, they’re on their way to New York.”

      “Do you think she’ll ever forgive us?” Mrs. Quill asked.

      I shrugged and stuck the lettuce in the crisper.  It was an honest, noncommittal answer.  After the bullcrap the Council had pulled, Megan had every right to hold a grudge.  The Council needed to stop meddling in the lives of the youth stuck in Uttira.

      “Are you hungry, Eliana?” Mrs. Quill asked, pulling me from my thoughts.

      I realized I was just standing there and quickly reached for the bread.

      “A sandwich does sound like it would hit the spot.  Would you like me to make you one, too?  There are plenty of options with what I brought over from Megan’s.”

      “You know that’s not what I meant.  You can’t survive on human food.”

      “Who said I’m trying to survive on it?  I like the taste.  Mom eats it all the time.”  Usually at high class restaurants paid for by her adoring harem of men, but I pushed that thought aside and focused on the food in front of me.

      “Look at me, Eliana,” Mrs. Quill said.

      Don’t be black…Don’t be black, I chanted to myself as I lifted my gaze.

      The woman who’d raised me for the last four years smiled at me kindly.

      “You know you only need to ask, and I will gladly feed you.”

      It took everything I had not to vehemently shake my head.

      “I know,” I said.  “Right now, all I want is a sandwich.”

      “Very well.”

      She didn’t leave the room, but instead watched me closely as I made my early lunch.  Likely, she wasn’t fooled.  She rarely was, which made my life that much more difficult.

      “I think I’m going to eat this while I watch some TV,” I said, picking up the plate.

      “Enjoy, sweetie.  I’ll call you when dinner is ready.”

      I nodded and fled.

      Upstairs, the room connecting my bedroom to Oanen’s had everything we could possibly want for entertainment.  From gaming consoles to high-quality screens, comfortable couches, and our own refrigerator, the room was meant to be a teen’s oasis.  And it had been with Oanen here.  Now that he was gone, it just seemed empty.

      Oanen had been one of the best parts of my time in Uttira until Megan showed up months ago.  He was the best almost brother I’d ever had.

      Catching myself in a downward emotional spiral, I went to the snack fridge and grabbed a dark chocolate candy bar.  The bitter tang of the chocolate distracted me from everything but the flavor I so loved.  I didn’t need to eat food, not like humans did, but chocolate was one thing I thoroughly enjoyed despite the pointlessness of eating it.  Bake it.  Freeze it.  Melt it.  It didn’t matter what form the chocolate came in.  There was something about it that helped keep my real hunger at bay, which was why I kept an impressive stockpile of it hidden in the snack refrigerator.

      Content for the moment, I plopped on the couch and tucked the rest of the chocolate into my sandwich so Mrs. Quill wouldn’t see it if she came in to check on me.  She’d know right away what was going on if she saw the chocolate.  And the last thing I wanted was to worry her, because if she was worried, then she would tell her sister, Adira.  Not only was Adira a member of the Council, she was also Girderon Academy’s Student Coordinator.  If she got involved, I’d be wearing far too little to school tomorrow.

      I took another bite of chocolate and turned on the TV to watch an action flick.  The bloodier, the better, given my current mood.

      An hour later, I was feeling a bit more in control and absently reached for my phone when it buzzed.

      Fenris: First security sweep done. Megan’s car is still here and unmaimed.

      I rolled my eyes as I typed back a quick message.

      Me: They just left.  Of course her car is still fine.

      Fenris had been inadvertently making my life impossible for months now.  It wasn’t his fault he smelled like lust all the time, a scent no succubus could seem to ignore.  His hormones were due to his wolf genes.

      Instead of thinking of genetics, my mind went to his jeans.  The dark pair that rode low on his hips and loose on his legs.  Oh, the things they did to his backside…

      My vision sharpened immediately, and I knew my eyes had gone black.

      Using the remote, I turned on some really loud party music in an attempt to corral my thoughts.  But, my phone vibrated in my hand to let me know Fenris had replied.

      Fenris: It doesn’t hurt to be cautious.  How’s your car?

      My insides went hot then cold at the idea of Fenris coming here.

      Me: My car is fine.  Go home, Fenris.

      I threw my phone onto the cushion next to me and got up to dance like I was in a dance-off for the next thirty minutes.  By the time I stopped, I was tired and sweaty.

      I hated that I wasn’t a normal teen.  Why did I always need to think about sex and being touched?  About being liked by a boy?  No, not liked, worshipped.  I thought of how my father worshipped my mother, and every ounce of succubus hunger left me.

      Calmer, I went to my room for a quick shower then stood inside my closet in indecision.

      Adira had given me strict orders that I was to pick clothes from the right side of the closet.  Reaching out, I trailed my fingers over one of the many dresses on that side.  Low neckline, thigh-high slit, silky material, the dress was what a normal succubus would use to incite lust in those around her.

      All of the clothes to the right were beautiful beyond a doubt, and I loved wearing them.  But only in the privacy of my own room.  Never in public.  A shudder ran through me at the thought of what would happen if I wore those dresses in public like Adira wanted.

      Taking a deep breath, I tried to find a compromise.  I understood that the adults in my life were worried that my instincts weren’t developing appropriately.  And their concern was the only reason I was even attempting to meet them halfway with my wardrobe.  Well, their concern and my fear that they’d involve my mother if they got too worried.

      After selecting a dress that Adira would approve of, I found a lacy bralette and a pair of knee-length biker shorts to wear underneath it.  Then, I chose a cute pair of flats that didn’t at all go with the gorgeous, shimmery number I’d picked.  Spiked heels with thin straps would have set off the length of my legs the best, but setting off any body part was the last thing I wanted to do.

      With my cleavage safely hidden by the bralette and the thigh slit thwarted by my shorts, I felt marginally ready for dinner.

      Too bad I still had hours to kill.

      I debated what to do with my time.  I loved the greenhouse on the roof, but it would only make me miss Megan and Oanen more.  And, I’d already spent enough time watching movies.

      Leaving my room, I took the back stairs out to the gardens instead.  The brisk winter wind robbed my arms of any heat the moment I stepped outside.  I rubbed a hand over my skin and followed the snow-covered path to the bench in the center of the garden.

      I stood there and looked out over the dormant grounds.  It was beautiful in summer.  Green and lush.  Filled with singing birds and other small creatures that made noise.  Now, it was silent.  Silent and lonely.

      Like I’d been before Megan.

      Hugging myself, I thought of my life in Uttira and wondered if I would ever be able to go back to the isolation I’d found so comforting before Megan’s arrival.  I doubted it.

      While I knew her and Oanen’s stay in New York was only meant to be for a few weeks, I also knew Megan well enough to understand she’d never be happy spending all of her time in Uttira.  Especially given her history with the Council and Adira.

      That meant I either needed to make more friends or figure out a way to leave Uttira and join Megan.  I wrinkled my nose at the latter.  There was only one way out, and I was nowhere near getting my mark of Mantirum.  Yet, making friends seemed just as impossible as earning my mark.

      Deciding to delay worrying over friendships, I went back inside to wait for dinner in the entertainment room.  With a small stash of dark chocolate truffles in my lap, I lost myself to three hours of visual carnage before the faint chime of the doorbell disturbed my peace.

      I frowned at the time and stood to check myself in the mirror.  Hopefully Adira would find my compromise suitable and leave the left side of my closet alone.

      The low murmur of voices reached my ears as soon as I arrived at the top of the steps.  None of them sounded like Adira, who usually joined us for dinner.  Curious, I descended and went to the dining room.

      Mrs. Quill was greeting our dinner guest with a gracious welcome when I entered, and the familiar back of a black head of hair slowed my steps.

      “Thank you so much for inviting me, Mrs. Quill.  Your house is beautiful,” Eugene said.

      Mrs. Quill opened her mouth to reply, but I interrupted her.

      “Why is he here?” I asked.

      The sick feeling in my stomach grew as Eugene turned to look at me with a smile. As the newest human in Uttira, he didn’t know to be wary.

      “Hey, Eliana.”

      Ignoring him, I continued to stare at Mrs. Quill.

      “He’s here because I invited him.  With Megan and Oanen gone, I thought you might like company your own age at dinner.”

      We both knew that wasn’t what this was.  Her next words proved it.

      “I’ll let you two talk while I let Mr. Quill know dinner is ready.”

      Instead of getting angry, another dangerous emotion for me, I looked at Eugene as she left the room.

      “I’m sorry if I sounded rude.  Very little is as it seems in Uttira.”

      “Even here?”

      “Especially here.”

      He nodded thoughtfully and seemed to notice my dress for the first time.  I hated the look of appreciation that crept into his gaze until his hand smoothed down his own shirt.

      “I’m feeling really underdressed right now.”

      The button-up shirt was neatly pressed and complemented the dark jeans he wore.  I knew these clothes were a vast improvement over what he’d been wearing when he’d arrived in Uttira.  After all, I’d helped select his wardrobe.

      “What you’re wearing is completely suitable for a family dinner.  My dress is a prop I’m required to wear for dinner.”

      “Required?  If I were a girl, I’d want to wear that all the time.  You look killer in it.”

      His simple words, meant to be high praise, hurt deeply.

      “I’d much rather just be me than a killer anything,” I said.

      Some of the humor left his gaze.

      “Right.  Sorry.  I forgot for a minute.”

      “Then I guess it’s a good thing you’re here.  I’ll keep reminding you.  Nothing is safe here, Eugene.  We may look human, but we’re not.  That’s something you have to remind yourself of constantly.”

      He looked around the room uncomfortably.

      “I can’t believe you grew up here.”

      “I didn’t.  The Quills took me in when I was twelve.”

      “They aren’t your parents?”

      “No.  My mother is currently living in New York, and my human father is in Arkansas, far away from this place.”

      He watched me for a moment, probably thinking I was going to continue with an explanation of why I wasn’t living with my parents.  However, since I knew why Mrs. Quill had invited him tonight, even if he didn’t, I didn’t want to encourage any kind of bonding between us.

      “I get that you’re all scary monsters who want to feed on humans in some way,” he said when I remained quiet.  “But that doesn’t scare me nearly as much as ending up back on the streets does.”  His gaze went to the crystal wine glasses and actual gold utensils placed on the table.  “This place looks so...”

      “Ostentatious?”

      “I don’t even know what that word means, but sure.”

      “It means flashy and over-the-top.”

      “Yep.  Ostentatious.  You’re lucky people with money took you in.”

      Mr. and Mrs. Quill took that moment to enter.

      “I believe Eliana called it a perverse way to flaunt one’s money when she first came to live with us,” Mr. Quill said.

      “There was a lead up to that statement,” I said with a rueful smile.  “And I’ve since realized the error in my thinking.”

      Mrs. Quill chuckled and gestured to the table.

      “Dinner is ready.  Eugene, you may take the seat beside Eliana,” she said, not even glancing at the empty setting across from us.  That could only mean that Adira meant to join us.

      As soon as we were seated, Mrs. Quill started serving, using her magic to move whatever she’d cooked in the kitchen to our plates.  Eugene was suitably impressed and asked questions until he took his first bite of her beef wellington, a favorite dish of Mr. Quill’s.

      “I’ve died and gone to Heaven,” Eugene said.

      “I hear Valhalla is the place you want to go for riches and endless feasting,” Adira said, suddenly appearing in her seat.  “How are you enjoying Uttira so far, Eugene?”

      He set down the fork which had frozen halfway to his mouth at her abrupt appearance.

      “It’s great.  Thank you for bringing me here.”

      “Of course.  How do you like attending Girderon Academy?”

      “I love it.”

      “Are you certain?  It’s never too late to go back to your old life.”

      “It is for me,” he said.  “There’s nothing for me to go back to.”

      Something about her line of questioning and the way she was studying him made me suspicious.

      “Good,” she said.  “Then I think it’s time for you to take Eliana for a walk.  She’s hungry.”

      My mouth dropped open as did Eugene’s.  He looked from me to Adira and back again.

      “I thought the goal was to not be eaten by anyone here,” he said.

      “Correct.  However, Eliana won’t consume you physically.  She’s not that type of creature.  She consumes energy, but not enough to harm you.”

      “Oh.”

      I could feel his eyes on me again, but I didn’t look away from Adira.

      “No,” I said firmly.

      “Yes,” Adira said.  “You’re hungry and need to feed.  Your continued denial of your nature will not change who you are or what you need to do.”

      I fought against the panic worming its way under my skin.

      “You can’t force me to feed.”

      “Can’t I?  You will feed on Eugene, or he goes back to the human world tonight.”

      Eugene swore under his breath and fully turned toward me.

      “Hey, I really don’t mind, Eliana.  Just do what you got to do.  As long as it won’t kill me, I’m fine with it.”

      His naivety reminded me of Megan.  Instead of giving in to panic, I set my napkin on the table and smiled at Adira.  Her normally bland expression flickered with a hint of surprise.

      “Do you think I’m joking?” she asked.

      “No.  I think you’re entirely serious.  But, I also think you’re forgetting something very important.  Megan warned you what would happen if you continued to mistreat the humans in Uttira.  And I promise you that if you return Eugene to the human world as a means to coerce me, Megan will turn the full wrath of her fury on you.  Choose your blackmail wisely, Adira, because Megan still hasn’t forgotten how all of you manipulated her.”

      Mrs. Quill paled at the reminder, and I felt a fair amount of guilt for it.  However, I refused to back down.

      “So be it,” Adira said.  “Remember you made this choice, Eliana.  I am not giving up on you.”

      With those ominous words, she disappeared.  I had no doubt Adira would attempt to make me regret my choice not to feed from Eugene.  Even after all these years, she still didn’t understand my aversion to feeding.  Yet, I would never regret my choice tonight.

      “Mrs. Quill, will you please wrap Eugene’s dinner so he can enjoy it at home?”

      “Of course.”

      With a wave of her hand, his food left his plate and a white paper bag containing his dinner appeared.  I grabbed the bag and stood.

      “I’ll follow Eugene home.  Don’t wait up for me.”

      Eugene stood quickly and followed me out of the room.  Neither of us spoke as we left the house and walked toward the car in the driveway.

      “You don’t need to follow me home,” Eugene said.  “I’ll be fine.”

      I wrinkled my nose at him.

      “They almost fed you to me, and you were willing.  You’re not fine, Eugene.  You’re in over your head.  Get in the car, and lock your door.  The car’s warded and will keep you safe unless something tricks you into getting out of it.  I’ll follow you home to make sure that doesn’t happen.  And next time, be sure to decline any dinner invitations that will keep you out after dark.”

      “Okay.”  He started to get in then hesitated.  “I really hope you’re going to explain what just happened in there.”

      “I will, but not tonight.  Tomorrow, okay?  I’m freezing.”  I really was cold, but mostly I just didn’t want to talk about how I’d likely just made my situation worse in some new and unimaginable way.

      As soon as he locked his car door, I picked up my skirt and jogged to my car, grateful I’d gone with the flats.  The ride to Eugene’s house was uneventful, and I waited in his driveway until he waved to me from his kitchen window.

      With Uttira’s newest human relatively safe, I turned my car around and drove back home.  Despite my comment to the Quills about not waiting up, there wasn’t anywhere else in town for me to go.  Hanging out with Eugene was definitely not an option.  As much as I would like to think he would be safe with me, I couldn’t trust myself when I was this hungry.  I wasn’t willing to risk him just to avoid Adira and the Quills.

      However, I cringed at the thought of facing Mrs. Quill so soon after reminding her and Mr. Quill that the mate of their only son probably never wanted to see them again.  It’d been a poopy move on my part, but Adira had left me little choice.  I would not feed on humans.  Ever.  If I had a choice, I wouldn’t even feed on Mrs. Quill.

      Hating my line of thinking, I turned on the radio and sang along to some music.  By the time I pulled up to the garage, it was only half past six, and every light was still on in the house.  I debated what to do as I turned off the engine.  There really wasn’t much of a choice; I’d need to sneak into the house.

      In the quiet, the snow crunched loudly under my flats as I walked around to the back gardens.  The long line of privacy hedges posed a slight problem as I wedged my way through their barren branches.  But every scrape I received was worth it to avoid the disappointment I was sure I’d see in Mrs. Quill’s eyes if I walked in through the front door.

      Picking twigs from my hair, I scanned the darkness for the path to the house.  I could just walk forward until the security lights turned on, but I knew there were rose bushes somewhere close by.  I didn’t want to damage my dress any more than I already had.

      A low growl rumbled from the other side of the hedgerow.  I slowly turned.

      My mom told me over and over that all the monsters in Uttira had nothing over a succubus.  But, she was biased, and I’d seen enough during my four years here to make my hair white.  Whatever was on the other side of that bush sounded as mean as heck.

      “Go find someone else to bother,” I said bravely while retreating a step.

      There was a rustling then –

      “Eliana?”

      “Fenris?  What are you doing here?  I told you my car is fine.  Go home.”

      I took another step back and started breathing through my mouth, hoping it would be enough to save me.

      “I’m not here because of the car.  Why do I smell your blood?”

      The branches started to crackle, and I realized Fenris was probably very naked on the other side of the hedge since clothes didn’t shift.  In my panic at the thought of him pushing his way through to me, I inhaled through my nose.

      The scent of his lust hit me hard, and my vision sharpened on his hand as he reached through the hedge.  My gaze locked on his strong fingers, and I shivered.  I could feel them on my skin.  One thought, one command, and he would be mine.

      I whirled and ran for the house.

      Fenris called my name, and just as the door slammed shut behind me, a howl rose.
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      Setting my head against the door, I took a deep, calming breath.  The distance I’d put between Fenris and me did nothing to alleviate the hunger that started in my middle and radiated right into my bones.  The hunger didn’t care that I liked Fenris as a person.  My hunger didn’t discriminate.  It didn’t think of the consequences.  It only wanted to be fed.  Anyone would do.

      The sudden pounding from the other side of the door made me jump.

      “Eliana?” Fenris called.  “I need to know you’re okay.”

      There was honest concern in his voice, and I felt terrible for causing it.  Of course he had been worried that he’d smelled blood.  Any nice person would be.

      “I’m fine,” I said, my mouth close to the wood panel.  “Go home.”

      There was a thump on the door, followed by the muffled sound of his voice, but I couldn’t make out what he was saying.

      “It works better if you open the door,” Mrs. Quill said from behind me.

      I startled for the second time but didn’t turn to face her.  How had sneaking into the house gone so wrong?

      “I’m sorry I disturbed you, Mrs. Quill,” I said.  “Everything’s fine here.”

      There was a moment of silence before she spoke.

      “Eliana, turn around.”

      I wrinkled my nose and turned to face her.  Her sad gaze locked with mine.

      “Sweetie, it breaks my heart to see you like this.”

      I smiled and glanced down at my arms, purposely misunderstanding her.

      “The scrapes aren’t that deep,” I said.  “I promise I’m fine.  Fenris is fine, too.  He just smelled my blood and was worried.  I should really clean this up.  I’ll see you in the morning.”

      I fled before she could stop me.

      Back in my room, I avoided my reflection and stripped from the dress to take care of all the scrapes.  If I were well-fed, they probably would have healed already.  But I wasn’t.  So I dabbed the cuts and tried not to pay attention to my heightened eyesight.  It wasn’t easy when every pore and fine line in my skin stood out so vividly.

      Thankfully, Mrs. Quill didn’t come to my room to press me further, and I changed into my pajamas in peace.  I was grateful for the home she and Mr. Quill opened to me, but I didn’t need another well-intentioned lecture on feeding myself.  I needed understanding.  I needed Megan.

      Glancing at the clock, I debated.  She’d only left this morning, and I didn’t want to be the needy type of friend who would bug her hours after leaving.  Talking to her could wait until tomorrow.

      Knowing it would be a long time before I fell asleep, I cautiously opened the door to the entertainment room and went to the refrigerator.

      With a bowl of double-chocolate brownie chunk ice cream in my lap, I did my best to drown my sorrows and soothe my hunger.  However, the horribly unrealistic vampire movies filled with the blood and action that I usually loved did nothing to distract me, and my hunger continued to plague me.

      By midnight, I had a stomach ache from too much ice cream and a heavy heart.  Setting the empty container aside, I reached for my phone and dialed Megan.  She picked up after a few rings.

      “You officially broke your promise,” I said.  “It’s after midnight.  You said you would check in daily, and I didn’t get a call yesterday.”

      “The day I left doesn’t count,” she said with a laugh in her voice.

      “Sure, start bending the rules already.  So, what’s it like having freedom?”

      I heard a rustle on the other end of the phone.

      “Knock it off,” she said, slightly muffled.

      “Do I even want to know what Oanen’s doing?” I asked.

      “Not Oanen.  A brownie named Piepen is messing around with some guy’s eye.”

      I sat up.

      “A brownie?”

      “Yeah, long story.”

      “I’ve got time.”

      “I let him out of a cage, and now he’s following me.”

      In the background, I heard a high-pitched voice claim he wasn’t following her but helping her.  Then a lower voice argued about who got to take care of Megan’s house.  I started to snicker.

      Less than twenty-four hours out of Uttira and Megan already had creatures fighting over her.

      “Two of them?” I asked.  “What are you going to do with two?”

      “One’s a brownie, and one’s a goblin.  And I have no idea.”

      “They’re not going to like the hotel or the car.  They’re much happier in real homes,” I said.

      “She sounds nice,” the high-pitched voice said.  “I like her.”

      “Aw!  Isn’t he sweet,” I said.

      “Stop,” Megan said.  “He can hear you, and I think you’re going to give him a heart attack.  What’s wrong with hotels?”

      I listened to the outrage from the goblin and grinned wider.

      “Tell them to come to Uttira.  You’ll be happier, and so will they.  I’ll feed them both for you,” I offered, liking the idea of having something to do outside of schoolwork and boredom.

      “Are you sure?” she asked.

      “Yep.  It’ll be fine.  Tell the goblin I’ll have a bowl of honey-soaked oats waiting for him at your house,” I said.

      She gave them directions, and I listened to her tell the goblin that he needed to protect the brownie and not eat his wings.  I cringed at that.  Brownie wings were a delicacy I would never understand.

      “It sounds like you’ve had an eventful first day,” I said.

      “You have no idea.  I just woke up in an abandoned warehouse after eating a janky burger at a questionable bar.  And the goblin I just sent your way knows who did it, but he’s bound by a spell that won’t let him speak.  Like the library. However, according to the brownie, the goblin will be able to talk in a few days because I’m his new master.”

      I thought of the secrecy spell that bound the people who read anything in the library they were referencing.  But, all spells had limits and loopholes, especially the secrecy one.

      “I’ll call you if he says anything about who his previous master was,” I said.

      “Thank you.  And watch yourself around them.  Oanen said they wouldn’t hurt me, but Elbner, the goblin, seems sketchy.”

      “Did he make you mad?” I asked, knowing her fury sense was on point for spotting wickedness.

      “Surprisingly, no.”

      “Then I’m sure he’ll be fine.”

      In the background, an eagle’s cry split the air.

      “I better go,” Megan said.  “Oanen’s coming, and I need to check on the guy Elbner knocked out.”

      “What guy?”

      “I’ll tell you later.”

      The line went dead, and I tossed my phone aside.  While Megan was obviously dealing with her own issues, I couldn’t help but feel disappointed that she hadn’t asked how I was doing.  But, what would I have really said?  That I was doing awful because she’d left and I had no one to talk to about how hungry I was?  That it felt like the hunger was eating me from the inside?

      Sighing, I turned toward the balcony windows and blindly stared out at the darkness.

      No, there was no need to involve Megan in my misery when there wasn’t anything she could do about it.
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      I stifled a yawn and studied my makeup.  Although I’d kept it natural, the cosmetics still enhanced my features far more than I was comfortable.  Makeup always attracted attention I didn’t want.  Yet, it was a necessary evil.  Especially today.  It helped hide the dark circles under my eyes so I didn’t look as tired as I felt.

      As I stared at myself, my eyes flooded with black then back to brown again.  I wrinkled my nose and turned away from my reflection.  Why couldn’t my body just cooperate with my brain?  I didn’t want to feed.  Ever.  End of story.  My hunger needed to get on board with my life plan of normalcy.

      Hoping to distract my body, I went downstairs for some real food.  However, instead of finding a deliciously toasted bagel waiting for me, I found Adira.

      I paused at the sight of both her and Mrs. Quill sitting at the dining room table.  They wore twin, serious expressions that I knew had nothing to do with them being siblings.

      Oanen had called me after Megan, last night, and explained that their investigation into the dying trolls was dangerous to Megan.  She wasn’t acting like her normal, angry self, and he needed me to get the goblin to talk as soon as he got here.

      I’d never asked if he’d told the Council, but based on the solemn expressions of the two women before me, I was guessing he had.  Adira’s next words confirmed it.

      “We’d like to discuss what happened last night,” she said.

      “Did Megan get drugged again?” I asked, hurrying to sit.

      “Again?” Mrs. Quill asked.  “When was Megan drugged?”

      “Last night.”  With a sinking feeling, I looked from her to Adira.

      “We were unaware of that,” Adira said.  “But I will be sure to contact Oanen for the details.  For now, I’d like to discuss why you entered this house with visible signs of hunger you refused to acknowledge when Anwen confronted you.”

      Annoyed, I fisted my hands under the table.

      “Mrs. Quill didn’t confront me.  She asked me to turn around; then she showed concern.  I hear that’s a typical reaction when you care about someone who’s been hurt.  And, I was when pushing my way through the bushes.  As for my eyes, you know as well as I do that a succubus’s eyes change for more than hunger.  Fenris wasn’t leaving, and I’m a teenager prone to mood swings.  For as old as you are, none of this is new to you.”

      Adira said nothing for a moment as she studied me, and I fought not to fidget under her scrutiny.

      Since coming to Uttira, I’d followed the rules and done what I’d been told.  Until Megan came.  She’d changed things, not just for me but for the other creatures in Uttira.  Now, Adira's feelings about those changes were plain to see in the slight crease between her brows.

      “Megan’s influence continues to spread,” she said finally.

      “A good thing, I should think,” I said.  “No one wants a meek succubus running around.  It’s not part of our inherent nature.”

      Adira gave me a slight nod.

      “Very true.  Your mother will be happy to hear you’re standing up for yourself.”

      I almost cringed at the mention of my mom.

      “To help you embrace this burgeoning boldness, I’ve updated the left side of your closet.  Please go upstairs and change before you leave for the Academy.  I’ll check in on you later today.”

      She disappeared abruptly.

      “I’ll fix you something to eat,” Mrs. Quill said gently before leaving as well.

      Alone, I leaned forward and let my forehead thump to the table.

      Today was going to be a new level of hell, thanks to my big mouth.  I didn’t have the pebbles that Megan had to stand up to Adira.  Why had I even tried?

      The phone in the pocket of my skirt chirped, and I pulled it out to see a text from Fenris.

      The car’s still fine.  Not Megan’s house, though.  Still looks like it should be burned to the ground.

      I rolled my eyes and pocketed my phone again.  Megan’s family home was the complete opposite of the Quills’.  In the wrong light, it looked two seasons away from condemnation.  In the right light, it didn’t look much better.  It wasn’t nice for Fenris to say so, though.

      Knowing there was no point in putting it off, I went back to my room and looked at my closet.  Gone were the cute, knee-length dresses I favored.  In their place were tops and jeans.  I closed my eyes before looking again, confused at the extremely non-sexy clothing options.

      Grateful it wasn’t filled with a bunch of barely-there dresses, like the right side, I grabbed a pair of jeans with a white blouse and went to change.  I realized the mistake in my thinking as soon as I tugged the jeans up.  They were clingy.  Every slight curve I had was on display.  The top, while flowy, was see-through.  I went to grab a cami to layer under it but found the drawer filled with lacy bralettes.  Adira had left me nothing to use as layers for modesty.

      After searching the closet for several minutes, my only solution was a bralette under two shirts.  Doubling the material made it mostly opaque.  Satisfied, I went for my shoes and groaned at the options.  All I now owned were hooker heels.

      I seethed for a moment then strapped a red pair on.  A glance in the mirror told me I looked amazing.  Hot as heck, even.

      “Worst day ever,” I said to myself before grabbing my jacket and heading downstairs.

      A chocolate chip bagel with chocolate hazelnut spread waited for me in the dining room.  I devoured it, grateful to Mrs. Quill, then hurried out the door before she could see my two shirts.  If I got to school quickly enough, maybe I could avoid being spotted by the majority of my peers, too.

      While hiding in the first session’s classroom would help my morning, I knew I’d need to leave it eventually.  I hated that I’d be seen like this.  Well, hate was a strong word.  I loved the clothes; I just didn’t love what would happen when I wore them around other people.

      My phone chirped again.

      I looked at the new message from Fenris.

      We should repaint for Megan.  You in?

      And spend days with Fenris in the process?  The answer was easy.

      No.  She likes her house the way it is.

      Checking my mirror, I backed out of the garage while ignoring my once again black eyes.  I didn’t make it far before I knew I had to pull over to remove my shoes.  Wriggling my toes and using my blinker, I shook my head at what my mom’s reaction would be if she ever found out I couldn’t drive in heels.  Hooker heels were a succubus’s standard accessory.  They made a person’s backside look amazing.  And, that was exactly why I avoided wearing them.

      I pulled through the Girderon Academy gates ten minutes ahead of my usual time and found the parking lot still fairly empty.  Relieved, I hurried to park then opened my door so I had more room to put my heels back on.

      The glossy red toe stood out starkly against the snow.  Adira was insane for making me go to school in these.  My feet would freeze just getting into the building because no one had shoveled the parking lot yet.

      “Those are new.”

      The nearby, abrupt words made me jump.

      “Sweet baby Jesus in a strawless manger, Fenris, you scared me,” I said, scowling up at him.  “You need a bell.”

      He wore his usual crooked smile that made all the girls go crazy.  When he added a chuckle to it, my stomach dipped and heat flooded my middle.  I knew he was in danger before my vision even sharpened.

      I looked away quickly and shoved the strap of my heel through the clasp before standing.

      “I better get inside.” I moved to step past him, but he shadowed me.  Despite the heels, he was still a good four inches taller than me, bringing my nose to his throat.

      Another car pulled into the parking lot, and Fenris’s name was called by three different she-wolves.  Having grown up together in his pack, they knew him well and were always clinging to him, each hoping to be the one whose scent he caught when he succumbed to his mate run.  Megan referred to them as his her-herd.  I knew she thought their devotion to him was pathetic, but I pitied them.  And him.  They were all slaves to their instincts.

      He waved at them but didn’t move away from me.  Gaze locked on his shirt, I waited.

      His scent, always so flooded with lust, changed subtly.  He had to be getting close to his mate run.  The way he smelled now was positively mouthwatering.

      I started mouth breathing in an attempt to calm down, but I knew it was already too late for that.

      “Seriously, Fenris, I need to go.”

      “I know.  You always seem to be rushing somewhere, which is why I came over here.  I wanted to make sure you were okay after last night.  I didn’t like smelling all that blood.”

      I almost snorted.  He made it sound like I’d been bleeding out.

      “I had a few scratches.  It probably smelled like more to you than it was.  Sensitive nose and all.  Can I go now?”

      In the silence that followed, I was tempted to peek up at him to see why he wasn’t answering.  But if I did that, he’d see my eyes and know what was happening to me.  And I really didn’t want him to know.  It would be beyond embarrassing for the most alpha wolf in this school to think I was hungry for him.  Heck, it would be embarrassing for any of the students to think I was hungry for them.

      “Fenris?” I asked, growing a little panicked and desperate.

      I heard him breathe in deeply and wanted to cringe.  Great, now he probably knew he was making me nervous, too.  Stupid werewolf nose.

      “I really wanted to talk to Lucas before class,” I added.

      “Yeah.  Sure.  I’ll see you at lunch.”

      He stepped aside, and I made a beeline for the door, not even slipping once.  While I knew I had insane skills when it came to heels, I didn’t want other people to know.  So, I slowed to a power walk once I was inside and headed to Human Studies.

      Lucas Flavian, the teacher, looked up from his papers.

      “Good morning, Eliana.  You’re early today.”

      “Yep.”  I settled into my desk with a sigh.

      “Anything wrong?”

      “I’m just absorbing the peace until chaos descends,” I said.

      He smiled and nodded.

      “It does get a little crazy in here at times.  If you ever need to step out, you know you can.”

      I nodded and turned my gaze to the clock.

      “Hey, Eliana,” Eugene said, sliding into the desk beside mine a few minutes later.

      “Since when do you need to take Human Studies?” I asked with a frown.

      “Since this morning.  Adira said she’d be changing up my schedule so that I can get to know the students and faculty before settling me into a human schedule.”

      “Ah.”  I doubted very much that Adira was changing his schedule for his benefit.  After rejecting the opportunity to feed from him last night then coming home hungry afterward, Eugene was likely here to tempt me.

      “Would you happen to have Self-paced Science and Algebra after this?” I asked.

      “Nope.  I aced out of both of those.  I’m in Self-Discovery next.  Sounds fun, right?”

      I sighed and leaned toward him as more students entered the room.

      “No, Eugene.  Nothing here is fun.  It’s dangerous.”

      “Adira said that while I’m on school grounds, nothing can kill me.”

      “She’s right about that, but there are things worse than death, Eugene.  Don’t forget that.”

      He paled a little and nodded as Belemina, two desks up, laughed and flashed her fangs back at us.

      “Worse than death?  Don’t be dramatic, Eliana.  Your little human would exist in a constant state of bliss with some of us.”

      “And without any thoughts of his own.  A slave to compulsions he wouldn’t be able to fight.”

      “He wouldn’t want to fight them.”  Her gaze shifted to Eugene.  “I’ll give you a taste if you want.”

      “Uh…no, thanks,” Eugene said, looking right at her.

      I pinched his arm.

      “Ow!”  He scowled at me.  “I thought you were the nice one.”

      “First rule to ensuring you’re not being compelled is to avoid eye-contact,” I reminded him.  “You need to spend more time with Ashlyn.”

      “We’re hanging out after school.”

      “Can I come?” Belemina asked.

      I frowned at her.

      “No.”

      She pouted and turned toward Lucas as he closed the door.

      For the remainder of class, Eugene called attention to himself by asking every question imaginable.  He’d insulted or annoyed at least half the class by the time the bell rang.

      “I better walk you to your next class,” I said, standing.

      As soon as I did, his gaze swept down my length.

      “Wow.  You look really nice today.”

      While I knew he meant his words as a sincere compliment, my hunger took them as an invitation.  My vision sharpened, and I quickly looked at the floor while trying my best not to notice how amazing Eugene smelled.

      “It’s safer if you don’t compliment anyone here.  And by here, I mean the Academy and Uttira.  We all have different natural lures to pull humans in.  Appearances, our voices, scents…you name it, and one of us can probably do it.”

      “Sorry.  I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      “I know.  How about you lead the way to your class, and I’ll follow you.  Remember, eyes on the floor.”

      “How am I going to know where I’m going?”

      “Just do your best.  If you’re late to class, the teachers won’t yell at you.  They won’t look for you either.  So try not to be late.”

      “You’re making me nervous.”

      “Don’t be nervous.  That’s a smell too many people here will like.  Be cautious.  It’ll keep you alive.”

      I didn’t look up until he turned toward the door
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