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        Thank you for reading!

        This book is dedicated to the readers who completely understand that life can be tricky!
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        “Plenty of humans were monstrous, and plenty of monsters knew how to play at being human.”

        —V.E. Schwab

      

      

      The sun was shining.

      It was the only detail I managed to register as our getaway vehicle merged onto the main highway headed south. One minute prior, a light flurry of conversation had overtaken the cramped space during which Amy asked me where we were going and I realized, with a horrified jolt, that I had no idea. I wasn’t from this country and the only time I’d ever traveled to the elusive safehouse was via train in the dead of night.

      Thankfully, Aya was lucid enough to provide the address of our destination from where she lay piled with three other sirens in the back of the Jeep. Maeve, the silver-hair arachnia who claimed the seat right behind mine, chimed in that she was familiar with the village, too.

      666 Watford Lane.

      It was a comical accident that the home of dozens of monsters was found at such an address, but the truth was far more complicated than that. In fact, Netherside Home for Wayward Girls had no address of its own… because it was invisible. The address in question merely led to a tiny, nondescript shack across the road from it—the only indication there was any life on that tiny country lane at all.

      Once Amy had steered us in the direction of that invisible haven, silence fell.

      Nobody knew what to say, but I knew we were all thinking the same thing.

      We weren’t safe yet.

      We’d made it out of that nightmarish compound, the hell where we endured endless darkness, malnourishment, and torture, but we weren’t in the clear. Our fate still rested in the hands of someone who could change his mind at any time during our journey. One phone call from him would have a legion of hunters on our trail, and none of us were in any shape to survive a car chase.

      As if Amy suddenly became even more keenly aware of the potential crisis that threatened our escape, she stepped more firmly on the gas pedal and merged into the fast lane.

      “Easy, Ames,” whispered Sage from behind her. “If we get pulled over for speeding—”

      “Right,” Amy breathed with a nervous glance in the rearview mirror toward her fellow witch friend.

      Sage was right. Not only would getting stopped by the police slow our progress, but it would also mean we had to explain the four young women with long, scaly tails in the trunk and the unnaturally large wolf laying across the laps of the girls in the middle.

      We slowed down slightly, trying to appear like we were nothing more than yet another car on its way down to the coast in the midday sunshine. I didn’t even know what day it was, had lost my grip on time itself during that endless cycle of terror.

      Nausea rolled through me at the reality that my mere two weeks in the hunter’s compound was nothing compared to what the others had endured. I had been the newest addition to the hunters’ collection of so-called beasts, the freshest trophy for them to brainwash and wield as a weapon against our own kind. The young chimera seated behind me, whose thick, wild hair reminded me of the beautiful mane that graced the head of the only other chimera I knew, had been captured mere days before me. Despite that, the glimpses of pale, gaunt skin and empty eyes that I caught in the rear view mirror made it seem as though the seventeen year-old had been suffering for months.

      Perhaps she had. For all I knew, that compound was one of many that served as a prison for mythies. Maybe the chimera had been transferred to the one we were being kept in from another hell elsewhere.

      I was too nervous to ask such things aloud. It made the horrors feel too real. Horrors that were still too fresh and painful for any of us to acknowledge without completely falling apart.

      I couldn’t imagine what was going through Selene’s mind. The bonds we’d found her tied up in inside her cell, including a muzzle on her human face, suggested that she had not been allowed to change into her true form—that of a wolf—since she was imprisoned a year ago.

      No wonder she transformed as soon as we set her free, weak as she was. It wasn’t just so that she would be more lethal to any hunter who stood in the way of escape, but also because she had been denied her truth for so long.

      I knew only a fraction of what that felt like.

      Tracing my fingertips idly across the outer frame of the goggles strapped around my head—like something a scientist might wear in the lab—I relished having my sight back. I drank in everything around me as if it was my first time seeing the world. Even as the bright afternoon light had me wincing and squinting, I yearned to avoid even the briefest of blinks. The hunters had kept me blinded, unable to use my deadly glare against them, but I would find a way to ensure that each and every one of them would be forced to meet my uninhibited gaze someday soon.

      They had taken something precious from me, but the retribution I sought would claim their lives. I’d make sure of it.

      I would take my time plotting my revenge… revenge that would not have be possible without the aid of my most unexpected ally.

      It was Gabe—one of their own—who untied my blindfold and helped me kill their leader. One of their leaders, at least. The hunters were like roaches, quick to replace figureheads and unwitting minions alike.

      But the leader that I had slain was special. He was Gabe’s uncle, his flesh and blood. I didn’t know much about familial bonds from experience, but even I knew that such a thing wasn’t normal.

      The golden-eyed boy had let me turn a member of his family to stone. The metaphorical blood was as much on his hands as it was on mine.

      Blinking rapidly, I combed shaking fingers through my filthy, tangled hair. I was vaguely aware of Maeve murmuring something to Amy about taking the next exit, so I forced myself to focus on my immediate surroundings instead of spiraling thoughts about the hunter who denied her nature and saved my life.

      Amy exhaled a trembling breath as we merged into the exit lane and curved along a winding road that ended in a fork going in opposite directions.

      “Right, I think,” Maeve whispered.

      “No, go left,” Aya commanded gently from the back. “It’ll allow us to detour around the village’s high street.”

      Maeve shrugged, so Amy followed the siren’s instructions.

      “Left, it is,” murmured Amy, taking the turn with unsteady, bony hands. When was the last time she’d eaten a proper meal? The hunters had been particularly cruel in keeping the air witch weak, since she could draw power from the atmosphere itself.

      “Take another left at this upcoming intersection,” Aya continued to direct us, those in the middle seats craning their heads to the side so that she could see past them out of the front windshield. “We’ll go a couple of kilometers and then loop back south via a dirt road that connects to Watford Lane.”

      “Why take a detour?” asked Sage. The question was one of pure curiosity, not judgment.

      In the mirror, I noticed Aya’s mouth curling in distaste before she answered.

      “The hunters know we live near the village. They often station themselves there in hopes they might catch one of us.”

      “And since we’re driving their leader’s recognizable vehicle…” I muttered.

      Amy nodded, but she didn’t take her eyes off the road. Although the distance between us and the compound grew larger with each second, she seemed to become more tense by the second.

      “How much longer do you think we have?” she asked. Her voice was so quiet that I wasn’t sure anyone other than me heard the question over the rumbling engine.

      She didn’t need to clarify what she meant. I understood. How much longer until they discover what happened? Until Gabe could no longer reasonably avoid raising the alarms without also damning himself for his secret role in our escape. Until the legions of hunters headed toward the eastern coast to intercept a pod of sirens turned around and made us their new targets. Until the skeleton crew they left behind at the compound banded together and hunted us down on their own.

      I wasn’t confident Gabe would be able to stop any of that from happening. In fact, I wasn’t certain he would try. When he handed me the keys to the Jeep and I hesitated, he shouted at me to take them before he changed his mind.

      Perhaps he already regretted what he did for us.

      Too late. We were already free. We were almost home. If Gabe regretted everything he’d done for me—for us—that was his own burden to carry.

      Instead of answering Amy’s question with an estimation that I couldn’t calculate, I reached out and squeezed her shoulder.

      “We’re almost there,” I assured her.

      Those words alone caused her to relax slightly, but she still did not dare to rip her gaze from the winding dirt lane.

      “Turn up ahead,” Aya instructed softly in the silent vehicle, her voice trembling with a range of emotions.

      I tensed as Amy obeyed the gentle command, leaning forward slightly in my seat and gripping the dashboard. Anxiety bubbled up in the pit of my stomach, sent a wave of nausea through me.

      What if it didn’t appear for us? The property of Netherside was spelled by witches to be invisible whenever humans, including hunters, were present. On the night I first arrived, Astra and I had to wait until the human taxi driver who dropped us off had disappeared at the end of the lane before we could see the grand iron gates that guarded the entrance.

      Now, as we approached in broad daylight, I braced myself for the possibility that there would be nothing but an empty field stretching for miles. If a human was taking a stroll down the lane or a car full of them had driven down this way by accident, Netherside would not appear.

      Worse yet, Gabe and the hunters could’ve been trailing us the entire time. This all could’ve been a trick. Perhaps Gabe had planned it all along. Perhaps he helped us escape knowing that we would lead them directly to the nearest safehouse.

      Perhaps we were fools.

      Except… there it was. Bursting out of the verdant grass like an ancient ode to burgundy brick and pure defiance, Netherside Home for Wayward Girls stood proudly amongst the rolling hills of the English countryside. It was bigger than I remembered, beautifully austere and dripping in emerald ivy that fluttered in the breeze. On the front lawn, a peaceful pond glittered in the sunlight while a stunning old willow tree wept over the glassy surface.

      My breath caught in my throat.

      Home. I was home. Before I was imprisoned by the hunters, I had not been at Netherside for long, but that was what it had become in my mind. Home was a place where you could be safe. Secure. Free to be yourself.

      “It’s huge,” Amy murmured, stepping on the gas now that we were far from the highway and speeding up toward the iron gates.

      By the time the Jeep skidded to a halt at the mouth of the gravel driveway, I already had my seatbelt off. While everyone else began cautiously wriggling and inching their way out of the vehicle, I flung open the door and practically fell onto the dirt lane in my haste to get to the house.

      But the gate was locked. I threw myself against it, only for it to groan in protest and refuse to budge. Clinging to the smooth bars, I called out toward the front doors with as much strength as my battered body could muster. As long as Netherside remained visible, we were not at risk for being overheard.

      “Astra!” I shouted up at the mansion. “Astra, it’s me! It’s Jayda!”

      I was vaguely aware of Amy joining me at the gates, then Selene coming up on my other side in her wolf form to bark at the quiet, still house.

      For the briefest of moments, a trickle of dread dripped down my spine. What if they were gone? What if Astra and the others returned from our mission that night with news of the horrors that lay far too close for comfort and they all abandoned this safehouse in favor of another? What if, despite our previous determination not to do so, they agreed that both Aya and I were as good as dead and assumed they’d never see us again?

      Over and over, my mind flung itself into these worst-case scenarios. I doubted my thoughts would settle until I knew for sure if we were truly safe again.

      Not that anywhere—not even Netherside—was an impenetrable haven for us mythies. The hunters had made certain of that.

      “Astra!” I shouted. “Headmistress! Is anybody in there?”

      Amy remained silent while Selene barked a few times more.

      All of a sudden, miraculously, the double doors parted. I caught sight of a dim foyer before a bright, silvery head of hair popped into view, followed closely by another.

      Astra. She took one look at us standing on the other side of the gate and broke into a run, the headmistress close behind her. Mother and daughter, a pair of fierce arachnias, coming for us. I collapsed in relief.

      Before she reached the gates, Astra flung out a hand toward us. A strand of silver thread shot out, wrapping twice around the interior handle of the gates, and then she pulled with all her strength. With a deep and heavy metallic moan, the gates gave way. I slipped through the opening as soon as it was wide enough and met Astra halfway.

      We slammed into each other, wrapping our arms around one another’s frames and squeezing tightly. I started shaking. She was real. My friend was real.

      This was really happening. I was free. I was safe. We all were.

      “Oh, my God.” Astra gasped. “Jayda… I was so worried…”

      “I’m okay,” I breathed. “I’m fine.”

      Astra let go of me, but didn’t let go as she took a step back and observed me closely. “How did you—?”

      “Later,” I cut her off, realizing all at once that we still had much to do before I could explain everything that had happened over the past two weeks. I turned back toward the Jeep, where the headmistress was rushing toward the backdoor.

      That’s when I noticed the screaming. I didn’t know when it began—perhaps when the iron gates bellowed upon opening, but it was a piercing, hollow sound that made my very bones tremble. Selene whined and Amy clapped her hands over her ears.

      The sirens.

      Behind me, familiar faces emerged from within Netherside, hurtling toward our getaway car, but I could barely register them. I didn’t allow myself to. If I stopped to recognize my friends and collapse into the relief that threatened to plow me over once and for all, we wouldn’t be able to finish cleaning up the evidence of what we’d done.

      Together, Astra and I bounded toward the vehicle and around the back, where three sirens were clawing and writhing at anyone who tried to touch them, including Aya. They hissed at the headmistress, teeth bared as if they would relish ripping her throat out, though their tails made it impossible for them to lunge any further than where they lay helpless.

      Whatever power Gabe’s instructions to them to remain peaceful had kept them dormant during the drive had worn off.

      The headmistress, normally graceful and unruffled, gazed upon them with horror and confusion.

      “They’ve been brainwashed by their own song,” I explained. “They don’t understand—they can’t—”

      A singular note cut me off, high and clear above the ravenous, vicious fray. Aya pushed the sirens off her, unwavering in her siren song. After a moment, in the distance, two other voices joined her. I nearly collapsed at the sound of Martina and Connie singing alongside their cousin from within the confines of Netherside. Trapped as they were in their courtyard pool, they now knew their estranged family member was safe.

      The singing was enough to soothe the sirens… for now. Within a minute, they had lapsed back into their shell-shocked states, growing limp as if they were nothing more than dolls.

      After that, everything was chaos. Mythies crowded around the Jeep, herding the weakest inside and helping to carry the sirens to a watery habitat within the walls of the safehouse.

      Flashes of familiarity overwhelmed me. Zadie’s braids in my periphery as she used magic to levitate Aya toward the house. Piper’s golden mane of hair glowing on the front lawn as she wrapped an arm around little Ellie’s shoulders.

      “The Jeep,” I said to Astra as Loretta greeted Maeve and Amy, her fellow witches. “It’s stolen. It belongs to them.”

      Astra gaped at me. “You stole their vehicle?”

      “It’s a long story. We have to get rid of it, though. We have to go destroy it.”

      “Go,” commanded the headmistress from behind me, having overheard what I just revealed. “We cannot keep this vehicle here if that is true. They might be able to track it.”

      Astra nodded at her mother, accepting the mission without question. “We need a witch.”

      “I’ll go,” Amy piped up. I hadn’t realized she was paying attention to us in the chaos.

      “You should rest, dear,” protested the headmistress.

      But Amy shook her head defiantly. “I am an air witch, Madam. The last thing I need right now is to be inside again.”

      The headmistress paled at what Amy’s words implied. My own stomach flipped in horror.

      “Go,” said the headmistress a second time, a final agreement. “And come back as soon as you can.”

      “We will,” murmured Astra soberly.

      Thus, while the others trickled into the warm embrace of Netherside walls, Astra, Amy, and I climbed back into the Jeep and set off back down Watford Lane to turn the leader of the hunters’ vehicle to dust in a faraway ditch.
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      Astra took the wheel, Amy handing the keys over the arachnia with shaking fingers. I could tell the adrenaline was starting to fade for both of us. Soon, the reality of what we’d done would hit. When it happened, I was certain I would drop. It was already a challenge to keep my knees from trembling, to maintain steady hands as I buckled my seatbelt.

      “You stole their car,” Astra murmured, pulling away from Netherside. Her tone was grave, her silvery eyes wide as saucers as they focused on the dirt lane ahead of us.

      Behind us, Amy was silent. She was leaning forward toward my seat, gripping the back of it tightly.

      “Yes,” I answered Astra.

      “How?”

      With a shrug, I replied, “It’s a long story.”

      “Right. We can discuss it when we get back.”

      “Right,” I whispered.

      Astra seemed to understand without prompting that the vehicle needed to not only be disposed of, but completely destroyed, because she steered us away from the village and deep into the quiet countryside. The further we got from Netherside once again, the more anxious I became. I yearned for the protection of the austere iron gates and the blessing of the invisibility charm.

      Even if safety was merely an illusion as long as the hunters thrived.

      “We can ditch this thing in a junkyard not far from here,” Astra explained after a moment of tense silence. “But we’ll need to be subtle about blowing it up—or whatever it is you intend to do about destroying the evidence.”

      The last part of her sentence was directed at Amy. Astra had glanced through the rearview mirror only briefly to acknowledge the witch she didn’t know. There was no wariness in Astra’s tension; it was pure concern and shock.

      “No problem,” responded Amy softly.

      I swallowed hard and dared to ask the question that I’d been pleading to know the answer to for weeks. “How is everyone? Is everything… okay?”

      My friend knew what I was asking. I didn’t need every detail of what had happened since they escaped from the mission at the hunter compound—those could be shared later. Rather, I was merely desperate to hear that everyone was alive and well.

      “Everyone is fine,” Astra told me gently. “We—my mum… she knows everything, of course. When we got back to Netherside that night, we couldn’t continue keeping secrets. Milou was back and you… you…”

      “And I was missing,” I finished for her.

      Astra swallowed hard. “Yeah. Obviously, she was furious. We’ve been put on kitchen duty for a month as punishment. Well, most of us. Camille is a baby now, so she’s in the nursery with the other young orphaned mythies. She’s been spared from washing dishes and scrubbing floors.”

      My heart squeezed at the mention of the phoenix who gave her life to help everyone escape. Camille was twenty when I met her, living only her first life, as she had called it. Her breed of mythie was an echo of the firebirds of legend, but she was about as close to immortal as you could get. When she died, she would burst into flame and be reborn from the ashes.

      I remembered the moment she died before my eyes with vivid clarity. Zadie, a fire witch, was attempting to protect us from a deluge of bullets as the hunters advanced on us, but she was running out of power. She’d needed more fire—the element that she drew her magical strength from. With Piper, the fire-breathing chimera, busy getting Milou back to the boat, Camille sacrificed herself to produce the flame that Zadie desperately needed.

      The phoenix had walked right into the spray of bullets. She was killed in seconds, the hunters not realizing what sort of monster she was. When her body exploded into fire, Zadie used the flames to create a shield between us and the bullets that caused the deadly pellets to reverse direction and find home in the bodies of the hunters instead.

      Then, Zadie scooped a wailing infant from the ashes, what now remained of Camille’s adult body, and ran toward the wall. She thought I was right behind them.

      I’d been so close to breaking free. If I had only moved a little faster, if I had only managed to grit my teeth and actually kill Gabe when he tackled me to the scorched ground…

      No, I told myself. My imprisonment, however terrible, was a blessing in disguise. I had to believe that. If I hadn’t been captured, Aya would still be trapped deep within the watery dungeon beneath the compound. All of the others would still be in there, too.

      If I had made it out that night, we never would’ve known about Amy and the rest of the imprisoned mythies. I wouldn’t have been able to help them escape.

      And, stranger than all of that, I wouldn’t have gained a valuable ally among the ranks of the hunters. If that’s what I could called Gabe—an ally. I doubted he would agree we were anything more than enemies currently entrapped in a mutually beneficial arrangement.

      I shook my head to dispel the fog of confused thoughts that arose whenever the golden-eyed hunter came to mind.

      “And Camille is fine?”

      “Seems to be,” Astra replied. “Despite my mum’s rage, the rest of us were planning another attack on the compound, but Loretta and Zadie need more time to gather their strength again. Not having a phoenix with us was also a challenge we were trying to figure out how to overcome. The good news is, though, that babies cry a bunch, so we’ve been able to bottle quite a lot of phoenix tears.”

      “That’s… good.”

      Phoenix tears had the power to heal even the gravest of wounds. I’d watched it happen with my own eyes the night that Aya was taken from the river outside the grounds of Netherside. Connie had been shot by one of the hunters and Martina had dragged her bleeding body all the way through the underground tunnels to the shores of their siren oasis in the courtyard of the safehouse.

      At the time, I barely understood what I was witnessing, but Camille didn’t hesitate to stab her own thigh with a small dagger, causing her to tear up with the pain. She cried over Connie’s wounded body and the torn muscle and tissue reformed back together as if it had never been punctured in the first place.

      It was a marvel, the magic that some mythies possessed. There was so much beautiful potential in their abilities, if only the hunters would allow us the freedom of not being hunted every day of our cursed lives.

      I was different than Camille, though. I couldn’t heal with my tears. I couldn’t offer my eternal life to fuel a witch’s magic and save the day.

      All I could do was kill. Where so many of my friends were able to turn their so-called monstrous gifts into something positive, I was an undeniable force of destruction.

      “Okay, this should be a decent spot,” Astra said, pulling the Jeep off the road and into a quiet copse of trees. We were barely a few miles from Netherside and the landscape around us was blissfully empty and silent.

      Yet, as Astra cut the engine and the three of us climbed out, we were on guard. The hunters had caught us by surprise plenty of times before and, this time, we had glaring targets on our backs. Once the hunters found out about what happened at the compound, they wouldn’t just be motivated by generations of learned hatred.

      They would want revenge.

      “Just give me a minute,” Amy whispered to us. “Go stand by the road and make sure no other cars come this way.”

      Astra and I backed away in unison, hovering at the edge of the trees as Amy stood before the hood of the vehicle and spread her arms wide. She took deep inhales, absorbing the magic in the air around her. Just as before, she gulped it in like she hadn’t tasted a breath of fresh air in months—which she hadn’t.

      I braced myself for an explosion, for an uproar of violent flame that would swallowed the engine and eat away at the rest of the hunter’s vehicle. Would she be able to muffle the noise? What happened if the human authorities were alerted to a suspicious explosion before we could vacate the area?

      Amy must’ve been ruminating about those same concerns while she was quiet in the back seat, because it wasn’t an explosion that greeted us when she finally gathered her magic. Instead of a heavy boom and crackling fire, the sound of crunching metal met our ears.

      Astra let out
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