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        Danger. Desire. Dragon-sized drama.

      

      

      
        
        Return to Nocturne Academy for the thrilling final chapter of the series where magic is real, friendships are fierce, and love might just save—or doom—you.

      

      

      
        
        Avery

      

      

      Being the only openly gay witch at a magical academy full of Drakes, Vampires, and Fae is tough enough. Add in locker room bullies and a cursed dragon shifter roommate who wants to “cuddle” me to death, and life gets downright chaotic. Saint’s Drake is dangerous, unpredictable, and oddly... protective? If I can survive gym class and his Drake’s deadly affection, maybe I can figure out what’s really going on in his heart—and mine.

      
        
        Saint

      

      

      I was raised to believe that loving another boy is shameful. But when I look at Avery, everything I thought I knew starts to fall apart. Worse, the Cursed Drake inside me—the beast I’ve spent my life repressing—wants him too. Avery’s touch soothes the madness. His presence is a balm to the fire in my blood. But loving him could mean losing my family... and my soul.

      At Nocturne Academy, curses unravel, destinies collide, and love just might conquer even the darkest magic.
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      To Elysianna

      Who inspired me to finish this series. I hope you love reading Drake and Danger as much as I loved writing it.
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      It’s not easy being a gay teen in the magical world. The human world has moved on a lot in terms of same-sex relationships and become somewhat more progressive. But the magical world is still stuck in the Middle Ages. In most of the Realms, being same-sex oriented is viewed with varying degrees of horror to homophobia.

      Take my own family, for instance. My magic manifested early and so did my sexual orientation. My father was not pleased about either one. He’s a big shot, super powerful Warlock, working on serious issues like Climate Change and no doubt he was hoping his only son would follow in his footsteps. Unfortunately, the very first time my magic manifested, he knew right away that wasn’t to be.

      I was an early flamer—in every sense of the word. But in the magical world, the world of witchcraft, specifically, when we talk about someone “flaming up” we mean the first time the magic in their blood comes to the surface and manifests in the outside world.

      Most boys with witch powers—Warlocks—flame up in very manly ways. I had a childhood friend, Brandon,—(well, I was mostly friends with his sister, but we were around the same age)—who wanted really badly to do well on his Little League team. He was working on his batting and catching and whatever else it is you do in baseball every day, but he just couldn’t seem to hit the ball very far.

      Well, when Brandon’s magic manifested, it came out at a big game. He hit the ball so hard he knocked the cover off of it and it flew some ungodly distance—right out of the Little League park they were playing in—and crashed through some woman’s bay window about a mile away.

      Of course, there was a lot of work to do, convincing the Norms—which is what the magical community calls regular humans with no magic—that it had all been some trick of the wind—a freak accident that could never happen again. But his family and the rest of the magical community in our little town of Frostproof, Florida, knew what had really happened and his father could not have been prouder. Seriously, I remember hearing him brag to my own Dad constantly about his little super slugger and seeing the envy in my father’s eyes as he nodded and congratulated his friend.

      Another boy around my age, Andrew, started a truck with his magic when it manifested, because he wanted to drive “like the race cars on NASCAR.” Another one I know tamed a poisonous snake—a water moccasin—and made it his familiar when his magic came out. And the list just goes on and on. Guys with witch blood tend to have dramatic and very masculine magical manifestations.

      But not me.

      No, the very first time my magic manifested, was when my mother sewed herself a dress that I, in my six-year-old wisdom, considered too plain. (Yes, I was fashion-forward at an early age.)

      Anyway, my mother is a Null. That’s what the magical community calls someone who comes from a magical family but has no magic themselves. My mom’s Null status means she has to do things the hard way but she hasn’t let that stop her. She’s the most determined and positive person I know and she’s also my biggest cheerleader—I love her so much.

      So mom had sewed herself a little black dress for an upcoming cocktail party but when I saw it hanging there on her dress mannequin, I remember thinking that it needed some decoration. Just something to brighten it up a bit. In fact, I could almost see what it needed in my head—the colorful pattern that would take it from blah to beautiful.

      And as I stood there, seeing these shapes and colors in my head—(my magic has always had a very visual component)—my fingertips began to tingle. And before I knew it, the pattern I had been imagining was happening—colorful threads were appearing from nowhere and decorating my mother’s little black dress with a gorgeous profusion of flowers and geometric shapes and even a huge, red dragon—which my “magic needle” as I call it—sewed onto the front of the bodice.

      It was just that easy—I willed the pattern to be there and it was. Lots of witchcraft involves spells and incantation that take a long time to set up and gather all of the ingredients for. But my magic needle has always just been there for me, with almost no effort on my part. It’s like breathing and I still love it for its simplicity and the way it comes so naturally.

      Anyway, I came from a magical family, so I wasn’t amazed or horrified by this strange thing I had suddenly done—I knew it was just my magic finally coming out. But I was absolutely delighted that I could now “fix” problem clothes without having to try and use my mom’s clunky sewing machine—(which she was trying to teach me at my own request.)

      I still remember my parents’ reaction to my first foray into magic—my first flame up—vividly. When I called my mother into the room and she saw how I had “decorated” her new dress—(which she spent hours sewing, by the way)—she didn’t get upset or think that I had ruined it. Instead, her face broke into this huge, sunny smile and she grabbed me and hugged me as hard as she could.

      “Oh, Avery!” she gushed. “It’s beautiful! I am so proud of you! And you did this all with your own magic?”

      “My very own,” I said proudly, reveling in her praise. “I thought it was too plain, so I decided to fix it.”

      “You certainly did!” my mother exclaimed. She walked around and around the dressmaker’s dummy, examining the dress from every angle and praising all the different details. Then she called my father. “Harold—come look what our son did!”

      My father ambled into the room and stopped short when he saw the now-colorful little black dress that my mom was so proudly displaying. I’ll never forget his reaction—which couldn’t have been more different from my mom’s.

      He stopped dead in the middle of the room, his eyes fixed on the dress.

      “Avery did that?” he asked, in a strange, flat voice. “With magic? His magic?”

      “Yes—isn’t it wonderful?” my mother gushed. “And so young too! Our son is amazingly talented!”

      “Shit…” My father’s mouth twisted itself into a disgusted sneer. “I knew it,” he said, his voice low and harsh and filled with disappointment. “I fucking knew it.”

      “Harold!” my mother exclaimed. “Language!”

      “How can you care about language at a time like this?” my father roared. He stabbed a finger at the newly-decorated dress. “Look at that! Just look at it! I always knew there was something wrong with him and this just proves it!”

      “It doesn’t prove anything except that he’s immensely magically gifted!” my mother snapped back. “You were the one who was afraid Avery might take after me and be a Null. But just look! Look at the intricacy of the pattern—the amazing detail! It would take weeks or months of hand-embroidery to do that kind of work—and Avery did it in a few minutes! Plus, think of the imagination and creativity that went into it! It’s a work of art!”

      “It’s a disgrace,” my father said bitterly. “It’s woman’s magic.”

      “Magic does not have to be gendered,” my mother said hotly. (Though to be honest, it usually is. You don’t often see warlocks magically embroidering dresses or witches doing spells to help an oil rig pump faster or whatever it is oil rigs do.)

      “I knew it,” my father said again, giving me that disgusted look, which I have never forgotten. “He’d rather play with dolls than throw a baseball with me. And he’s always in the kitchen, baking cookies with you instead of going outside and digging in the dirt like other boys his age. I knew he was a damn fag⁠—“

      “Harold James Connor don’t you dare say that ugly, hateful word in my house!” My mother’s voice was low but so filled with rage and warning it had the intensity of a shout.

      My father glared at her.

      “I’ll say what I want! It’s true and you know it!”

      “I don’t care!” my mother shouted back “And you shouldn’t either!”

      My father’s face was so red by this time he looked like a pickled beet. He shot a murderous look at my mother and then he turned that same, ugly look on me.

      Now lest you think my parents fought all the time, they didn’t. I grew up in a very quiet, functional household with lots of positive reinforcement. Granted, most of that positivity was from my mom, but my dad wasn’t cruel or abusive when it came to me—just quiet and somewhat withdrawn. This was the first time I had ever seen him look so disgusted and angry and all those negative emotions were directed at me—at what I had done.

      I burst into tears.

      “Now just look what you’ve done!” My mother rushed to comfort me, taking me in her arms and holding me close. “It’s all right, Avery,” she whispered in my ear. “Your magic is beautiful and you are wonderful and smart and talented and I love you!” I told you she believed in positive reinforcement.

      But all the positive reinforcement in the world couldn’t make up for my dad’s angry words and the way he had looked at me. I remembered thinking—for the first time—that something was wrong with me and I couldn’t stop crying.

      My father left—storming out of the house in an uncharacteristic rage that was all the more frightening because it was so unusual for him. He didn’t come back for dinner either—also unusual because my mom is a pretty good cook. (She taught me everything she knows, which really comes in handy at Nocturne Academy, where the food can be somewhat lacking at times.)

      After my dad left, I still kept crying. My mother eventually gave me some kid’s Benadryl to calm me down and put me to bed early. I was that upset. I remember her rocking me in her lap while I asked her over and over again what I did wrong and if daddy hated me now.

      My poor mom—it must have broken her heart. And I know for a fact, it nearly broke her marriage. For a long time after that, my dad was distant and silent. He started working away from home a lot more and I saw him less and less at dinnertime.

      To give him at least some credit, though, he never shouted at me again—he wasn’t really a shouting kind of guy. I think it was just the shock of seeing how my magic had manifested that made him upset enough to crack his WASPy exterior. After that one incident, he was mostly distant and cool with me—and also with my mom.

      So yeah—things were tense in my house after my magic came out in the open. That’s because my dad was right in thinking that it was a precursor to another kind of coming out.

      And why am I telling you all this? Maybe so you’ll understand how the magical world sees someone like me. And you’ll also understand that what was happening to me in gym class wasn’t at all unusual…
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      “Higher, Connor! Faster! Come on—move your pansy ass!” Coach Vasquez shouted at me as I climbed the thick, knotted rope hanging from the beam of the gym’s roof.

      The gym isn’t often used here at Nocturne Academy. Coach Vasquez believes in fresh air, so she usually makes us go out to the huge field behind the ancient castle that houses the school and run laps or throw a football around or whatever is passing for physical education at any given moment. But there was no place out in the field to hang a climbing rope, so for once we were being spared the merciless Florida sun, heat, and humidity.

      But at the moment, I would have traded the heat and humidity in a heartbeat to get away from the damn rope.

      Not that I’m bad at climbing—I actually have very decent upper body strength. I decided pretty early that I wasn’t going to let myself be stereotyped as a weak, girly-man. (This probably had more to do with what my dad thought of me than any outside idea of what I ought to be, but whatever—at least it had a positive effect. So I guess, thanks Dad?)

      Anyway, I have an exercise routine I do every morning—pushups, sit-ups, weights and cardio. I’m a morning person anyway, and I find that getting up for a run before anyone else in the Norm Dorm, where I live with my Coven mates, clears my head and gets me ready for the day.

      So I’m not weak, as I said, and I was climbing the rope at least as well as anyone else in class had climbed it—better than some. But Coach Vasquez was a Drake and Drakes do not like people like me. (Which is to say, they’re incredibly homophobic.)

      “Faster! You climb like a girl!” she snapped, as I went up, hand-over-hand, putting my morning weight-training routine to good use. Her comment brought trollish laughter from the rest of the class—most of whom were also Drakes who were on the football team. Which basically meant I got to take gym with the biggest, meanest homophobes in the whole school—lucky me.

      I ignored her—which was my usual response to slurs. I suppose I could have reported her—I’m not the first student she’s been abusive towards. But I found out pretty early in life that you have to pick your battles. If I went to the Headmistress and complained, she would bring my parents into it.

      My mom would fight for me, of course. She was a tiny little thing, barely five feet tall without her oh-so-fashionable heels—but she would have faced down a fire breathing dragon if she thought I was in any kind of danger.

      But then my dad would have gotten involved and they would have had a big argument about how I needed to fight my own battles. (This was my dad’s usual line whenever anyone picked on me for being “girly,” which means I learned to stand up for myself at a pretty young age because he absolutely refused to stand up for me in any way. He seemed to think that I had somehow chosen to be gay and so I could deal with the consequences of said choice.)

      Anyway, if they both got involved, it might provoke another of their rare but intense fights—which always seemed to be about me. And that would weaken their marriage even more. They might even get a divorce and that would break my mom’s heart! And since I love my mom more than anyone in the world, well…you see how it is.

      So yeah, I decided to ignore the slur and just keep climbing.

      Finally, I reached the top and just hung there for a minute, showing off my upper body strength a bit more. Suck on that, you idiots—LGBTQ doesn’t mean weak. At least Coach Vasquez wasn’t shouting degrading things in my general direction anymore.

      I looked down and saw there was a reason for that—she had gone off somewhere—probably to take a personal call or something. Anyway, there was no one down there but the rest of my gym class—most of whom, as I already said, were big, dumb jocks from the football team who all hated my guts.

      “Hey faggot, you comin’ down?” Sergio Nunez shouted up at me.

      “Look at the little mariposa, flapping up to the sky,” sing-songed Juan Gonzalez, who was probably the biggest guy on the football team.

      He was certainly bigger than me—I inherited my mom’s blue eyes and blond hair but regrettably, I also inherited her height. I’m not as short as her but I’m only around 5’6—not super tall for a guy. Anyway, Gonzalez had at least a foot and maybe as much as seventy-five pounds on me—all of it muscle.

      He grabbed the rope in both hands and began to whip it back and forth—or he tried to, anyway. Since I was at the top and it was a thick, heavy rope, the motion he was creating really didn’t translate too much on my end, so it didn’t bother me.

      Neither did their nasty words. If I can ignore my own father’s hatred of what I am, the guys in my gym class should be a piece of cake—right? But that didn’t mean I needed to be dangling up here, drawing all their attention and presenting such an easy target.

      I began to climb back down, but just then I felt the rope jiggle. Looking down, I saw that Juan was climbing up. For such a big guy, he was certainly fast.

      I froze where I was, looking down at him and trying to guess what he was going to do next—nothing nice, I was damn sure of that. He just kept climbing up towards me, a cruel smile on his lumpish features.

      The thing about Juan is, that he might look like a dumb jock, but he’s actually quite crafty. Also, his family is pretty high up in the Drake pecking order, at least according to Ari, who’s the prince of the Drakes and is Blood-Bonded to my Coven mate, Kaitlyn. So he’s got abilities and powers that other Drakes don’t—plus, as I said, he’s built like a dump truck. Such a winning combination.

      He displayed some of those special abilities when he got about three-fourths of the way up the rope. He was grinning up at me in a very unpleasant way, and then I saw his mouth begin to change—to shift into a whole new configuration.

      It grew outward and lengthened into a thick, blunt snout covered in green scales. His nostrils widened and a puff of smoke came out, black and menacing.

      Now, to hear Ari tell it, this kind of partial change is extremely difficult for a Drake—any Drake—to manage. It requires being able to let the dragon inside them come forward just enough to accomplish whatever it is they want done without letting him take over their body completely and do a total shift into their other form.

      I pulled my feet higher and watched apprehensively as Juan puffed smoke from his Drake nostrils at me again. He was a fire-breather—which was another skill not all Drakes had. In fact, only the really skilled and high-ranking ones usually had the ability and that was the kind who was coming after me.

      Was it my lucky day or what?

      “Hey, mariposa, why don’t you come down?” Juan growled at me, using his Drake’s voice. It was deep and menacing and completely inhuman. I have to confess, it sent a shiver of pure terror through me—considering it was coming from a mouth filled with razor-sharp knives for teeth and the ability to toast me like a marshmallow.

      But I was damned if I’d let Juan know that.

      “Well, you appear to be blocking the way,” I said brightly. “Unless you want me to slide down and sit on your face?”

      Juan growled at me, his Drake’s mouth twisting into a snarl of rage and disgust.

      “You little faggot!” he snapped in his own voice. “You know that’s not what I meant!”

      “Oh good,” I said. “Because I don’t date bullies or homophobes. It’s just my personal policy.”

      Now, lest you start thinking it was stupid of me to antagonize the big goon, let me tell you—it was. But I am not without a few tricks of my own. Though, as I said earlier, most witchcraft requires spells and incantations and a list of ingredients as long as your arm, I do always have my magic needle.

      “You little asshole!” Juan roared, his brown eyes flashing orange—no doubt the color of his Drake’s eyes. “I’m gonna fry your balls for that!” And he started to climb higher, puffing big clouds of black smoke at me as he came.

      Well, Juan might be much bigger and stronger than me, but his immense size didn’t exactly make him agile. As he climbed closer to me—and my soon-to-be-deep-fried testicles—I let go of the rope and took hold of the metal cross bar at the top of the ceiling which it was suspended from instead.

      This turned out to be not a great idea for several reasons. First, the smooth metal was a lot more slick than the rough rope and my hands were sweaty, which made it even slicker. Secondly, going hand-over-hand down the metal bar took me away from the large pile of mats on the floor under the rope, which were meant to cushion the fall of anyone unlucky enough to lose their grip. And I couldn’t afford to lose my grip now, since Juan was right behind me.

      “Come back here, you little shit!” he snarled and I felt the metal bar vibrate and knew he had reached the top of the rope and transferred over to the bar too.

      “So you can fry my testicles? I’ll pass,” I panted, continuing my hand-over-hand journey along the metal bar. Then I felt it start to vibrate and I knew that Juan was following me.

      Great, we were in a monkey-bar race fifteen to twenty feet—or five to six meters, if you’re metrically minded—above the gym floor. (Which, by the way, was solid flagstone, since Nocturne Academy is located in an ancient castle which was shipped to Florida stone by stone and then reassembled.)

      If I fell from this height, I was going to be toast. Or, more likely, jelly, splattered on the flagstones below. But I had to keep going because the angry Drake was right behind me. Juan was still shouting at me to hold still—like I was inconveniencing him by not freezing in place so he could fry me at his leisure.

      I didn’t have any breath to answer him. Any minute I was sure he was going to begin breathing fire at me or maybe at the bar I was holding, which would make it so hot I wouldn’t be able to hold on anymore. Either way you looked at it, I need to get down—fast.

      But how, when the rope was behind me and Juan was blocking my path?

      Desperate, I called on the only magic I could do without a lot of time, trouble, and ingredients. I called on my magic needle.

      There was nothing to embroider, of course, but I concentrated instead on making a long, thin, but very strong rope that was tied around the metal bar I was hanging onto for dear life. As I moved towards the end of the bar, pulling myself hand-over-hand, I saw it in my mind, weaving itself around the metal crosspiece and descending to the ground like Rapunzel’s hair.

      Doing magic while you’re stressed out isn’t easy—doing magic while your very life is at stake is even harder. But my magic needle has never let me down and it didn’t this time either. As I moved down the pipe with Juan growling and snarling and hot on my heels (literally!) I saw the rope I had imagined beginning to grow. It was made of black and red threads, twisted and braided together. To be honest, they looked like embroidery floss. But extremely strong embroidery floss I told myself firmly, trying to reinforce the magic. Floss so strong it wouldn’t break, even when I put my whole weight on it.

      Just as I reached for it and swung down from the beam to hold onto the magic rope, I felt burning heat. Looking up, I saw a gout of fire going over my head. Goddess, Juan really did want to kill me if he was breathing fire at me! Also, he was an even stronger Drake than I’d imagined if he could manage a partial shift and breathe fire when his dragon wasn’t completely out. I hadn’t thought that anyone but Ari could do that!

      “Little shit!” I heard him growling behind me in his Drake’s voice. “I’m coming for you, faggot, and when I catch you, you’re going to burn!”

      Okay, there was no time left to dilly-dally as my Mom would have said. I would have liked to lower myself slowly down the strong but extremely slender rope my magic needle had made for me. But Juan was after me and up here, he definitely had the advantage. I needed to get down to the floor of the gymnasium where I could hopefully outrun him and his Drake bully buddies.

      I thought—not for the first time—what a shame it was that most magic took so long to do. It would have been great to lay a freeze spell on all of them or make it so everything they sat down on felt like red-hot iron or cause them to spit toads and snakes out of their mouths whenever they said something homophobic—the possibilities would be endless if only it didn’t require gathering all the ingredients and implements together and calling the corners before I could cast a spell.

      For now, I just needed to get away before Juan blasted my magic rope with his fire. I honestly wasn’t sure which would win—could the rope my magic needle had made withstand an angry Drake’s flame?

      Best not to find out.

      Taking a deep breath, I started sliding down. I could feel the thin rope—seriously, it was no thicker than my pinky—slipping through my palms faster and faster as the floor got closer and closer. This rapid descent resulted in a burning pain—I could feel the thin rope cutting into my palms—but what else could I do? Better a few rope burns on my palms than being burned to death by an angry, homophobic Drake or my brains splattered on the flagstones below.

      In short order I reached the floor with burning palms but I wasn’t out of the woods yet. The moment my sneakered feet touched the stones, the remaining Drakes moved to surround me.

      “Lookit the Sister,” Sergio Nunez jeered. “Did you use your girly magic to get down, faggot?”

      “He was afraid Juan was going to fry his ass,” said another Drake, which was accompanied by a burst of trollish laughter.

      “Yes, I did use my magic,” I snapped. “Did you figure that out all by yourself, Nunez? How terribly clever of you—keep on like that and you’ll get all the way to the top of the remedial class.”

      It maybe wasn’t the nicest thing to say—or the smartest—but by then I’d had quite enough of being bullied by Drakes that were all so much bigger than me, thank you very much.

      Sergio Nunez knitted his thick black brows together but before he could think of a comeback—(he really wasn’t the sharpest tool in the shed, though he definitely was a tool)—I lowered my head and pushed past him.

      My intention was to get through the ring of Drakes that was forming around me and exit the gymnasium as quickly as possible. Screw the rest of gym class—I was out of there.

      Unfortunately, I wasn’t looking where I was going and I ran head-long into Coach. Vazquez who—though she had conveniently disappeared when my life was on the line—was definitely here for me trying to leave her class early.

      “And just where do you think you’re going, Mr. Connor?” she snapped, glaring at me.

      “Out,” I said, glaring right back. “If you can’t be bothered to stay with your students long enough to be sure they don’t kill each other, I’m afraid I can’t be bothered to stay in your shitty little gym class.”

      I knew the moment the words left my mouth that I had gone too far. But the adrenaline coursing through my body put my mouth into overdrive. Sometimes, living in a world that hates me, it feels like sarcasm is the only weapon I have at my disposal and I’m often guilty of using it when I really shouldn’t.

      Coach Vasquez’s eyes grew dark and an ugly sneer that made her look much older than she probably was spread over her stern features.

      “Oh, I think you’ll be staying a little bit longer, Connor,” she said. “At least until the end of my ‘shitty little gym class.’ Back in line and climb that rope.”

      And she put both hands on my chest and shoved.

      Now, if I was a manly macho man, I’d say there was no way a woman should have been able to shove me like that. But as I said, I’m only 5’6 and even though I’m in good shape, Coach Vasquez is a Drake and she’s built like one. Which is to say, if she went up against a tank, I wouldn’t place my bet on the tank.

      So her shove was no small thing. It sent me tumbling backwards into the crowd of Drakes gathered behind me. There was a dull rumble of delighted laughter and then I felt big, meaty hands grabbing me.

      “We’ll make sure he climbs the rope, Coach!” Sergio Nunez snarled. “We’ll make sure the little fag goes all the way to the top…and then all the way back down again.”

      “Whatever.” There was a malevolent gleam in her dark eyes as she turned her back and headed away. “I’ll be in my office with the door shut—I doubt I’ll hear a thing.”

      I gaped at her as she actually did go back to her office and shut the door—then drew the shade for good measure. Was she serious? Did she really intend to leave me in the hands of my enemies and let them do anything they wanted to me?

      What do you mean “is she going to?” She already did! shouted the voice of self-preservation in my head. And if you don’t get away from them fast, you’re going to be dead!

      As this realization hit me, I started to struggle. But the big, meaty hands holding me only tightened their grip.

      “You ain’t goin’ nowhere, mariposa,” Nunez hissed in my ear. “Not until we settle our score with you. And oh look—here comes Gonzales right now to settle it.”

      Sure enough, Juan Gonzales was stalking towards me. Presumably it had taken him all this time to climb down the rope but now he was here and he looked pissed. I suppose it irritated him to have to chase me around the gym in order to beat me up and now he was more than ready to take that irritation out on me.

      “There you are, you little fag,” he snarled. At least he had reverted back to his human form, so there should be no more fire-breathing in my general direction. However, Juan was huge—I was well aware that he didn’t need his Drake’s fire to mess me up—badly. “Made me chase you all around the fuckin’ gym,” he snapped at me, when he got close enough to loom over me like a malevolent tree with a rotten heart from a Tolkien tale.

      “Yes, I tend to run when a bully is chasing me with the express purpose of beating me up,” I snapped. “I’m funny like that.”

      “Oh, you’re funny all right. I’m gonna break that funny faggot mouth of yours, mariposa.” He glared down at me. “Maybe once I punch your teeth out, you won’t be so fuckin’ mouthy.”

      I would have given him yet another witty retort—no matter what kind of trouble I’m in, my mouth never knows when to quit—but at that moment he punched me right in the face. So whatever witticisms were about to spout from my lips were lost when his fist connected with my right cheek and eye socket.

      My ears were ringing and there was a hot trickle that I was fairly sure was blood down the side of my face. I hadn’t had time to duck—hadn’t even had time to try.

      I might die here, I thought, feeling sick to my stomach. They’ll make it look like an accident—like I climbed to the top of the rope and fell head first to the floor. Nobody will know the difference but me. I’m going to⁠—

      And then Juan drew back his arm to hit me again.

      “Here’s another, just for you, you little faggot,” he snarled. “Hope you enjoy it!”

      I might die, I decided, but I wasn’t going to die while the big bully shouted homophobic slurs in my face.

      Magic needle! I thought and imagined a long, sharp, silver needle poking him in the face. Suddenly, it was there—threading through his thick lips, sewing them shut with bright red thread.

      Juan howled—a rather muffled howl since his mouth was already halfway sewn shut—and clutched at his lips. He fumbled with the thread, trying to break it but when he tried, it pulled on his pierced lips and made him scream in pain. He tried to catch my magic needle, but he couldn’t do that either—it’s really fast and it was zipping up and down, in and out, sewing his lips shut before he could stop it.

      “There,” I said, though my ears were still ringing and I felt distinctly dizzy. “Let’s see you call me ‘faggot’ or ‘mariposa’ now, you big asshole!”

      Unfortunately, though my magic needle did an excellent job shutting Juan’s mouth, it couldn’t do much about his fists. He pulled back and punched me again, knocking my head back so that I saw stars dancing in front of my eyes.

      The Drakes who were holding me tightened their grip as Juan pulled back his fist a third time.

      He’ll keep it up, screamed that voice in my head. He’ll punch and punch and hit and kick until you’re dead. He doesn’t care anymore—he’s so angry he just wants to kill you! He⁠—

      And then the door to the gym banged open and a deafening roar echoed through the room.
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      I don’t know what made me leave class early and go looking for Avery. I had a worried feeling and…

      No. Let me not begin with a lie.

      I knew exactly what it was that made me seek out my friend and roommate—it was my Drake.

      Ever since I had held Avery’s hand in order to help his Coven mate, Emma, rid herself of a particularly troublesome skink, my Drake has been obsessed with the short, blond boy I share a room with.

      The being that lives inside me isn’t like other Drakes. He doesn’t speak to me in complete sentences like a reasonable being as the Drakes of other males do. His thoughts—when I have tried to decipher them—are a swirling, bloody mass of midnight black and blood red where few words are evident.

      Instead of words, he pushes emotions into my head—violence or hatred or the desire to kill are the most common ones, when we are confronted with someone he doesn’t like—which sadly, is often because there are many, many people my Drake does not like.

      But lately, since moving to the human world and entering Nocturne Academy, many of those hate-filled feelings had calmed down somewhat. Which was a real relief to me—it is sometimes difficult to separate my own true emotions from my Drake’s. Trying to do that is an exhausting task which leaves me feeling frustrated and tense. It is, in a
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