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 PROLOGUE 
 
    Justin Roberts 
 
      
 
    Blood pumped in my ears as I held a crossbow up and aimed it around the old condemned house. The night was so quiet that every single move I made seemed to echo through the space. If there was a vampire in here with me, they knew exactly where I was. I felt exposed, like I had a big red target painted on my neck, and I backed toward the graffiti decorated wall, my boots crunching over the glass shards that littered the cracked linoleum. 
 
    Moonlight spilled in from a shattered window, but it did little to illuminate the dilapidated space. It hadn’t even been a month since my girlfriend January moved out of this hovel and into my family’s garage apartment, but the condemned house looked like it had been abandoned for years. A sickly-sweet odor permeated the space, smelling like a decaying animal. Hopefully it was an animal. There were clear signs that the homeless were taking shelter in here, a filthy blanket in a corner, bottles lining one wall, and several open cans lying on their sides. 
 
    A chill ran up my spine as the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. I felt someone watching me from the deeper shadows of the living room, but I couldn’t see or hear them. 
 
    “I will shoot you, vampire,” I called out as I lined up the shot on my crossbow, aiming it into the darkness. 
 
    “You took a big risk coming here. I hope you don’t take the same risks with my daughter’s life.” 
 
    I spun on my heel, only to look up into the face of a hulking vampire. The massive man stood in the doorway to the kitchen, glaring at me with his blue eyes. 
 
    My heart thundered as I readjusted my aim at the giant vampire’s chest. The vampire wore a motorcycle jacket and boots. A t-shirt stretched over his muscular build. He looked mid-twenties, but he was probably much older. He was pale with long blond hair and vivid blue eyes. 
 
    “Don’t come any closer, Dante. I will shoot you.” As I held up the crossbow, suddenly, the words Dante said to me a minute earlier sunk in, and I narrowed my eyes at the leader of the Brightside vampire coven. “Who is your daughter?” Even before he answered, my stomach sank. I was pretty sure that I knew who he was referring to. I only knew one dhampir, the child of a vampire and human. January. 
 
    The vampire squinted back as his pale brow furrowed. “I saw January last night… that’s what I thought this was about.” Dante moved very slowly, lifting up a slip of paper that I had left for him in our arranged place last evening. On it was this address. He set it on the dusty counter and slid it toward me. “She didn’t tell you? Does January not trust you?” 
 
    Dante didn’t say the words like he was trying to insult me, but I still felt like an invisible fist punched me in the gut. January had come face to face with her vampire father, and she hadn’t said a word to me. We hung out by my pool and made out in the pool house for hours, and she hadn’t said a word about it. Did January not trust me? I had done everything in my power to be someone she could rely on, but obviously, that wasn’t enough. I wasn’t going to admit shit to this man though, so I lifted my chin. “She trusts me.” I grabbed the paper off the counter and shoved it into my back pocket. “We’re both learning to trust people together. Neither of us had people we could rely on growing up.” 
 
    I hadn’t meant the statement as a dig either, but Dante took a step back like I’d actually struck him. It was interesting because I’d been raised to believe that vampires didn’t feel emotions in the same way as humans did—certainly not guilt. But then—I had been questioning everything I’d been raised to believe for a while now. 
 
    “Point taken. So, are you going to continue to aim that crossbow at my chest, Justin Roberts, or are we going to have a friendly conversation?” 
 
    Even though it was the last thing I wanted to do in the world, I lowered my weapon to my side. My heart was still racing faster than I liked as I stood before the master vampire who was also my girlfriend’s father. I couldn’t help but wonder if the fact that I was in a relationship with his daughter increased or decreased the chances that this man would kill me. “If you’re January’s father, then why is your coven hunting her?” 
 
    I tried to ask the question in a level tone, but it came out harsher than intended. Dante Mortus and I had only met in person once before, two years ago. In my sophomore year at Blackburn Academy, I had a harsh awakening to the corruption embedded in the Hawthorn Group. My family was so twisted up in the paramilitary organization that killed volatile supernatural creatures that I didn’t know who I could trust. My father was the CEO, my uncle the owner, and the school I attended was not-so-secretly owned and run by the organization. I ended up doing something very stupid. I tracked down a vampire to see if I could get some answers, and I was hunted in turn by the coven king. Dante told me that he didn’t drink children’s blood but there were plenty of vampires that would so I should run along. 
 
    I left a letter for the vampire coven leader the next day, asking a question about the Hawthorn Group, and the next morning, I found a response. After that, when I needed to ask a dangerous question, I left letters for Dante. Sometimes it took him weeks to respond, that was why I was so surprised that he came to meet me tonight only twenty-four hours after I left the note. 
 
    Dante shook his head slowly, and his loose blond hair fell around his face. “I can’t stop them from hunting January, not now. It’s out of my hands. I didn’t even know that she’d moved out of this house—it doesn’t seem possible that she’s grown so old.” His words trailed off as his gaze roamed around the filthy remains of what once was a kitchen. “I didn’t even recognize January until I saw her fully illuminated by headlights.” 
 
    We both fell into silence, and though I was standing across from a bloodthirsty monster who likely now considered me old enough to murder without compunction, I felt sorry for him. For just one moment, I saw a father who’d missed watching his daughter grow up. 
 
    The vampire’s cold eyes snapped to mine, and my moment of sympathy shattered. “If you’re not here to talk about January, then I have nothing to say to you,” he growled. “Don’t summon me again—there’s too much risk involved in it for both of us.” 
 
    He began to turn away, when I called out, “What is an Alphastrain?” 
 
    Dante froze and glared over his shoulder. “You keep asking me that same question, and I keep giving you the same answer. I don’t know.” 
 
    “Yeah, you keep saying that, but you’re lying. You know what an Alphastrain is.” For one irrational moment, I considered lifting my hand and aiming at the vampire leader’s back. My fingers twitched around the foregrip of my crossbow, but I forced my arm to stay at my side. 
 
    “What makes you so sure that I know what an Alphastrain is?” 
 
    “Because out of the four Hawthorn Group soldiers that were killed by vampires a year ago, three of them had the word Alphastrain on their medical record. You’re targeting them, and I want to know why.” 
 
    The vampires weren’t the only ones targeting the people who were marked Alphastrain in their records. Up until a year ago, I interned in the medical office at headquarters, and almost every agent that went missing had one thing in common: they were Alphastrains. 
 
    Dante didn’t answer, but he didn’t leave either. He just stood there in the shadows, staring out the broken window at the moon. “If I were you, I’d stop looking,” he said, finally. “You’re not going to be able to fix what’s broken in the Hawthorn Group. They don’t want to be fixed. It’s not in their best interest to change. The Hawthorn Group is more likely going to shut you up permanently and brand you a traitor.” 
 
    “Please.” I cleared my throat. “Someone close to me died—years ago. She was an Alphastrain. I’m about to leave the Hawthorn Group forever, and I can’t leave without knowing why she died.” 
 
    The vampire turned back fully, and his eyes flashed with anger as he bared his fangs. “You’re going to abandon my daughter at Blackburn Academy?” 
 
    “Never.” The very idea had a wave of terror crashing over me that had nothing to do with the massive vampire bearing down on me. “Blackburn Academy isn’t going to be safe for her, not for long. The Hawthorn Group knows what she is, and my cousin Sebastian Holter gave her his personal scholarship. I’m working on a way to get us away from the Hawthorn Group long term, but I can’t leave Brightside without understanding why Marisa died.” A pulse of pain struck my chest, and I realized that I had said Marisa’s name aloud for the first time in a very long time. 
 
    Dante shoved his hands in his leather jacket and studied me. “Did this Marisa die in the last couple of years?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I suggest you look back further—look back to when the first records were marked with Alphastrain and ask yourself what predicament the Hawthorn Group was facing at the time. What crisis was suddenly not a problem anymore for them when the Alphastrains started disappearing?” 
 
    “You’re not going to give me any more than that?” 
 
    “No.” Dante started to turn away again, when the vampire leader stopped and closed his eyes. “I’m going to help you, but you can’t seek me out again. I’ll find you when I need you. I’ll call you when I need to get ahold of you.” 
 
    I wanted the tell the vampire leader fuck no, I wasn’t going to take his orders, but instead, I pointed out the obvious, “You don’t have my phone number.” 
 
    “That’s not going to be a problem.” He turned and strode out of the house. By the time I followed him out, I found the road empty. A streetlamp blinked above me, illuminating the rundown neighborhood in flashes. 
 
    My heart finally began to slow as I climbed into my truck and headed down the nighttime streets of Brightside. I wasn’t even sure what sort of partnership I’d formed with the vampire leader. He was the Hawthorn Group’s number one enemy, the most brutal and deadly vampire in Brightside, and tonight, he’d said he was going to help me. 
 
    As I climbed out of my truck in front of the pool house at the far side of my property, a town car came roaring down my hill, heading straight for me, before skidding to a stop and spraying up gravel. A hulking figure toppled out of the backseat and landed in the road. 
 
    “Mitch?” I called over as my cousin dragged his large bottle of clear liquid out of the backseat and kicked the car door closed. 
 
    I headed up the driveway. “What the fuck, Mitch?” 
 
    Three figures separated from the house in full tactical gear only to vanish again behind hedges and the corners of the house. My heart skipped a beat as I realized that Hawthorn Group agents surrounded us on all sides, but I managed an impassive expression as I glared down at my cousin. 
 
    People always said Mitch and I looked like brothers. We had the same dark hair, sharp features, and cleft chin. We were both tall and muscular too, but my cousin and I had one major difference. He was born an Elite, gifted with super strength, speed, agility, and several other abilities, and I was born a regular human. 
 
    Mitch leveraged himself up and scooped up his booze. “How many fucking HG grunts do you have at your place anyway?” He lifted the lip of his vodka bottle to his mouth. The acrid scent of liquor filled the air as liquid streamed down his front. He dropped the bottle and gasped in a breath. “Your dad is such a tool.” 
 
    “Mitch, I’m done with this shit for the rest of summer. You don’t live here. Go home …” I trailed off as my cousin stumbled into the light and I got a first glimpse of his face. It looked like someone took a meat tenderizer to Mitch’s skin. He had two black eyes, a busted lip, and a visible break in his nose. 
 
    “It’ll just be one night,” he said. “I’ll be gone in the morning.” 
 
    “Yeah, fine. You can crash here.” I nodded toward the pool house. “I was planning on staying on January’s couch anyway. You’ll find towels and a change of clothes in —?” 
 
    “January… Moore?” Mitch interrupted. 
 
    I froze from where I was turning away and looked back. “What did you say?” 
 
    “This.” Mitch gestured to his bruised face. “This is all courtesy of my brother. Sebastian has some big plans for a high school senior named January Moore, and he wants me to help him. I told him to go fuck himself. He took exception at my tone.” 
 
    My heart raced, beating against my ribcage. I wanted to grab Mitch and shake him, but I managed to sound calm as I asked, “What do you mean plans? I know he’s giving her the scholarship, what else is he planning?” 
 
    “Like I fucking know. He’ll probably just tell me at the time I’m supposed to act them out and expect me to drop everything.” 
 
    The world spun, and my vision blurred at the edges. This was not fucking happening. I needed to take down the Hawthorn Group, and I needed to do it yesterday. 
 
    “Mitch …” I crossed the distance and leaned in toward my cousin. “I’m going to need your help.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ONE 
 
    January 
 
      
 
    Seven Days Later 
 
      
 
    I once read in an article that you could tell a lot about your mood based on if the world appeared friendly or unfriendly to you. I wondered what that meant about my state of mind as Gregory Hall, my new residence building, looked to me like a monstrous, screaming face. 
 
    The front stoop and open door could have been a gaping mouth. The series of double, pointed-arch windows on the three uppermost floors looked like dozens of beady eyes. From the roof, gargoyles opened their mouths in a silent scream as they glared at the street below, just like Medusa’s serpent hair. I really wanted to find my new residence building enticing. Instead, Gregory Hall felt about as hospitable as a haunted house. 
 
    The rest of the street looked innocuous — cars parked along the curb where chic families busily disembarked and streamed toward the intimidating building. 
 
    “It’s time to get out of the vehicle,” Henry, the Roberts’ butler said as he glowered from the front seat. “You’re safe here within Blackburn Academy walls. Your belongings will be delivered to your room by nightfall.” 
 
    What the Roberts’ stone-faced butler didn’t say was that I would, of course, be safe from vampires during the daylight hours. Vampires were nocturnal. It was a new factoid to me, as up until a little over a week ago, I thought I was a vampire. It turns out that I’m a dhampir, which is a whole different species I get to be classified under. 
 
    My hand went to the handle of the town car, but I paused and looked to the front. “Henry.” 
 
    He grunted. Obviously, the granddaughter of the Roberts’ housekeeper didn’t deserve actual words. 
 
    “When are you going to replace my phone?” 
 
    He glowered into the rearview mirror, saying nothing, but his gaze said enough. That would be a big fat never. 
 
    “Haven’t you ever heard the phrase, you break it, you buy it?” 
 
    Obviously, he hadn’t, because he just continued to glower. I hesitated one more second. I didn’t want to be in the town car, but I also didn’t want to be taking the first steps into my new life. It had all seemed so exciting while I was naively preparing to compete in the trials for Blackburn Academy. Not anymore. 
 
    Blackburn was an academy that secretly trained high schoolers to kill vampires. I was half-vampire, a dhampir, something that I had sworn to keep a secret from everyone except my boyfriend and the teachers of Blackburn. 
 
    It had been a week since my father, Dante Mortus — the notoriously malicious vampire king of Brightside — slipped me a note stating that I joined the wrong side and some unstoppable threat was coming for me now. It was, most likely, bullshit. And yet, the vampire king had a chance to kill me and instead handed me a warning. 
 
    Somehow, climbing out of this town car felt like crossing a threshold I could never retreat from. As if joining the crowd disembarking on the curb was ending one life and starting a new, much more dangerous existence. 
 
    Henry had enough, though. He charged out of his side of the vehicle, rounded to my door, and yanked it open. The heat of the morning rushed in, and sweat immediately dampened under my loose blond hair. Henry leaned in, and his voice was just short of a growl as he said, “Get out. I have more errands to run today.” 
 
    Lovely man, that Henry. 
 
    Deciding anywhere was better than here, I climbed out of the vehicle and stepped onto the sizzling sidewalk. All around me, teenagers unloaded from cars. I didn’t look back as Henry’s wheels squealed out of the parking lot. 
 
    As I headed up the front steps, I pressed my hand over my heart but couldn’t relieve the tension that had been amassing in my chest for a week. 
 
    Justin’s words played through my mind as I squeezed between happy families. 
 
      
 
    I love you, January. You probably won’t hear that very much from me, but you can just know that it’s true, and it’s going to continue to be true. 
 
      
 
    That was one of the last things Justin said to me before he went radio silent. Maybe he was trying to tell me he was going to drop me like I was hot … scratch that, drop me like I was lava. I hadn’t seen or heard from Justin in days. Henry assured me that Justin was fine, just busy. My nana said she saw him around the mansion, and I wasn’t about to show up at the big house uninvited with Justin’s mother up there. 
 
    Taking a steadying breath, I threw myself into the crowd. All around me, friends excitedly embraced, exclaiming how they missed each other over the summer. Parents lectured their kids on shaping up their grades, and maids pushed carts with name brand luggage sets. Many of the girls wore heels and designer dresses. Groups of students gathered on the grass to the side of the hall, throwing footballs and tossing frisbees. A line of about six junior or senior girls sunbathed on the lawn in bikinis. 
 
    When I rounded the corner, a giant banner came into view. “Welcome New Students!” Another banner read, “Go Falcons!” A third, even bigger banner read, “Senior Hunt Nominations This Friday.” 
 
    From what I could see, all of the students headed in through the wide doors of the hall with their parents, but I headed with an older crowd toward a second sign that read, “New Students, Register Here.” 
 
    “January!” a familiar voice yelled from somewhere in the quad. I cupped my hand over my eyes, looking past the glare to see Susie and Mia making their way through the crowd over to me. 
 
    I had only known the girls for a short time, but I was already falling head over heels in friend-love with them. Like most of the students at Blackburn, the pair were very athletic with well-defined muscles. Mia was almost six feet and built like an Olympic swimmer with lean muscles, perfect posture, and wide, muscular shoulders. In stark contrast, Susie was short, like me. But, unlike my soft, curvy body, Susie was built compact like a gymnast. Both girls had black hair. Mia’s fell down her back in waves, and Susie’s ringed her face in dark curls. They both had huge smiles on their beautiful faces as they rushed over to me and wrapped me in hugs. 
 
    Seeing their wonderful faces in this sea of unknown people felt like sunshine to my soul. 
 
    Susie threw up her hands. “You’re here. Yay!” 
 
    “Yay!” I tried my best to match Susie’s sweet enthusiasm. “Thanks to you two, the Baldwin brothers, and Richard.” 
 
    “Bitch, take credit for your own accomplishments,” Mia said with a smile as she pointed into my face. 
 
    I cussed a lot. Like, a lot. But I was still getting used to Mia’s dirty mouth. Mia was the only member of the Bad Boys Club who wasn’t on a scholarship, but, in her own words, she just hated assholes. 
 
    “I didn’t think so many of the students would be living on campus,” I said as I gestured out to the full quad. Allegedly, there were only three hundred students across four grade levels, and I could swear there were five hundred out here. 
 
    Susie’s eyes widened. “Yeah. Ninety-five percent of students live on campus. Half of the first floor is for students with special accommodations, and then it goes by wealth factor. So, your room will probably either be on the first or second floor, which are all two to a room.” 
 
    “Where are your rooms?” 
 
    “Second floor,” Susie chimed with a beaming smile. “Along with Michael, Patrick, Charlie, and Braiden. We have a communal kitchen along with bathrooms and showers. Mia is on fourth technically, but when’s the last time you went up there?” 
 
    “It’s the room I sneak into a minute before curfew and sneak out of before sunrise. Thankfully, I’m not on the fifth floor.” 
 
    Susie’s eyes widened, and she shook her head. 
 
    “Fifth floor has its own private entrance and elevator.” Mia chuckled. “So, the Elites can pretend we don’t exist and vice-fucking-versa.” 
 
    Everyone had horrible things to say about the Elite students of Blackburn Academy. According to more than one source, they had some unspecified supernatural talents and wealth that made them untouchable at Blackburn. 
 
    “So, who doesn’t live in the dorms?” I asked. Because I previously had the feeling that it was a good portion of the student body, not fifteen people. 
 
    Susie rolled her eyes. “The Baldwin brothers don’t because they’re locals, and the people who gave them scholarships saw the chance to save a few dollars.” 
 
    “Shocker,” I deadpanned. Lucas Baldwin had his scholarship from the Roberts family. When I first met my grandmother’s employers, they’d acted like the most lavish and generous people in the world. It hadn’t taken long for me to realize that they were the exact opposite. 
 
    A tap came on my shoulder, and when I spun around, an elderly man in a suit stood there. When I turned, he nodded to the line and said, “It’s your turn, honey.” 
 
    The line had moved on without me, and the woman at the counter was staring at me with a barely tolerant smile. Two fans pointed at the woman, and her white-blond hair undulated on her head like an underwater creature. 
 
    “Next,” she said, her voice barely a whisper. As I approached the counter, the fifty-something looking woman in a Blackburn Academy Parent Volunteer emblazoned purple collared shirt glanced at my t-shirt and cut off shorts. Her nostrils flared as she smiled mechanically. 
 
    “January Moore,” I said as I forced a smile onto my lips. 
 
    “All right,” she whispered. I had to strain to hear her breathy voice over the buzz of the fan and the chatter of the students all around. She moved her finger across the screen of her tablet, scrolling down a long list of names before she found mine. When her head lifted, a much warmer smile sat on her face. “Miss Moore. I have your room here. Room ...” she continued to talk, but her words were drowned out by the buzz of the fan. 
 
    Both Susie and Mia must have heard the woman though because they sucked in a simultaneous breath. 
 
    “We have to have heard you wrong,” Mia said as she leaned in toward the woman. “Did you say a two-hundreds room?” 
 
    “No …” and then the woman muttered something unintelligible. 
 
    Mia adjusted her gold nose ring and shot a look at me that clearly asked if I understood what the woman was whispering. When I shook my head, Mia leaned in. “Sorry. It’s so … freaking loud here, and we just can’t hear you.” 
 
    “Room five-hundred-seven,” the woman yelled the words. 
 
    Mia’s gaze snapped to mine. “Damn. I guess we did hear you, but it doesn’t make sense. January, that’s fifth floor — the Elites Only floor.” 
 
    “Um. There’s been a mistake,” I said, leaning in. “I’m here on a scholarship — wouldn’t that put me on the first or second floor?” 
 
    “No mistake,” the registrar whispered as she attempted to hook her blond hair behind her ears, but it immediately sprung free in the wind while the woman concentrated back on her tablet. She thumbed through a bin of small plastic folders, pulled a key from one, and set it on top of a stack of papers. She held up the pile, but when I didn’t take it, her smile faded. 
 
    “Can I be reassigned to a different room?” I asked. 
 
    “No …” she continued, but all I caught were the words: orientation, rules, elevator, and map. Her smile was just a gritting of teeth now, which combined with her undulating hair, made her look a little like a menacing mermaid. 
 
    I took the papers. Heading away from the table, Susie and Mia flanked me on my left and right. They were both looking at me like I was just handed down a prison sentence. 
 
    “How bad is this?” I asked them as we walked along the path toward the back of the hall. 
 
    Susie bit her lip and focused just a little way above my eyes. She bunched up her shoulders. “It’ll be fine, January. I’m sure they’ll let you transfer to a less expensive room if you request it.” 
 
    “As in to say that this is really fucking bad,” Mia said as she leaned in and fixed me with her deep brown eyes. “Really fucking bad. You are going to be ground zero at sociopathic, narcissist central.” 
 
    “Can you go back and stay with your nana until tomorrow?” Susie suggested before biting her lip. 
 
    The answer to that was a big fat no. Mr. Roberts had told me that now that Gregory Hall was open, I needed to be gone. It was too much of a risk to the Roberts family and the Roberts Mansion staff to keep me on the estate. He emphasized the threat I posed to the staff more than once, going so far as to say that if I insisted on staying the night with my nana, they were going to have to let her go as a housekeeper. 
 
    I had suspected that the Roberts would threaten my grandmother’s job to keep me in line. I hadn’t suspected that I would agree with them. There was only one place Nana would be safe, and that was away from me. Vampires had come for me twice now, and they would keep coming. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    The security guard of the private entrance to the fifth floor’s gaze passed over me, and his mouth puckered like he was tasting something bad. 
 
    Clearly, he disapproved of what he saw. I had to admit that this wasn’t my best outfit, not that I had much better, but what I was wearing was particularly ratty. When I’d planned for Blackburn Academy’s Move-in Day, I’d expected to be getting dirty loading boxes and came prepared in an oversized t-shirt and scraggly cut-off shorts. 
 
    “Fifth-floor residents only,” the man said, his voice clipped. He looked like he would fit in on the set for a military movie, with buzzed short blond hair, sharp blue eyes, and a rigid battle-ready posture. 
 
    I raised my packet of colorful papers. “The registrar sent me here. My name is January Moore.” 
 
    For some reason, I said it as a question, like I was asking him if January Moore was my name. In the hopes of turning this awkward first meeting around, I held my hand across the desk. “Nice to meet you. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Back behind the desk, please. You can call me the fifth-floor guard.” 
 
    “I can’t call you Bernard?” I asked as I noticed that the guy had a plaque with his name on it that he’d turned on his desk to face the wrong direction. 
 
    “No.” Bernard tapped a finger on his glass desk. “You would be the winner of the Hawthorn Group scholarship.” 
 
    “That’s me.” 
 
    “I see. This is a secure entrance, Miss Moore. Only the fifth-floor residents are permitted upstairs. So, you two can’t go beyond the desk,” he pointed at Mia and Susie who had accompanied me with looks of concern on their face. The expressions had only deepened as they watched my interaction with the guard. 
 
    “You two will have to move along. It’s policy.” The guy’s voice was noticeably softer with Mia and Susie than it was with me. “January Moore,” he said, his tone brisk again, “if you plan to go any further, I’m going to need several forms of identification, more than five would be preferred.” 
 
    To my left, Mia cupped her hands around her lips and mouthed the word, “Dickhead.” 
 
    Bobbing my eyebrows at her in agreement, I laid out everything in my wallet. The guard clenched his jaw, and he studied each one like maybe I handed him a fake library card. 
 
    The man slid my cards back across the desk and glowered up. “There is a panic button in every room of your quarters. It locks down the fifth floor in case of a violent invasion. Do not press that button unless there is an attack. You will be immediately expelled if you utilize it as a joke and waste my time. Got it?” He glowered at me as if I’d already pranked him for my frivolous enjoyment. “Verbally respond.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    I had to agree with Mia on this one. Henceforth, Bernard the fifth-floor guard would be known as Dickhead in my mind. 
 
    Dickhead nodded and settled back in his seat. “You may enter. You two nonresidents, please exit out the front.” 
 
    “You could just come and stay in Susie’s room until curfew,” Mia offered. “That’s what I do.” 
 
    I forced a shrug. “I should probably check it out. Can I drop by your rooms later?” 
 
    Susie rushed up and hugged me, telling me that I could stay with her at any time and to never hesitate. And … all of it just made me feel like she thought I was about to die. 
 
    The elevator looked like a buffed-out metal box. There was really nothing sinister about it, but my heart was still racing. When the doors opened out to a long hallway, it just seemed plain and utilitarian. There was hardwood flooring, a coat of fresh blue paint on the walls, and wide wood doors. A window lit the space from the end of the hall, and rays of sunlight shone through several skylights from above. Overall, it had a nice, old-fashioned feel. 
 
    Slipping off my paint-stained tennis shoes, I tiptoed down the hall as silently as I could. My heart jumped as I passed each doorway. The only magical ability I knew of was clairvoyance, but Justin hinted that the Elites had different kinds of powers. The last thing I wanted to do was discover what their powers were the hard way. 
 
    When I reached room five-hundred-seven, I held my breath as I pushed my key into its lock. When I had my door halfway open, a voice called out from behind me. 
 
    “Hey there, housekeeper’s daughter.” 
 
    I turned to find my least favorite person in all of Blackburn Academy. Unfortunately, Mitch Holter looked disconcertingly like his cousin Justin. They had the same short, dark hair, strong, chiseled features, square jaw, and cleft chin. They even had a similar muscular, quarterback build, but at the same time, they couldn’t be more different. 
 
    You know those horror movies where someone looks in the mirror and their reflection was an evil version of themselves, I was pretty sure that was Mitch to Justin. As I looked at him, heat simmered up in my chest, boiling away my earlier fear. There were a lot of things I’d wished I’d said when Mitch Roberts had threatened to literally kick my dog and me out of Justin’s party. It would be stupid to say them now, but I still wanted to. 
 
    “Looks like we’re next door neighbors,” he said as he leaned into his door frame. “I need to make something fucking clear to you here —” 
 
    “No thanks,” I said, not needing to hear whatever he was going to say. Knowing that it probably wasn’t the best call, I pushed open my door, flipped Mitch the bird, and headed into my apartment. 
 
    As my door slammed behind me, I heard Mitch growl, “Well, that’s fucking friendly.” 
 
    Why the hell did the guy live in the dormitory, anyway? Weren’t his parents local billionaires? 
 
    My heart sank as I leaned back against my door. As per the deal I made with the school, Bailey was going to live in my apartment with me tomorrow. But I didn’t want Bailey anywhere near Mitch after he said he’d literally kick her out of the party. I’d have to come out, ready to defend my dog every single time I took Bailey on a walk. 
 
    Sighing, I lifted my head and got my first look at my dorm room. I amended “room” to “apartment”. The space didn’t feel whatsoever foreboding, and that was one hell of a relief. I walked around, examining the high ceilings with inlaid tiles and ridges running its length. I ran my fingers over the inset columns on the walls and corners. 
 
    Two giant picture windows looked out over the school. Blackburn Academy looked like a three-story baroque castle with rounded towers. The structure had a haunted feeling, but not in a decrepit, enter-here-and-die type of way. It more felt sad and romantic, with draping ivy over brick walls, like a ghost might be watching out the windows, forever waiting for her lover to return. Large willows stretched their limbs across the grounds surrounding the school. 
 
    There was a tablet waiting for me on the counter that I didn’t dare touch. I found another touchscreen embedded directly into the fridge that prompted me to make a grocery list. After I inputted the list, a message popped up that the food would be delivered in half an hour from the Blackburn Academy kitchens. 
 
    The apartment felt surreal like I was hanging out in someone else’s space, touching their stuff, and deluding myself that it was mine. When I wandered into my bedroom, I found a bouquet of red roses on the dresser. A note was tucked into the flowers. 
 
      
 
    My driver will arrive at six to pick you up. I will provide for all of your sustenance needs, and we will discuss the scholarship I am personally offering you then. 
 
    Sincerely, 
Sebastian Holter 
 
      
 
    The image of Sebastian Holter’s cold features rose in my mind, and the little hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. It was a face I never wanted to see again. He had barged onto the stage after the entrance trials and granted me his own personal scholarship to Blackburn Academy as the owner of the Hawthorn Group. His icy blue eyes had held a glint that felt demonic at the time. My friends had nicknamed the guy Prime, as in, they thought Sebastian Holter was prime evil. 
 
    It wasn’t hard to guess which sustenance needs he was referring to in his note. I needed blood. It had been four days since Mr. Roberts gave me a blood bag to suck down in his office, and at least seven days without feeding, I started to hear people’s heartbeats. 
 
    Somehow, between pacing around my apartment and worrying about the fact that I had to meet my cruel benefactor, time drained away, and at ten until six, I found myself once again slipping out of my apartment and tiptoeing down the halls. A tall auburn-haired girl, made even taller with five-inch heels, passed me heading the opposite direction. She was leaner than most of the students I’d seen around campus, but her muscles were clearly defined on her arms and legs. She wore a flowy green dress that brought out her vivid green eyes. 
 
    “Your King Street friend is up on the fifth floor, Charlotte,” she said into her smartphone as if I wasn’t three feet away from her. 
 
    The name she said stopped me in my tracks. This girl was clearly talking to my former best friend, Charlotte. The redhead pivoted before a door and completely ignored the fact that I was standing there, staring at her. 
 
    As the girl stuck her key into a door lock, she said, “Your friend looks like she’s wearing thrift store rejects. Don’t you help her with things like that?” The redhead paused. “I’m not being nice? I’m questioning if you’re a very good friend. Friends don’t let friends walk around in clothes scrounged from dumpsters, and clearly, you have.” 
 
    Without glancing my way, the redhead pushed open her door and disappeared into her room. 
 
    Great, another lovely neighbor. 
 
    That chick was a total … I didn’t use the word bitch lightly, but that was what popped into my head. And this was the kind of person Char hung out with now. It was safe to say that I’d be seeking out a different crowd. 
 
    I made it to the parking lot just as a sleek black town car arrived. A chauffeur headed around the vehicle and opened the door. She stood stiffly, and I was a little wary that I was getting into the right car, but when I got closer, I saw a familiar man waiting in the back seat, busily working on his phone. 
 
    Sebastian Holter had similar features to his brother and cousin, but Sebastian was even more massive than the pair. His features were sharper and more defined as if his face was chiseled from stone. His eyes were an ice blue, and as they cut to mine, gooseflesh spread over my arms, even though it had to be ninety degrees outside. 
 
    I didn’t want to get into the car, but I didn’t have much choice. I needed blood, and I had no way of getting it on my own without snacking on one of my friends. My more than willing donor, Justin, had vanished on me, and the Blood and Plasma drive had unceremoniously let me go as a volunteer. 
 
    Slipping into the seat beside the young billionaire, I buckled my seat belt, turned, and declared, “So, if you think that manipulating me by withholding blood is a good plan, I’d strongly reconsider. When I don’t get blood, my fangs come out whether I want them to or not — meaning, it’s going to be very hard to hide the fact I’m a dhampir. Ergo, it’s a bad method of controlling me.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous. Of course, I won’t withhold blood.” His attention fell back to his screen. That was all he said, and then the chauffeur drove off down the road and through the Blackburn parking lot. 
 
    When we turned the corner onto a residential street, Sebastian glanced over again, and his mouth twisted into a scowl. “I thought that my buyer provided you new clothing. Why do you still look like you’re homeless?” 
 
    That was the second time someone said I looked homeless in this … third, if you included Dickhead. Either I looked homeless or I was surrounded by assholes… or both. I was leaning toward both. 
 
    “All right. I’ll answer one of your questions if you do me the same courtesy. I’m wearing this because I thought I was going to be moving boxes and assembling stuff. My turn. Why did you send Justin Roberts to kill me last year?” 
 
    Sebastian’s gaze slid over to mine, and he shut off his phone and slipped it into his pocket. “I thought someone explained the mix-up to you. It was an accident.” 
 
    I blinked rapidly at him. “Would you mind explaining to me how you accidentally sent someone to kill me seven days after I died?” 
 
    “You fell into a trap we set for vampires.” He shrugged. 
 
    Justin had told me that I wasn’t the first dhampir that the Hawthorn Group tracked down and killed, and I wouldn’t be the last. I couldn’t exactly say that, so I leaned back in my seat, stretched out my legs, and turned to my generous benefactor. “Thank you for all the stuff. Is it all mine, or is it on loan?” 
 
    “Yours to keep,” he said as his gaze examined my face. 
 
    When it was starting to get a little creepy, I asked, “What?” 
 
    “I’m just trying to understand what my cousin sees in you. I’m having a really hard time comprehending it.” 
 
    “In my experience, personalities leak into looks pretty quickly. I guess he likes mine,” I said, and I knew I sounded a little defensive, but come on — what a douchey thing to say to another human being. 
 
    “He must. It’s not that you’re not attractive, you’re just entirely unexceptional. Justin could have exceptional.” 
 
    “Yeah, no. I’ll be asserting my boundaries right here and now, thank you, sir. So …” I paused to lift my brows, “You’re twenty, right? And I’m almost eighteen, so age-wise we’re pretty close, but this isn’t a social thing between us. You’re the one who’s offering me my scholarship. Therefore, talking about my attractive quotient, even in a negative way, isn’t cool.” 
 
    Sebastian continued like he hadn’t heard me. “Then again, I guess you are exceptional in other ways, aren’t you? Did my cousin ever ask to drink from you?” 
 
    “No to your question and a big fat no to continuing this conversation.” I clenched my jaw. This line of questioning was going to a place I refused to venture. 
 
    “You came in here looking for a fight, and here I thought I had bought your friendship,” Sebastian mused as he pulled his phone back out of his pocket and turned on the screen. Absently, he said, “We’re going to my penthouse. We have a lot to discuss and settle before this year. Obviously, I had a reason to offer to pay for you out of my own personal bank account —” 
 
    “Something that was unnecessary as I was already going to receive a scholarship. Don’t expect me to grovel.” 
 
    His glacial eyes cut to mine. “I don’t expect groveling, but I do have expectations. Let me rephrase my statement. No matter what scholarship you received, there would have been expectations of you. Today, you learn what they are. Obviously, I’m going beyond the standard scholarship. Can you please calm down and shut up until we get to my house? You’re giving me a pounding headache.” 
 
    “I have a bad feeling that we’ll hate each other. Is it too late to pawn me off on another family?” I asked. 
 
    “No. I hate everyone. Why should you be the exception? Now, if you’ll shut up, I’d like to finish these emails before we get to my house.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    As the sun ducked behind the rolling peaks of the Diablo Range, I crossed my arms over my chest and peered down at the darkening streets of Brightside. I’d expected Sebastian to live on the outskirts of the almost-metropolis where large mansions sprawled over private, secluded suburban quarters. Instead, we were eight stories up, city center, above the Hawthorn Group headquarters. 
 
    Nighttime was falling outside, and the small urban area around us ignited with twinkling lights. Brightside was an urban island in a sea of California farmland. I'd never seen the streets of Brightside from the top before. It looked a lot nicer. 
 
    "January, I really don't want to be here all night." 
 
    I spun to find that Sebastian had emerged from his phone and was now glowering at me. He wore jeans and a cowboy button-up shirt. Leaning against the wall of his living room, he watched me like I was a stray dog that wandered into his penthouse. "Don't steal anything," he said after a moment. 
 
    I looked around at the room, which had zero personality, just the standard bachelor pad leather couches, glass tables, and metal lamps. There were a couple of black and white abstract paintings that looked expensive and soulless. He had a huge television I doubted would even fit into his elevator. "I think that even people who are inclined to burglary, which I definitely am not one of, would skip this dreary place. Have you ever once used anything in here?" 
 
    "I could care less about anything here. I just don't like the idea of you stealing it." 
 
    “Lovely. Well, at least we know where we stand with each other.” I sighed and crossed my arms over my chest. "All right, as much fun as I'm having, can you just say why you brought me here and give me my blood?" 
 
    He nodded back into his apartment. "Follow me." 
 
    I stayed put. "Um, no thanks. I’ll stay in the public areas of your apartment." 
 
    "We’re going to my personal gym where your blood is." He straightened from the wall and walked away down the hall. The house was all matte gray walls and dark marble floors and counters. I didn't see a single color in sight; I followed Sebastian to a larger room where gray floor mats spanned the floor, walls, and ceiling. Weightlifting machines and weights lined up against one wall. There were straps and other contraptions hanging from the ceiling, as well as a punching bag. 
 
    I halted in the doorway. "What's this?" 
 
    "This is where you’ll be spending your evenings." Sebastian gestured out in a broad sweep, "You're an asset to me, and I'm personally financing your education, as you already know. Dhampirs are supposed to be the ultimate vampire-killing weapons. I want to understand how you and your abilities work. I want to know every aspect of your powers and their limits. I'm going to push you until your breaking point, here and at the Academy, so we can find out exactly what a dhampir is capable of." 
 
    "That sounds awesome.” I saluted him with my middle finger. “But I’m going to have to say no thank you." 
 
    "Then you can leave. No one else will offer you a scholarship to Blackburn Academy. That ship sailed the moment I walked onto the stage.” 
 
    “Got it. But one thing, you can’t withdraw a scholarship after you’ve issued it. I checked.” 
 
    He smirked at me, his gaze clearly communicating that he could do whatever he wanted. “You have two choices, participate in this study, or take your housekeeper grandmother and head out into the streets. The Hawthorn Group will collect your corpses in a day or two when the vampires find you, and we’ll see what we can discover when we study your cadaver." 
 
    A shiver ran through me. "How about I announce to all of the students of Blackburn that the Hawthorn Group is killing dhampirs." 
 
    "You think I care about the discipline problems at Blackburn Academy?" A smile spread across Sebastian's face, and in that smile, I saw that demonic glimmer in his gaze. It was just for a second before I questioned if I was just a bit paranoid. Sebastian continued, "I'm interested in you and what benefit you'll serve to the Hawthorn Group. Dead or alive, you’re going to help the company. If you choose death, feel free to do whatever damage you can on the way out the door." 
 
    I clenched my jaw until it hurt. If it was just me, I might take my chances and slip into the night. The vampires could only kill me if they caught me. But it wasn’t just my life that I’d be risking. Even though she didn’t know it, my nana depended on my cooperation to keep her alive. Right now, she was safe and protected. 
 
    "What exactly do you want me to do?" I asked. 
 
    "A series of tests," he said. "First, I’ll measure your abilities with no blood in your system. Then, you'll feed on bagged blood, and we’ll retest. Last, we’ll measure your capabilities with fresh blood in your system. We will do this every day, testing different abilities." 
 
    "I'm not drinking your blood," I said, flatly. 
 
    "Why?" he asked. 
 
    "It’s non-negotiable." 
 
    "My blood is clean, but even if it wasn't, dhampirs are immune to human diseases." 
 
    That was news, but it didn’t change my answer. "I'm not biting you … ever. Get the idea out of your head." 
 
    His lips pressed together into a thin line, but after a second, he nodded. "You'll be required to come here every evening from six to nine and weekend mornings until I'm satisfied with the data. Your test will be filmed from all angles in this room, and while we work, you’ll wear several monitors that will track your internal and external functions. You will be doing all of your blood drinking here, and I will monitor every ounce you consume. This is the most important aspect of this. Do not drink outside blood. And, I'd also like to get regular blood and tissue samples." 
 
    "Blood and tissue samples? Dream the fuck on," I said. "The answer is no. I'll be your little experiment, but only on my terms. You're acting like I'm completely under your power, but obviously, you want to study me so much that you're willing to spend every single day of your precious time and hundreds of thousands of your precious dollars to do it. I'm the only known dhampir left alive, and I could walk out that door at any time." 
 
    He worked his jaw back and forth. “No blood and tissue samples. But you might end up leaving DNA behind on the mats here. If that DNA ends up in a lab, I’m not going to be in breach of any agreement we made here today.” 
 
    “Define DNA,” I said because I did not like the sound of his promise. “I am not doing anything whatsoever sexual with you.” 
 
    “Don’t insult me. Of course not. I was referring to blood, sweat, and judging by your looks, probably a lot of tears.” 
 
    Gulp. 
 
    “Are you planning to injure me?” I asked. “Break my bones to make your bread?” 
 
    His nostrils flared, and a spark of annoyance lit in his eyes. “How are we going to learn the extent of your powers if you’re injured?” 
 
    “That’s a question, not an answer.” 
 
    “This conversation is going nowhere, and it’s trying my patience. You need to cooperate here. The vampires are organizing to kill you. Already there have been three coordinated attempts on your life in the last seven days, so I would say the likelihood of your death is very high.” 
 
    “What?” I demanded. “No, there weren’t.” 
 
    Sebastian leaned against the padded wall and glared. “Three attempts and two scouting parties. I said that I’m going to push you to your breaking point, but if you break, you’re useless to me. If you become useless to me, I’ll stop protecting you. If I stop protecting you —” 
 
    “I’m dead.” I fisted my hands at my sides, and my nails bit into my palms, but I ignored the pain. “There will be no bone breaking, no cutting, stabbing, knocking me unconscious, or choking me.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes and sighed. “I already covered that.” 
 
    “Nope.” I crossed my arms. “I want it specifically stated.” 
 
    “I will not break your bones, cut, stab, choke, or hit you with objects that would knock you out. I won’t tie you up or lock you in confined spaces. I won’t permanently disfigure you.” He continued to list off brutal things he wouldn’t do to me, including several ways he wouldn’t burn me, and I somehow felt worse instead of reassured. The guy was creative; I’d give him that. 
 
    “And, what do I tell everyone I’m doing here every day?” I asked. 
 
    “Tell them that you have an internship with the Hawthorn Group as part of your scholarship. You won’t be the only one with an internship. Most of the Elites and Legacy students do. That includes your boyfriend.” 
 
    “Justin has been working here?” 
 
    “He has aspirations of becoming a field medic, it seems. Justin ended his internship on the day he met you and returned to the Hawthorn Group on the day you took your trials. You might not see much of him this upcoming year.” 
 
    A queasy feeling churned in my stomach. I couldn’t help but think that was my fault. Justin despised the Hawthorn Group, and now they’d roped him back in again. 
 
    “Okay, you’ve convinced me. I’ll do your fake internship.” 
 
    “Oh, there’s nothing fake about this internship. The Hawthorn Group is interested in you to one purpose, and that’s defeating the vampires and winning this war. Your abilities will be instrumental in this purpose.” Sebastian paused and then called up, “Lights out!” 
 
    The room plunged into darkness, but as soon as the lights went out, my dhampir vision came alive. I could see every detail of the room as it glowed with a soft, navy and violet radiance. Nothing lit up so much as Sebastian Holter. His glow was yellow around the outside and crimson in his chest. Places on him were blue and green as well, likely from his clothing. 
 
    I had a theory that my dhampir vision was some sort of thermal vision as I could see when it was pitch black, impossible for regular night vision. I was a creature of the deep darkness. Here, I was home, and the tension that had been constricting my breathing eased. 
 
    “Try to get past me,” he said with mocking in his tone. 
 
    Immediately, I kicked off my shoes. In the obstacle course Fitness Trial that I underwent to get into Blackburn Academy, I slipped past hundreds of alumni with night goggles. They were much older and more experienced than Sebastian. 
 
    For a second, I considered slipping up next to him to blow on his neck as I moved silently past. Then my brain got a whole lot fucking smarter, so I gave the guy a wide berth and inched along the far side of the room, taking each step with care across the mats. I watched him out of the corner of my eye. He remained motionless. 
 
    Three feet from the wall, I reached out, and my fingers just barely brushed against the mats there when a breeze whisked past me. An arm wrapped around my shoulders from the front and yanked me off my feet. My stomach flipped, and I just had time to gasp in alarm, when my back smacked into the mat, and the air whooshed out of my lungs. 
 
    Sebastian’s glowing red figure knelt over me, and his hand came down and wrapped around my neck. 
 
    “You said you wouldn’t choke me,” I said through a gasp. 
 
    “Do you feel my fingers squeezing?” They weren’t squeezing, but I could feel his skin hovering over my throat. He leaned in so close that I could smell his spicy breath. “You really thought that you could pull the same trick as you did in front of half of the Hawthorn Group? This is your first lesson, January, never try to hide your abilities from me.” 
 
    I swallowed hard, which I’m sure he could feel against his fingers. Looking up to where I was pretty sure his eyes were, I asked him, “Is that a threat? Am I supposed to be afraid of what you’ll do to me if I keep secrets from you?” 
 
    “Take from it what you want.” He pulled his hand away slowly and stepped back. “Lights on.” 
 
    Light flooded the room, blinding my eyes for a second before my surroundings came into focus. 
 
    “Are you really so out of shape that you can’t even fight back or sit up on your own?” he asked. 
 
    “No.” I continued to lay there, catching my breath as he stared down at me. “But I have a feeling that if I get up, you’re going to attack me again.” 
 
    His foot nudged my side. “I can attack you much better when you’re on the ground. Do you want me to demonstrate?” 
 
    Groaning, I sat up and climbed to my feet, only to have Sebastian hook his leg around mine and shove me to the floor. My head smacked into the mat, giving me an instant headache as the gray room grew bleary. 
 
    “You should have been ready for that. You said yourself that you anticipated my attack.” 
 
    “And, you’re a sadistic asshat.” 
 
    “That would imply that I was deriving some sort of enjoyment out of watching you flop around on the floor. Trust me; nothing is further from the truth.” His tone was nearly flat as if he couldn’t be more bored. His toe tapped my side again, and I knew it was a warning. If I kept lying on the floor after he knocked me on my ass, he really was going to kick me while I was down. 
 
    I jumped up and moved out of his reach as quickly as I could, but he was right on me. My heart raced as he grabbed for my shoulders again, and without thinking, I brought up my knee and went for his balls. My knee made it halfway up to his tender bits when he hooked me behind the leg again and shoved. This time, I was completely unprepared and smacked down on my side. 
 
    “What is the point of this?” I asked through a wince. 
 
    Sebastian crouched down next to me, and I went for his balls again, this time with my fist, when he grabbed my arm between his legs and pivoted until my elbow threatened to bend the wrong way. I sucked in a breath as pain seared at my joint. I smacked his leg. “I tap out.” 
 
    He didn’t break my bones, but he continued to clamp my arm between his knees, keeping it just at the point of hot searing pain. Calmly, he said, “I have other sensitive areas on my body. Maybe aim for them next time instead of continuously going for the same target.” 
 
    “Point taken. Let up,” I said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “See, now I’m deriving a little satisfaction from your pain. At least you finally stopped trying to be funny.” 
 
    The moment he released my arm, I punched out for his chin, but Sebastian effortlessly deflected with his wrist and pushed my arm out of the way while standing. 
 
    “Get up. It’s time for you to feed. And I’d like to get some monitors on you for the next test.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    Every muscle in my body felt as if it was hardening under my skin as I stumbled down the fifth-floor hallway. I trudged in, my back bent and eyes half-lidded. The odor of my sweaty clothes was making my nose itch, and I pretty much felt like a creature that just crawled out of a swamp. 
 
    A small group of students emerged from their rooms just as I was shuffling away from the elevator. The guys wore artfully torn up jeans and collared shirts. I recognized the only girl in their party as the same rude redhead from earlier. She wore a white, short, form-fitting dress with a daring neckline that brought out the many freckles on her skin. 
 
    The tallest of the three guys smirked my way and headed straight for me. His shirt was unbuttoned halfway down his chest, showing his muscles below. He was lean with long hair that had been highlighted by the sun or a very good salon. He looked a little like an eighties glam-metal-band star. His long locks fell over his shoulders in loose waves. A smile perched on his lips as he walked straight for me, not moving aside, clearly trying to play chicken with me in the hall. 
 
    When he was only a foot away from me, I said, “I just spent two hours getting my ass kicked. I’m sweaty and stinky and tired, and I’m not going to plaster myself against this wall to let you pass. If you don’t move aside, I will smear my rank-ass body odor all over your front, and you might never get that out of your designer shirt.” 
 
    The guy held up his hands, and a slight smile peeked up the corner of his lips. “You win. I’ll move aside.” 
 
    “She does stink,” Redhead said while holding her nose as she passed. 
 
    “Hey, stinky,” the guy called as the group stopped before the elevator. He combed his hair back with his fingers and scooped it to the back of his head. “Wanna wash up and come out with us?” 
 
    “Are you kidding right now?” Redhead asked. “Why are you inviting randoms to my friends’ parties? You’re lucky I even invited you idiots.” 
 
    The two other guys smirked over their shoulders before turning back to the elevator. 
 
    “She’s not random. She’s our neighbor. What’s your name, stinky?” 
 
    “Not sure that I answer to stinky, but my name is January.” 
 
    “Well, I’m Mark, and this is Amber, Chucky, and Trent, and you can come to this frat party nonsense if you want.” 
 
    “Really, Mark? Because last I heard, I’m the only one invited to this party. So, you might want to ask my permission? Yeah?” The Amber chick pressed the screen of her phone and lifted it to her ear. “Are you ready yet? Because I’m not waiting for you.” 
 
    The Mark guy raised his hands in a pleading motion and mouthed, “Save me.” 
 
    “Sorry.” I turned away, feeling perplexed on how uneventful that encounter was. Mark tested me, but he gave way instead of crossing the line. Amber was awful, but I got the feeling that wasn’t something that was specifically directed at me. All in all, it was a pleasantly forgettable first encounter with the dreaded fifth-floor Elites. 
 
    As I slid the key into my lock, Mitch’s door again opened behind me. Not turning around, I shot my middle finger back over my shoulder, only to hear a low, familiar chuckle from behind me. 
 
    I spun. 
 
    Justin stood framed in Mitch’s doorway with a smirk on his full lips. “I see my cousin has already managed to make you hate him.” 
 
    “I didn’t do shit,” I heard from somewhere in the apartment. 
 
    I leaped and launched myself at Justin. He caught me, taking one step back for balance and grabbing me around the thighs. I wrapped my arms and legs around the guy and kissed him. I could give a fuck who was watching us. Butterflies were dancing around my stomach, and my heart was doing somersaults. 
 
    When I broke away, Justin was grinning, and his eyes held a sweet warmth. “I thought you were going to tell me to fuck off the moment you saw me.” 
 
    “Then you were definitely confused.” I pressed my lips to his soft mouth again. “How did you even get up here?” 
 
    “Me. You’re fucking welcome,” Mitch called from his room. 
 
    Justin walked me across the hallway, pushed my door open, grabbed my keys, and kicked it closed behind him. Allowing my keys to clang on the floor, he turned around and pressed me into the wall. The world fell away for a few precious moments while his lips glided over mine. 
 
    My fingers combed through his short hair, and he pressed up against my length. He kissed me until I was breathless and gasping for air, and then he pulled me under again. Eventually, he broke away and examined my face. “What have you been up to? You are rather pungent.” 
 
    I laughed. “Oh, gross. I forgot for a minute. Your awful cousin wants to basically run tests on me like a lab rat while continuously humiliating me. And yes, that would be every single day. He’s calling it an internship, but he made it abundantly clear that he considers me more like an investment than a human.” 
 
    Justin’s expression grew graver every moment I spoke. “How often do you have to go to this internship?” 
 
    “Three hours daily.” 
 
    “Fuck.” He leaned in and laid his head on my shoulder as he squished me to the door. 
 
    “What? How bad is that?” I asked as I wiggled until he set me down. Cupping his cheeks, I leaned in, trying to catch his gaze. “Justin, please talk to me. You up and vanish for a week, and now you’re clearly freaked out by something. What’s going on?” 
 
    His golden eyes finally met mine. “Can we talk about it later?” 
 
    “No.” I threw back my head, thumping it into the wall. “No more evasiveness. We just got past this. You can talk to me now.” 
 
    “Please, not right now.” He kissed my neck, feather-soft. “You taste like sweat,” he whispered against my skin before deepening the kiss. Tingles spread down my neck, settling low in my belly, and my toes curled in my sneakers. 
 
    “Are you giving me a hickey?” I asked through a laugh. 
 
    He pulled away, and where the worry had been shadowing his gaze before, his eyes now sparked with interest. “Do you want me to give you a hickey?” 
 
    “On the night before orientation day?” I asked. It felt like such a naughty thing to do, and yet I was very tempted. 
 
    When I didn’t answer, he said, “I could give you one where no one would see it. And then you could give me one of yours, but those always disappear too fast.” 
 
    The bubbly happiness in my belly drained away at his words, and I rolled my eyes up to the ceiling. “About that ... your stupid cousin is keeping track of exactly how much blood I drink and now says that I can’t drink outside blood anymore.” 
 
    “How would he know?” Justin lifted his brows. He tilted his head, showing me the smooth skin of his neck. 
 
    “I guess he wouldn’t.” I leaned in and ran my tongue from Justin’s collarbone up the length of his neck, making him shiver. He tasted sweet and smelled like soap. Going to my tiptoes, I whispered into his ear, “I should probably shower if you’re going to give me a hickey in a place my uniform will cover tomorrow. Will you meet me on my bed?” 
 
    “I guess I have to let you go.” He leaned away enough to give me one more kiss before stepping back and kicking off his sneakers. As I headed into the shower, I heard the smack of Justin flopping onto my bed. Obviously, he didn’t need any more encouragement. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, I smelled like fancy soaps, and my wet curls were wrapped in a towel. I climbed up beside Justin as he lay, propping his head up in his hands. 
 
    Laying my head on his chest, I asked the question that had been bothering me for a few hours now. “Did you take up the internship again to protect me? Because they’re going to keep me here and guard me no matter what.” 
 
    He stretched his arm to my back, and I lifted my head onto his shoulder. Pulling me in closer to him, he grinned down. “You’re always presuming you’re the center of everything.” 
 
    “Shut up.” I smacked his chest lightly. “It just would be an awfully big coincidence if you happened to choose to go back on the day that they discovered me. And from the little I know of the Hawthorn Group, it’s not a big leap to guess that they’d spread their blackmail as far as it would reach.” 
 
    “Well, this time you can’t take the blame.” He stretched back, looking like he was getting comfortable. “I asked them for my old internship back.” 
 
    “You did?” 
 
    “Yes. So, you can put all that guilt away. This isn’t about you.” 
 
    “Then what is it about?” 
 
    He squinted an eye at me and then smiled and closed his eyes. “I’m so tired.” 
 
    “And I’m so frustrated. I haven’t seen you in a week, and I get zero answers from you.” 
 
    Before I finished my statement, Justin was pretending to snore. I would get shit-all from this boy. Eventually, I relaxed against him, pulling the soft new quilt over us. “Are we going to get in trouble if they catch you here?” 
 
    “Definitely. But thankfully, Mitch owes me about fifty favors, so I’m calling them in whenever I can.” By the end of his speech, his words were slurring. “I bought you a phone,” he said through a yawn. “I made it so you can’t block me, too.” 
 
    “That’s not even possible,” I whispered. “Are you going to sleep?” 
 
    He just made a mumbling sound and curled his hand around my hip. 
 
    “What about my hickey?” 
 
    Justin’s eyes spread open, and he gave me a lazy, sexy smile. “Are you planning on wearing pants or shorts to orientation?” 
 
    Heat licked through my belly, and I bit my lip. “Definitely shorts.” 
 
    “Really?” He chuckled and crawled down my body. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    I woke up to the sound of my blaring alarm what felt like moments after Justin and I passed out. My whole body screamed in pain as I rolled over, only to find my bed empty. Groaning, I crawled out of bed and toward the kitchen. On the table, three full cups of water sat next to a bottle of pain killers and a brand-new phone. 
 
    “Shit.” I plucked up the phone and crashed back down on my butt. It was a fancy new black and silver smartphone with a large screen and a sticky note on the front with a code. When I typed it into the lock screen, there was already a text in my notifications. 
 
      
 
    Justin: Text me when you wake up. 
 
      
 
    Even my finger muscles ached as I texted back. 
 
      
 
    Me: I feel like death. 
 
      
 
    Justin responded right away. 
 
      
 
    Justin: Drink the water. Take the painkillers. You’ll feel better. 
 
      
 
    Me: You’re bossy. 
 
      
 
    After a moment, he sent another text. 
 
      
 
    Justin: did my hickey show up? 
 
      
 
    I ran my fingers up my leg, pulling my sleep shorts up. Sure as Christmas, a little red hickey decorated my inner thigh. 
 
    A memory of Justin tugging up the material of my sleep shorts and running his lips up my inner thigh filled my mind, and a pulse of longing thrummed through me. If his mouth had started to move higher, I would have probably cheered, but Justin had flopped back up beside me, wrapped me in his arms, and passed out. 
 
    I decided to tease him, so I texted. 
 
      
 
    Me: The hickey didn’t show up. You must not have sucked hard enough. 
 
      
 
    Justin: You don’t need to lie; you just need to ask. 
 
      
 
    I laughed, but my mirth cut off in a wince as all of my abdominal muscles revolted and tried to stab me to death. Carefully, I drank down all of the glasses of water and took the pills. And, when my stomach churned, I pulled myself to my feet and stumbled into the kitchen. 
 
    The clock read five after eight as I scarfed down a breakfast of oatmeal and fresh fruit and three spoonfuls of peanut butter licked off three different spoons. When I could force myself to put the peanut butter jar away, I shot off another text. 
 
      
 
    Me: what happens at orientation? 
 
      
 
    Justin: they have you swear binding oaths to take Blackburn’s secrets to the grave. Then they reveal to you that vampires really exist and indoctrinate you as much as possible. 
 
      
 
    Me: what would they do if I skipped it? 
 
      
 
    Justin: only one way to find out. 
 
      
 
    A few seconds later, he told me that he had to go and that he’d text again when he was free. He didn’t specify if that was going to be in the afternoon or next week. As tomorrow was the first day of school, I was hoping that it was sooner rather than later. I used the next hour to call my nana, ascertaining that both she and Bailey were fine. Henry planned to take Bailey over to the kennels in the afternoon, and I could pick her up then. 
 
    Dressing in a brand-new pair of jean shorts and an Academy t-shirt, I made my way out of Gregory Hall. Students streamed out all around me, heading in toward the gothic academy across the grassy field, and I followed. Most were bright-eyed and young-looking, freshman probably. They huddled in groups and raced off toward the school, running to take their oaths of silence. 
 
    I saw the true implications of what those oaths meant when Justin tried to reveal to me the danger that was stalking us. He lost his ability to breathe, suffocating, and there had been nothing I could do to save him. Only his butler Henry was able to revive him, doing something that I was pretty sure was magic. 
 
    Three feet from the door, I decided that I would not be taking any oaths. As everyone entered the big wooden doors to the school, I veered left, walking along the school’s outer wall. 
 
    A breeze rushed by, and then suddenly, my least favorite person in school was standing just beside me. 
 
    “Fuck,” I said, jumping back and smacking into the exterior wall of the school. 
 
    “Sorry, teenage dirtbag, but you’re going the wrong way, and my brother tasked me with the amazing duty of making sure you go to this orientation meeting.” 
 
    I glared up into Mitch’s all too handsome face. “Except I’m not going anywhere with you, asshole.” 
 
    His eyelids widened. “The venom. Are you always this salty? Is that why my cousin has his dick in a vice?” 
 
    “Nah, Mitch, I’ll be saving an extra dose of venom for you.” 
 
    His gaze slid back and forth. “Is this about the stupid dog shit?” 
 
    I just crossed my arms over my chest and glared. 
 
    “Did I kick your dog? No. I probably wasn’t even going to. Look.” He rubbed up and down his face, reminding me of Justin, and that bugged the hell out of me. “The last thing I want to be doing is playing shepherd for my cousin’s piece all over the school, but neither one of us has a choice. I did you a solid last night; how about you put the bitch act aside for a couple of hours, and then we can go our separate ways.” 
 
    There was so much wrong with that statement, but I didn’t care enough about Mitch Holter to bother correcting him. 
 
    “I’m not swearing any oaths of secrecy.” I shook my head. “I saw what happened when someone revealed a secret, and I already know what goes bump in the night.” 
 
    “You’re going in there. Actually, I’ll just carry you in.” 
 
    I pointed into his face. “Don’t you dare.” 
 
    Mitch’s arms went around me, and he scooped me off my feet in a sudden, crushing bear hug. The scent of old beer and sour breath enveloped me for a second. But, before I could even struggle, a flurry of wind whistled by me, and my stomach flipped end over end. The world blurred, and it felt like we were falling when my feet hit the floor. 
 
    I stumbled back, but strong hands gripped my shoulders and kept me vertical. Acid shot up my throat. I retched and only just managed to choke it down. Obviously, my near throwing up finally got Mitch to back up because he released me. Tears streamed from my eyes, and I just managed to blink past them to glare up at Mitch Holter. 
 
    “What did you just do?” 
 
    “It’s called Zipping, Dirtbag. Well, I zipped, and you came along for the ride.” 
 
    “Well, don’t ever fucking zip me again —" 
 
    Chuckles sounded around us, and a woman exclaimed, “Language.” 
 
    Lifting my head, I looked around to find that we were at the back of a crowd of about one hundred students, most of whom were much younger than us. They all gathered in a chapel-like space with a large apse. Instead of religious iconography, graphic paintings of graveyards and battles between armies of what looked like humans and demons filled the hall. Large metal sigils hung from above like hundreds of oddly placed ornaments. If they were religious symbols, they weren’t any that I’d seen before. The students sat in rows, all leading up to a raised platform where an empty table and podium waited. Creaking and shuffling sounds echoed around the space, and I could only guess how loud my exclamation had been. 
 
    There was a loud clunking sound, and I spun to see a woman closing the big wooden doors behind us. 
 
    “You want to explain how you just zipped — or whatever — and how no one seemed to notice?” I whispered. 
 
    “No one noticed because they were all turned that way. And surprise; I have magical powers because I’m an Elite, just like you and everyone else on our floor. Amazing,” he deadpanned before he gestured in a broad sweep to the row of chairs. “Can we sit down, now? I’m the one who has to do this orientation shit for the second time.” 
 
    “I’m not an Elite,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, you are.” He widened his eyes at me and waved his hands to the closest row. “For the love of all that’s good in this world, can you just sit your ass down so I can, too.” 
 
    I sucked on a tooth. Now that I was in the space, my only choice was to run out of here and have Mitch zip me back in or to sit down and look for an opportunity to slip out during the orientation assembly. 
 
    Gritting my teeth, I headed into the row and asked a wide-eyed kid if the seat beside him was taken. The kid sat alone and looked all of twelve as he stared over at me, his cheeks darkening by the second, and after twenty seconds with no answer, I left two seats beside him and settled into a plastic chair. 
 
    “Poor kid’s never seen boobs before,” Mitch said as he took the seat next to me. His arm and shoulder were so muscular that he immediately pushed into my side and didn’t seem to have a problem with that whatsoever. 
 
    I moved over one seat and put my hand down when he tried to come over closer. “You stink like second-day booze breath, and I want to breathe, okay?” 
 
    “And here I thought we were getting along.” He lifted his brows. “You really can’t put the bitch act away for one day.” 
 
    “Takes a bitch to know a bitch.” I wafted my hand through the air as his sour, old beer breath filled my senses. It was a scent all too familiar, and it was not helping with my anxiety. 
 
    “Hi,” a chipper sounding voice came from my other side, and I looked over to see two girls about my age heading down our aisle. Both girls were in full makeup and nice dresses. There was a flirtatious light in both of the girls’ eyes as they grinned wide. 
 
    “We saw that you guys looked like you might be transfers, like us, and wanted to come to introduce ourselves,” the one closest to us said, definitely only talking to Mitch. She was an athletic chick with thick blond hair. She started to sit in the seat next to Mitch, saying, “Can we join —” 
 
    “Fuck off and go take your seat in the front,” Mitch growled. 
 
    The blond actually stumbled back a step and into the chairs of the next row. “Wha — what?” 
 
    “Hi, I’m January, and I am not with this guy,” I said, pointing to Mitch. “You two are welcome to sit over here by me.” 
 
    “Yes, she is with me,” Mitch grumbled as he put his knees up on the chair in front of him. 
 
    “We have absolutely no association, and you’re welcome to take any seat you want. You can even take this seat between us.” I patted the chair between Mitch and me. 
 
    “Do it, and you’ll regret it for the remainder of your stay at Blackburn,” Mitch replied, his voice turning bored now. “I said, go away.” 
 
    The girls’ frightened gazes darted between us like they had no clue what to do, and then they turned around and rushed down the row. 
 
    I harrumphed and scooted to the edge of my seat. “And, you call me a salty bitch? You’re the bitch, Mitch.” 
 
    “Keep talking, Dirtbag. I’m collecting all these little insults in my brain, and I’ll pay you back for each one when my brother and cousin stop protecting you.” 
 
    I laughed so hard, it echoed around the apse, and half of the students turned to look at me. Covering my mouth, I attempted to quell my laughter as the students turned back to the front. 
 
    “You are a freak,” Mitch said as he folded his arms over his chest, but he was giving me a wary look. 
 
    “Oh, Mitch, you have just encouraged me to insult you every other second. You’re going to remember every single one? Your brain is going to explode.” 
 
    He glowered, but I could swear he was fighting a smile for a second. I could have imagined it, because all mirth instantly fell away from his features as he whispered, “Shut up, the assembly is starting, and I want to get this crap over with. My brother says that this year, he provided some sort of special event, and I’m hoping it will make this shit a little less boring.” 
 
    I had a feeling that any event that Sebastian Holter thought special was something that I could go a lifetime without witnessing.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    Shushing sounds rippled through the crowd, as a procession of people entered the stage. I half expected the group to be dressed in clerical robes, but they wore khakis and purple collared shirts. The shape and size of the building felt like church, but the atmosphere felt closer to summer camp in a haunted house. 
 
    A large man who was probably in his sixties stomped to the podium and gazed around the apse with a grin on his face. I recognized the man as the school’s archivist whom I’d nicknamed Mustache due to the white whiskers that ate up half his face. “Welcome new students of Blackburn Academy,” he said with a smile. “I am Professor Titus, head librarian and archivist at Blackburn Academy. You’ll soon know me only as …” he paused to put a finger to his lips and said, “shhh.” 
 
    Titters rose through the room. I shoved my hands under my thighs and bounced my legs. This whole event felt so disconcertingly normal, and yet my heart raced like demons might jump out at me at any moment. 
 
    Mustache’s eyes smiled as he gazed out at the students. He looked like a stereotypical grandfather, but he’d smiled at me that way while three professors held me down in the Character Trial and forced me to answer their questions. 
 
    “I was tasked with the immense honor of introducing you to your new headmaster, Principal Chambers, and revealing to you the sacred mission of this school.” Professor Titus pointed to the center of the table where the Principal sat. When I first met the woman, she reminded me of Mary Poppins. She appeared a little stern while concealing secret smiles and matronly affection. 
 
    As she’d also been giving off that vibe while people held me down, the resemblance had been almost creepy. Cheers echoed around the apse, and the principal waved warmly at the crowd. 
 
    “This is the only time this crowd is going to clap for her and mean it.” Mitch met my gaze and chuckled like we were in on some sort of snide joke at the principal’s expense. 
 
    Mitch was a weird one. 
 
    As far as I’d observed it, there were two kinds of true-blue bullies in this world. There was the kind that would bring a knife to a fistfight, and there was the kind that would beat the crap out of you and then ask you to come and sit with them if you put up a good fight. Both were dangerous and reprehensible in my book, but one was far more deadly than the other. I wasn’t really sure about Mitch, but I was getting the feeling that he was the second kind of bully. 
 
    I hoped he was. 
 
    “But first, I have the pleasure of introducing you to Professor Sharp, who will be taking your oaths of secrecy.” Mustache stepped back, and Professor Sharp, a teacher with choppy, purple hair, stepped up to the dark-wood podium. 
 
    Professor Sharp was by far the youngest person on the stage, perhaps in her mid to late twenties. Unlike almost everyone here, she was petite and willowy. She had a sharp, beak-like nose, sculpted magenta brows, and plump lips. She was the third teacher who’d questioned me during my trial. Of the group, she was the one who I’d felt was most on my side during that interview. 
 
    “All right, I’m Professor Sharp. I run one of the elective departments here at Blackburn. One second …” she paused to adjust the microphone to her height. The last time I’d talked to the woman, she was chewing gum and talking a mile a minute. This time, she seemed to be talking intentionally slower. “Many of you already know this, but the school feels that it needs to reiterate this over and over again until you get it completely. Blackburn is going to ask you to keep everything you learn here today a secret. The only people you can ever discuss that secret with is other Blackburn students, the staff, the alumni, and the members of the Hawthorn Group. We are so serious about these oaths that we’re going to ask you to swear it on your life, meaning, if you’re beginning to tell someone, a buzzing will start in your ears. And if you ignore the buzzing and break your oath anyway, you will die.” 
 
    Several students looked around, clearly bewildered by the strange statement, but many just watched on, not seeming to get how fucked up what she just said was. 
 
    The whole thing was screwed all to hell. Yes, Blackburn was speaking openly about it, but no one here truly understood that oath-breaking would literally suffocate you. 
 
    Anger surged in me, and I sat up, and called out, “You’ll die. You will die if you break the oath.” 
 
    One hundred sets of eyes fixed on me. 
 
    Professor Sharp leaned into the microphone. “Yes, Miss Moore, I am telling the truth about oath-breaking.” This got everyone to turn back to the front. Purple Hair straightened her microphone and nodded. “That’s why you all have this last chance to leave Blackburn Academy.” When no one moved, Professor Sharp scanned through the crowd with her gaze. “No one? Okay. This is going to be very simple. After I’m finished asking a question, you will say ‘I swear it on my life.’” She arched her magenta brows. “Ready?” 
 
    “No,” I whispered, but all around me, people were calling out, “Yes.” 
 
    Mitch leaned in. “No point in trying to talk sense into them. They didn’t get in here because they liked to think for themselves.” 
 
    Purple Hair called out in a loud voice, “Do you swear that you will not communicate, by any means, that which you will learn today in this assembly to anyone outside of the Blackburn student body, staff, or any member of the Hawthorn Group until your day of graduation.” 
 
    “I swear on my life,” every member of the assembly said in unison. 
 
    I clenched my jaw and stayed quiet, but Professor Sharp lifted a hand and called out, “Someone didn’t take their oath.” 
 
    Mitch reached over, pinched my jaw, and pushed it up and down. I shoved his hand away as my heartbeat slammed into my ribcage. There was no getting out of this. I knew that. Under my breath, I whispered, “I swear it on my life.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Professor Sharp nodded before returning to the table at the back of the stage. 
 
    “That was it?” I couldn’t help whispering in surprise. It was so simple. I’d expected the words to hold a physical weight in my body. I expected sparks to fly or a green mist to flow through the room. Instead, the oath felt like nothing at all. 
 
    I kept finding myself questioning if the subtle magic I’d been witnessing was real. It had all seemed so justifiably mundane. Zipping was the flashiest magic I’d seen, and even with that, I kept wondering if it had actually happened or if I imagined the whole thing. No one else seemed to witness it. 
 
    “Watch,” Mitch said as a rather evil-looking grin spread over his lips. “The good part is about to start, Dirtbag.” 
 
    Seeing Mitch Holter’s happiness sent my heart stampeding again, and I turned back to the center of the room where three massive soldiers in black tactical gear carried a short, balding middle-aged man. The frail man looked fast asleep, if not dead. 
 
    The soldiers moved him into the center of the dais and set him on the floor, laying him out. A buzz rose around the room as all of the teachers’ expressions grew grim. 
 
    One of the men in tactical gear crossed over to Principal Chambers. They huddled together before she headed to the microphone and cleared her throat. “Welcome students. I am Principal Chambers, your headmaster at Blackburn Academy. This is the part of the orientation where I would usually show you a short slideshow we’ve prepared, but I have just been informed that we are fortunate enough to have a live demonstration. Thanks to the Hawthorn Group, you will be the first year ever to receive this honor.” 
 
    The professors glanced among themselves and then held up their hands and clapped. 
 
    The audience politely applauded, but it was lackluster at best. Something was not right about this situation and this prone man, and we all knew it. There was a hum in the air that sounded like an electrical current. The hair on my arms stood on end as the applause died down. 
 
    “I know that this will be hard for you to believe, but the world, as you know it, is not all there is. In this secret world, there are demons, animal shifters, fairies, gods, and monsters. But, the most dangerous creature to humankind is the one that stalks us in the night and preys on us as its only food source, the nightstalkers. We are the sabbatianoí, born on a Saturday with the ability to see nightstalkers while they are in their mist form.” She paused to look around at the gathered crowd. “Yes, I’m talking about the creature commonly called vampires.” 
 
    Suddenly, sunlight streamed into the apse from all directions. I shaded my eyes and peered up to see that windows surrounded us on all sides, and they had simply pulled the shades back. 
 
    Several people gasped, and there was a high-pitched scream from the front. 
 
    The man lying on the stage was changing. His skin lightened into a pale gray, leathery mask. The skin of his mouth and nose peeled back until there was nothing but holes where a nose should be and a lipless mouth. Protruding from his mouth were thick, needle-sharp fangs. His ears lengthened into long, bat-like points. And, his hands elongated into claws with talons arching down from each finger. 
 
    “He cannot wake in the daylight hours, but do not be fooled that he is helpless. Even now he is calling out to his blood servants, the vampire scions, who are half-turned humans he’s enslaved with his blood. They were tasked with guarding his coffin but were captured and imprisoned by the Hawthorn Group. We do not hurt humans. Right now, they are trying to squeeze through their bars to get to their master.” 
 
    The creature on the stage withered away by the second, his body losing tissue and mass as his skin shriveled. He looked like the images I’d seen of a mummified corpse, skeletal remains with bits of tissue stretched over the skin. Acid burned my throat again, and I covered my mouth, in case I was going to be sick. 
 
    “The vampire isn’t dead,” Principal Chambers said, and to her credit, she didn’t sound at all happy about what was happening on the stage. 
 
    Two of the men in tactical gear stepped up, and beside me, Mitch raised his hand and yelled out, “I’ll do it.” 
 
    “No. This is my school. I will do it.” Principal Chambers stepped out from behind the podium. She reached down to her boots and pulled a long wooden stake from one and a sheathed knife from the other. “This is a stake carved from the heart of a hawthorn tree,” she called out in a loud voice. She held the stake in one hand and pivoted around to show it to all of us in turn. “It needs to be inserted deep into a vampire’s heart and not removed until he is beheaded.” With a powerful thrust, she stabbed the stake down into the mummified chest of the vampire. “Then, a vampire hunter removes the head.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and put a hand over them for good measure, just in case some of the images could slip past my eyelids. 
 
    “Look, Dirtbag, this is all for you. That was one of the dozen who tried to kill you last week. This was one of their leaders. Sebastian showed us this guy at headquarters a few days ago. My brother caught him himself. It’s Sebastian’s little way of saying, I’m God. Be in awe of me.” 
 
    I amended my earlier thought about bullies. There were three kinds. There were the bullies who thought everyone needed to prove their worth, the cowards, and there was the third type of bully. Those were the ones who walked up to you in a crowded room and killed you before walking straight out the way they came, knowing they would never see consequences for their actions. 
 
    Sebastian Holter, my benevolent benefactor, was the third kind of bully. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    The orientation stretched on for what felt like hours. Everyone in the room sat spellbound, captivated in a morbid trance on the creature dead on the floor. I just felt cold and a little ill, and the moment that we were permitted to leave, I rushed out of there. 
 
    “You’re not even going to the orientation lunch?” Mitch said as he easily caught up to me. “It’s a catered seafood buffet. They won’t allow me in there without you.” 
 
    “Why do you care? You’re a millionaire. Go buy a restaurant,” I headed along the outside of the building, in the general direction of the grounds of the school where my map said the kennels were. The air felt thick and impossible to inhale deeply, like breathing in boiling soup. Even through the heat, shivers wracked my body, and I felt like I could faint or throw up at any moment, but I wasn’t sure which. “Go away.” 
 
    He threw up his hands. “I am hungry. ” 
 
    “See this.” I gestured to my face. “This is my ‘I was just traumatized by some fucked up shit, and I could give zero fucks if you’re hungry’ face. You can add this to your payback tally if you want, but I’m not escorting you anywhere, and if you try to grab me again, I’ll kick you in the balls.” 
 
    “You could try,” he said, slowly, as if he wasn’t entirely sure I’d fail. 
 
    I slowed to a stop and turned. “So, you guys go around killing vampires in their sleep?” 
 
    Mitch held up his hands. “Are you actually going to cry about that vampire now? My brother isn’t blackmailing me enough for this. Read my lips.” He pointed to his mouth. “I want crab legs.” 
 
    “I’m not crying, but you have to admit that what happened in there was seriously messed up. The vampire couldn’t defend itself.” 
 
    Mitch laughed, shaking his head. “Defend itself. Vampires kill a human a night. Every single night, and guess what, they don’t need that much blood. That vampire in there decayed within seconds, meaning that he was probably a century old. Meaning, he’s murdered tens of thousands of people, maybe more. And he collects humans on the side.” 
 
    Mitch’s every word felt like a balm to my sickness, and by the time he was finished, my heart had slowed to its normal cadence and stomach stilled within me. 
 
    “Oh,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Mitch snapped. “What you obviously were too emotional to listen to was that shifters killed humans, as do demons and all sorts of creatures, but nothing in this world compares to the body count of vampires. Half of the Hawthorn Group’s work is covering up the massacres nightstalkers leave behind. So, can we go now?” 
 
    “Where?” I asked. 
 
    “To the seafood buffet.” He yelled it at me like a freaking four-year-old. “I’m hungry.” 
 
    “Then go eat!” I turned the other direction and headed back to the dorms. If the only place I could shake this asshat was my room, then so be it. I definitely wasn’t going to lead him down to Bailey, and she wouldn’t be arriving for a couple of hours anyway. 
 
    Halfway back to the dorms, Mitch leaned over and vomited straight into a bush. He stumbled out of it and whispered, “Damn it, I need a hair of the dog.” 
 
    Wow. 
 
    I halted. “You’re still drunk from last night?” 
 
    He wiped the corners of his mouth with his sleeve. “What’s it to you, Dirtbag?” 
 
    “Nothing, you’re just really good at hiding it. That’s not a compliment or anything. But usually, I can tell.” 
 
    “Dirtbag, I am a professional at hiding it.” He pressed his fingers into his temples and squeezed his eyes shut, making me wonder if it was just booze he was coming off of. “You’re not going to offer to play my nursemaid?” 
 
    “No. I was practically raised with hangover nursemaid as my role in life, and it took me a lot to quit it. So, you’re on your own.” 
 
    “Stop talking,” he said. “Has anyone ever told you that your voice is extremely grating?” 
 
    “No, the opposite actually,” I said, but I had no problem staying silent as we rushed across the quad, through the drying grass and lackluster shade of the oaks, all the way down to Gregory Hall. Several people shouted their hellos to Mitch, who ignored most of them and waved to a few of the guys. 
 
    Mitch made it up to his apartment, but as I opened my door, he barged in after me, rushed to my kitchen and vomited in my sink. The sight had my own stomach churning, and the moment he was done, I pointed to the door. “Out. Get out. Go away, Mitch.” 
 
    He ran the sink, splashing water over the metal. “I have to stick with your nasty ass until your orientation is over and you head to the Hawthorn Group tonight.” 
 
    I pointed to the door. “No, you don’t.” 
 
    “Yes, I do. Deal with it.” 
 
    “Fine.” I walked over to my front door and shoved my shoe under it until it stuck open. “You can stay in the hall, but you’re not welcome in my apartment, ever.” 
 
    Mitch grabbed my water glasses, filled all of them to the brim, grabbed a couple of pain killer pills, and went to sit in my doorway. 
 
    “You might want to sip slowly,” I called out as I headed toward my room. 
 
    “Fuck you, Dirtbag. I do what I want,” he said it in a singsong voice. But when I peeked out, he was taking small sips. Within five minutes, he was asleep. Using my foot, I nudged Mitch fully into the hall until he toppled over, crumpling to the side of the hallway. 
 
    When I looked at him snoring there, I winced as my stomach clenched. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    Even though I just wanted to sneak off, I made sure the guy was on his side and breathing normally. This was a high traffic area, and there were definitely security cameras on him. More than likely, security was already heading up. The thought had me hurrying to shut my door and slip down the hall. 
 
    The moment the elevator doors shut, relief washed through me. It wasn’t that I couldn’t handle a bully. I was physically weak and dirt poor. I’d been dealing with every variety of bully of every age since before I could remember. Mitch was unexceptional at best — aside from the time warp crap. But after everything that just happened, I needed to be around people I liked. 
 
    Someone had propped open the main door of Gregory Hall with a rock, and students streamed in and out. The purple paint on the walls of the second-floor hallway wasn’t anywhere near fresh, and the hardwood floors had wear marks deeply embedded into the grain, but the area felt so much more alive than the austere fifth-floor corridor. All down the hall, colorful artwork decorated the doors. Dry-erase boards hung next to each room, holding messages like, "Came by, call me," and, "Love you!" I was only really half paying attention as I knocked on the room number Susie gave me. 
 
    The door opened, and I called out, "I am so sorry that I bailed on you last night ..." I trailed off, seeing Susie's trembling lip and red, puffy eyes. "Susie, what's the matter?" 
 
    She peered around me and then waved into her room. 
 
    "Did something happen?" 
 
    Susie shook her head. "It's not important, and you just went through orientation. You probably have so many questions." She gestured to her bed. "Here, come in. I'll stop freaking out, I promise." 
 
    I took a seat on her comforter but immediately turned to her. "Susie, we don't have to talk about whatever's going on, but if you want to, I'm here, okay? I don't have any questions about orientation. I just wanted to be around you." 
 
    She sniffed and nodded, heading to her closet mirror and wiping the tears off her cheeks. She had pulled her hair back tight against her head. It was the first time I ever saw her hair up. Her eyes were bloodshot, and I was pretty sure that I’d just interrupted an ugly cry that had required her to put her hair out of the way. 
 
    Susie's space was as beautiful and decorated as I imagined it would be. Feathery angel wings spread across one wall, spanning the length of a twin bed with a pink and purple comforter. About a hundred pillows and a couple of well-worn stuffed animals sat in the corner. Her room smelled of vanilla and cinnamon. Photos decorated a corkboard with tons of familiar, smiling faces. Her roommate’s side of the room was starkly decorated with only a computer and a bedspread along with several unpacked boxes. 
 
    "It's so stupid." Susie took a seat beside me and handed me her phone. "Here." 
 
    On her screen were the words: I can't stop thinking about us. Do you ever wish that we could try again? 
 
    "From Zack?" I asked because the name above the text thread said Mr. Sexy. 
 
    "He put his own name in. Such a dork.” She sniffed. "I know this is the right time to tell him, but I can't make myself do it. I'm a horrible, awful person." 
 
    "Are you kidding me, Susie? I spent yesterday evening with Sebastian Holter. He is a horrible person. You are an angel who fell in love with your best friend. You're not cheating on Zack. You two broke up a long time ago." 
 
    She wiped at her tears and shook her head. "I just wish he'd meet someone and move on and be happy." 
 
    "He will," I said. 
 
    "I have to tell him about Richard, don't I? Richard thinks we should. He's getting really frustrated with me about it." Susie bit her lip so hard; it looked painful. She curled up her legs under her and hugged her chest. "Every time I go to do it, I feel like I'm having a panic attack." 
 
    I kicked off my shoes and crossed my legs under me. "I'd tell you, yes, but I'm the queen of avoidance when it comes to hurting the people I love, so I don't really have any right to say it. I'll be on your side no matter what you do." 
 
    Her face scrunched up, and another tear slipped down her cheek. "You're the only one. What if it tears our group apart? We're only just healing from what Justin ..." Her eyes widened, and she trailed off, "Sorry." 
 
    "It's fine. You can talk about how Justin hurt you guys even though he's my boyfriend. I love him, but that doesn't mean that I think what he did to you guys last year is okay. It would be wonderful if you all became friends again, but at the end of the day, it's not my place or my business. I'll just stay on the sidelines caring about you all separately." 
 
    Susie sighed. "I'd be lying if I said that certain people aren't holding it against you." 
 
    "By certain people, are you referring to Patrick?" 
 
    Patrick Alby was my number one non-fan at the school. If I pushed Patrick out of a meteorite’s path, he’d say that it was my fault the stars were falling. 
 
    Susie winced. "Patrick and a couple of others — not the Baldwins, Mia, Richard, or me." 
 
    I couldn't help but notice she didn't mention Braiden in that count. He was the only other member of the club I'd been forming an almost friendship with. "It's stupid really; we were the ones who actually helped you prepare for the trials — oh, and Michael and Charlie stay out of every conflict." 
 
    "What are they saying?" I asked. 
 
    Her gaze fell to her lap. "That you tricked us, and now you're buddying up with the enemy and can't be trusted." 
 
    "You don't believe it, do you?" 
 
    Her gaze snapped up to mine. "Of course not. It's ridiculous. And, it's not like they didn't already know you had a relationship with the Roberts family. I guess they just didn't expect you to become his girlfriend, and there's so much resentment there. And now you're on the fifth floor." 
 
    "Not by choice. " 
 
    She pointed to her chest. "I know, January. I promise that I'm on your side too. I really hate the us-vs-them stuff. But I would be lying if I said that it doesn't feel that way a lot of the time." 
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut and asked, "Is it going to be points for me or against me that I'm being pushed into an internship at the Hawthorn Group and have to go there every day." 
 
    She didn't say anything, and when I opened my eyes, I could read how very bad that was from her expression. 
 
    "It's not by choice. Sebastian is basically planning to beat the crap out of me every day and calling it an internship." 
 
    "You're going to be working directly with Prime?" Her jaw sagged open. 
 
    "Yeah. So, could that be points in my favor? No one wants to be Prime's daily punching bag, right?" I sounded desperate, but I really liked the Bad Boys Club, and a lot of this stuff was out of my control. 
 
    Susie bit her lip, and her shoulders fell. "I'm sorry, January. But all of these guys have been desperately fighting to get internships with the Hawthorn Group, and most of them ended up delivering coffees at headquarters. Richard got an internship as an office admin, and there was a lot of resentment toward him, even though everyone knew that he more than earned it." She pointed to herself. "I'm happy that you're getting fast-tracked to the top. I guess everyone else just thought that since you started at such a disadvantage, you were going to continue to be at the bottom, struggling with us." 
 
    Gods above, I wished that I could tell her. Fact is, I'm a dhampir. But, when I thought about it, that would just be another way that I wasn't like the Bad Boys Club members. 
 
    "Can I still hang around you guys? I really like you." Tears pricked at my eyes at the words. I barely knew these people, but I'd already been getting attached to them. 
 
    "Yes." Her tone brooked no argument, making the tension in my heart subside. "You're very welcome, and you know what, Zack is the unofficial leader anyway, and he really likes you. They're just a bunch of bitter gossips. Here." She scooped up her phone from the bed. "I will unrepentantly use you to change the conversation with Zack and solve both of our problems." 
 
    She typed in a message and showed it to me. 
 
      
 
    Susie: January is here and really sad that the BBC is talking bad about her because of Justin and that she got the HG scholarship. She's scared everyone is going to hold it against her that they gave her an internship she can't turn down. She still wants to be part of the BBC and is afraid that she's not welcome anymore. 
 
      
 
    By the time I finished reading, Zack's reply popped up on the screen. 
 
      
 
    Zack: she's always welcome. Tell Blondie congratulations on the internship. 
 
      
 
    I wrote back, this is me now, thanks but it's going to be hell on earth. 
 
      
 
    Zack: No pain. No gain. Do you have a phone yet? Asking for a friend. 
 
      
 
    "I actually do." I pulled my phone out of my pocket and showed it to Susie. "But I have no idea what my number is." 
 
    Susie took my phone and called her own number, and, with my permission, she sent my number out to the Baldwin Brothers, Richard, and Mia. And, moments later, I got a text from Lucas. 
 
      
 
    Lucas: You are always welcome to hang out with me, April. 
 
      
 
    Me: Thanks, Walt. 
 
      
 
    It was a joke that we'd started as Mrs. Roberts continually forgot our names and called us by the wrong ones. She called Lucas Walter and called me April. I had no doubt that she knew my true name now. But, reading Lucas' message, the last of the tension left my chest. Of all of the Bad Boys Club, this was the group I cared about. If the other guys didn't like me and talked behind my back, it would be disappointing, but I'd live with it. 
 
    After a second, I peered over at Susie from the side of my eye. “Hey. As my nana would say, how did we somehow get from talking about your problems to mine?” 
 
    She gave me a coy smile that looked just the littlest bit sad. “I guess I’m still not ready to deal with this one.” 
 
    “Well, you can count on my support when you do.” Seeing from her expression that she was ready to change the subject, I asked, “Hey Susie, you up for a fieldtrip to the kennels? Bailey should be there by now, and I wanted to get her into my apartment before Sebastian sent his car for me.” 
 
    Bailey was off-the-charts excited when Susie and I arrived in the kennels. The other dogs at the kennel were shepherds as well, but she stood out from the perfectly behaved dogs because her whole body wagged as we approached. Susie showed us the way to the tennis courts out in the shade of Gregory Hall, and we threw discarded tennis balls for Bailey until she flopped down. By the time we headed back in, the weight of what I had witnessed this morning had lessened, and I hadn’t even mentioned it aloud. 
 
    I guess I’d been still somewhat thinking of myself as a vampire up until that point. But clearly, I wasn’t. I knew better than anyone that your genetics didn’t define you. 
 
    Mitch Holter was still passed out in the hallway when I returned. Someone had drawn a dick on his cheek in what looked like permanent marker. 
 
    Lovely. 
 
    Obviously, Mitch was well liked by the people on this floor. 
 
    Bailey wanted to lick the guy, but I grabbed her collar and held her away. 
 
    After getting my door open, I led her slowly and carefully to step over Mitch’s body and closed the door behind us. I fed Bailey and changed. Then I wrote Mitch a note stating that I was leaving for the Sebastian-torture internship and that someone drew a dick on his face while he was sleeping in the hallway. I figured letting him stumble downstairs like that, while grimly satisfying, was not a very neighborly thing to do, and I had a feeling that my dealings with Mitch Holter weren’t even close to over. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Dressed in a just-above-the-knee pleated skirt, white dress shirt, purple vest, and paint-covered sneakers, I waited in the fifth-floor elevator, trying to breathe through the cloud of mingled perfume and cologne. There were only two people in the damn elevator, but between Amber and Rockstar Mark, my eyes were watering and lungs burning. When the elevator doors finally opened, sweet oxygen wafted through. 
 
    The two practically raced for the door, but I headed over to the security desk and peered down at Dickhead sitting behind it. This was actually my second time seeing Bernard this morning, the first being when I woke up at the crack of dawn to walk Bailey to the kennels where she’d be spending her days while I was in class. He’d completely ignored my existence then, and I had this probably ill-advised idea. 
 
    “Hi,” I said as I stopped before him. 
 
    Dickhead glanced up, and his eyes narrowed on me. From the few interactions I’d had with this guy, I could tell the fifth-floor guard’s distaste was for me specifically. He let other students sneak their friends up. He let other students pass out drunk in the hallway. And if I didn’t want to deal with a cloud of the guy’s toxic negativity twice a day, I was going to have to win him to my side somehow. 
 
    Smiling as wide as I could, I held one of the muffins I made for myself late last night as I planned my food for the week. “I have an extra muffin; do you want it?” 
 
    The guy’s brown eyes slid to my muffin and then back to me. “No. Is there something wrong with it?” 
 
    “I’ll take it.” The low voice came from beside me, and then suddenly, Justin was there, biting into my blueberry muffin. 
 
    “Hey,” I said through a laugh. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    His eyes warmed with affection while he chewed, and his arm wrapped around my shoulders. “I got your schedule and thought maybe I could be your map.” 
 
    “Have a good day,” I called back to the security guard, knowing that it wasn’t going to be reciprocated, and we headed into the warm morning. Instead of taking the muffin when I offered it, Justin grabbed my wrist and continued to eat it out of my hand. 
 
    “You are such a weirdo,” I said as we joined the crowd heading up to the main school building. “Just take the muffin.” 
 
    “It tastes better this way.” 
 
    Warmth bubbled up in my chest, and I wasn’t sure if it was excitement for my first day of school or for being wrapped in this boy’s arm. 
 
    “How was yesterday?” he asked, and from his tone, I could tell that he had absolutely no idea what happened at orientation. “Did you manage to skip the assembly?” 
 
    “Nope.” I folded up the now-empty muffin wrapper. “Your cousin railroaded me into going. I guess Sebastian blackmailed Mitch into it. Then, after the assembly, Mitch insisted on sitting in my doorway like some watchdog and passed out cold. I even managed to sneak Bailey by him while he was asleep. He might not be my biggest fan this morning.” 
 
    “How was last night with Sebastian?” 
 
    “Horrible,” I admitted with a shudder. “I mean, it was just more of the same. But if you can think of any possible way to get me out of being around your cousins daily, please tell me.” After a second, I realized how rude that sounded. “No offense.” 
 
    Justin smirked and pulled me into his side. “I’m actively trying to find ways to get my cousins away from you, but they’re infinitely more powerful than me in this world.” 
 
    At that moment, I decided to forgo telling him about the more traumatic parts of orientation. Those shadows would forever remain in the past. 
 
    “Anything you can tell me about your day, or is it all top secret?” I asked as I reached up and threaded my fingers through his at my shoulder. 
 
    “I can tell you that I’d have rather been hanging out with you,” he said, clearly meaning that he could tell me nothing about his internship. 
 
    We headed up the front steps of the school and squeezed through the doorway with the rest of the crowd, spilling into a spacious entrance. The air was blissfully cool in the main corridor. Wide hallways spanned out to either side of us, and a large stairway led up to a second story. Beams of light filtered in from overhead skylights, illuminating groups of students funneling in all directions. Voices and running feet echoed all around us, like the low burble of a river. 
 
    Justin and I maneuvered through the crowd to a long line of red lockers. At the wall, I paused and turned fully to face him. “Okay, how about we do lockers together and dinners together, and then I’ll reserve lunchtimes and class time for hanging out with potential new friends and the scholarship club?” 
 
    Justin’s brows shot up. “You sound like you’re trying to divide custody of yourself.” 
 
    “I’m just trying to manage expectations. I want time alone with you every day, but I also want to make time for friends. I don’t want them to start excluding me, thinking that I’m only interested in being with you.” 
 
    Justin narrowed his eyelids at me. “You’re assuming that I want to spend that much of my day with you. You know what they say about people who make assumptions, right?” 
 
    “Fine. Just lockers together then.” I rolled my eyes. I was ninety percent sure that he was kidding, but heat still rose into my cheeks. 
 
    “What if I want lunch and dinner, and they get locker time and classroom time?” 
 
    I shook my head, but butterflies took wing in my belly, replacing my embarrassment. “Lunches are for friends. Dinners are for boyfriends. Everyone knows that.” 
 
    “And you never want to hang out with my friends?” he asked with a smirk on his lips. 
 
    Damn. That was an asshole move. But the answer was pretty much hell yes to that. 
 
    “You can bring them to dinner?” I suggested, sounding unsure even to my own ears. 
 
    “January.” He shook his head. “Everyone knows that dinners are for boyfriends.” 
 
    “Justin.” I threw back my head, groaning. “Come on. I need things to be organized, so I’m not worrying about this stuff when I should be focusing on school.” 
 
    He chuckled and kissed me quickly on my lips. “That’s fine; though I wasn’t planning on eating all of my dinners at the school cafeteria.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean that you had to have dinner with me. You don’t ever have to hang out with me. That’s not what I meant.” A new blaze of heat licked up my cheeks. “I just meant that those are the times I’ll be prioritizing hanging out with you because during the other times I’m prioritizing friends, and I don’t want you to be hurt by that.” 
 
    “I get it. And…” he paused to give me a wide grin, “don’t be embarrassed. I want to spend time with you.” 
 
    “Always giving me such a hard time,” I grumbled as I busied myself with shoving my backpack into my locker while actually taking a moment to hide my face. 
 
    “Hey,” someone called over, and Justin did the chin nod before his focus moved back to me. But the spell was broken, and I realized that, somehow, while I was standing there jabbering away about my division of time, Justin’s whole pool party crew had chosen lockers beside ours. Clearly, Justin’s friends had forgiven him for telling them to take their drugs and booze and get the fuck out of his house. Several people in the crowd even waved to me, including the redheaded guy who I’d nicknamed Spineless Corey. 
 
    Someone slammed in beside my locker, and Mitch Holter looked over. “Thanks for the note, Dirtbag.” 
 
    “Go find another locker, Mitch,” I said. 
 
    “I do what I want.” He shot me the bird and shoved his backpack in, locking it up after him and walking away. 
 
    “Great,” I murmured as I peered around at the group, noticing that basically everyone from my floor was standing around, talking. 
 
    My god-awful neighbor Amber stood central in the crowd along with another all-too-familiar face. My former lifelong best friend Char and I were in a weird, quasi-close space right now. I had a good reason not to trust her. She was the one who outed my relationship with Justin, which ended up causing us a world of trouble, but no matter if she was continuing to prove to be a bad friend, I still loved her. I always would. 
 
    Maybe she felt my gaze, because Char spun around, threw up her hands and exclaimed, “January!” 
 
    She hopped over, her two strawberry-blond braids bouncing up and down. Her whole body collided into mine, pinning me to my locker. “Oh, yay! You’re at my school. I completely forgive you for avoiding my calls for the last few days.” 
 
    “Shit, Char,” I said as I gently pushed her back by her shoulders. “I promise you, this time was involuntary. My phone broke, and I have a new one.” 
 
    “Well then, give me your number, silly. What do you have first period?” she asked as she pulled out her phone. “And wow, look at your skirt. You look like a nun.” 
 
    Like me, Char elected to go with a pleated skirt, but she’d hemmed the material to her lower thigh, making it look stylish and cute. I was actually the only girl in view wearing my skirt at almost nearly knee-length, but if my skirt went higher, there was a very real possibility that I’d flash Justin’s hickey on my upper thigh. 
 
    “It’s fine,” I said with a smile as I pivoted back to Justin, who had turned away from his conversation to unnecessarily glare at Char, making it clear that he still despised her. 
 
    “Do you still have my schedule?” I asked him pointedly. 
 
    Justin handed it over. When I turned back to Charlotte, her smile had dimmed, and I could kick Justin for it. 
 
    I stepped completely between the two, and Char and I exchanged schedules, seeing that we had absolutely nothing together. An unexpected pulse of relief bloomed in my belly, and I immediately felt guilty for it as I looked at Char’s crestfallen expression. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    Her lip trembled like she was going to cry. “Maybe I could transfer into one of your classes? Can I take a picture of your schedule?” 
 
    “Yeah, of course.” 
 
    All classes were in block periods. On Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, I had World History, Advanced Anatomy, Government and Political Science, and Literature. To my dismay, on Tuesdays and Thursdays, I had a five-hour block of Physical Education and Calculus II. 
 
    “Thank goodness it’s Wednesday,” I grumbled before doing a double-take at our schedules more closely for a second. “Am I missing a class?” 
 
    Char had one more than me, and it looked as if I had a two-hour lunch. Not that I was complaining. 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe it’s a mistake?” Char shrugged. “Anyway, is Justin taking you to the Senior Hunter’s Ball?” 
 
    “Is that like Homecoming?” 
 
    “Sort of … if instead of a football game, the homecoming court all competed in hunting down a vampire in front of the whole school.” 
 
    A chill ran through me at her words and the giddy way she said them. I shouldn’t be surprised. It was an Academy that trained vampire hunters, of course, they would be hunting vampires. 
 
    “I can’t believe that I can finally say the word vampire in front of you.” She giggled. “Anyway, the nomination rally is on Friday, and pretty soon, it’s all anyone is going to be talking about. The dance is seniors only and supposed to be amazing. Can you help me get my bestie Amber Davenport nominated for—” 
 
    A loud bell rang through the halls, and everyone started to disperse. Char rushed away without finishing her sentence, catching up to her group of friends. The misery that had crossed her face a moment ago had completely vanished, and even though I felt bad about it, I hoped that Char didn’t find a way to transfer into any of my classes. Char had found her own place in this school, and more than anything, I wanted to find mine. 
 
    “So, this is all very mundane.” I held up my schedule to Justin as we headed toward the back of the school. “Where’s the “slaying monsters” classes and all that?” 
 
    Justin stopped before a classroom and smirked. “You’ll see.” 
 
    “All right, fine.” I shook my head. “Can I at least see your schedule?” 
 
    “Sorry.” He clicked his tongue. “You don’t get class time with me. It was previously agreed upon in the January custody agreement.” 
 
    “Stop making fun of me,” I gritted out as I headed into the classroom, only to have him follow me in. 
 
    Instead of desks, there were rows of tables that sat two each. I scanned the mostly empty room face by face but saw no one familiar, and so I slipped into the first desk. Justin stopped next to me, leaned down, and gave me a quick kiss. 
 
    I was going to tell him that he should just take the seat beside me when he said, “I just did that to establish that I’m not, whatsoever, hiding the fact that you’re my girlfriend.” 
 
    “Okay,” I whispered. He was addressing an old wound between us, and I was grateful to him for it. Up until recently, I thought he was hiding my existence from his friends and family because he was ashamed of what we had. It had turned out that he was hiding me to protect me. Growing up pretty much homeless, I had more than one guy try to keep me as their dirty little secret before I told them to fuck off forever. I already knew, consciously, that Justin wasn’t ashamed of me, but it warmed my heart each time he proved it. 
 
    He grinned and promised, “See you at locker time.” 
 
    Then Justin walked to the back of the room and took a seat next to a guy that immediately gave him some sort of complicated handshake. 
 
    I set out my notebook and three primary color pens and waited for the bell to ring and my classmates to choose their seats. A burst of excitement lit in my belly as a couple of girls passed and loaded into the table beside me. 
 
    “Hey,” Mitch fell into the chair next to mine, and he immediately laid forward onto his desk. 
 
    Oh, hell no. 
 
    “Go away, Mitch.” 
 
    “Shut up, Dirtbag,” he grunted. “I’m trying to sleep.” 
 
    “Damn it,” I whispered as I peered around the room, but everyone was filing into seats all around us. I turned to the girl on my other side and asked, “Would you mind swapping?” 
 
    She leaned forward and peered past me. Her eyes widened, and she mouthed the word, “Sorry.” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder to Justin, who looked all too amused in the back of the room. He threw up his hands. 
 
    “Help?” I whispered. 
 
    “Shut up, you’re fine,” Mitch said with his mouth squished into the table. At least he smelled better than yesterday. 
 
    “Can you stop? I know that your brother is blackmailing you into babysitting me, but I was actually hoping to make a couple of friends in my classes. You’re friend repellent.” 
 
    “Just keep insulting me, Dirtbag. It’s all going on the tally.” 
 
    “If I just keep doing this to you, will it overload your brain?” I popped my middle finger up and down over and over again. 
 
    Mitch opened one eye at me. “My mind is vaster than you can ever comprehend.” 
 
    “Stop … stop that, young lady. Right now.” 
 
    I sat up straight and looked to the front where a woman held onto her chest like she was seconds from a heart attack. Her eyes were so wide that I could see the whites all around her brown irises. I expected to see anger on the teacher’s face, but her expression was much closer to fear as she glared at my raised middle finger. She was perhaps in her late-seventies or early-eighties with cropped white hair. She looked all together prim and proper, wearing a smart pantsuit and jacket along with thick-rimmed glasses. 
 
    “Sorry, I …” I glanced around and noticed that pretty much the whole class was riveted on me repeatedly flipping off Mitch Holter. Most looked horrifically mesmerized as if they were watching a car crash in progress. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Professor,” I whispered as I clasped my hands under the desk. 
 
    She inhaled a shaky breath. “You’re our new student, I presume. How about you come up here and introduce yourself before we get started?” She gestured to the front in a way that I knew would be very hard to refuse. “Come on up here, please.” 
 
    I pushed back my chair. Justin caught my gaze as soon as I stepped up to the front of the class. His mouth might have been smirking, but his eyes were warm. 
 
    “All right,” the teacher said, “We only get a couple of transfer students every year, so we’re always really curious. Why don’t you tell us a little about yourself and where you’re from?” 
 
    Rolling back my shoulders and standing straight, I said, “Hi, my name is January Moore. I’m from Brightside. I used to live on the other side of town, but I competed in the trials and got a scholarship.” 
 
    There was an expectant silence after my words, and after a few seconds, the teacher cleared her throat, “Well, okay. Do we have any questions for January?” 
 
    The girl who was sitting beside me raised her hand. She had long, shiny black hair and beautiful, doll-like features. She was almost too pretty; like you wondered if there was some sort of magic involved there. Considering my whereabouts, who knew? 
 
    “Penelope?” the teacher called. 
 
    The girl smiled at me and asked, “How did you get a perfect score in the trials?” 
 
    “By screwing Justin Roberts,” someone said so low, it was probably supposed to be a whisper, but it carried in the classroom. 
 
    Across the room, Justin stood from his chair, but Mitch was faster. He rose out of his seat, stomped to the table behind ours, grabbed a kid by the back of his head, and slammed the kid’s head down. The move was so quick and so violent, I almost didn’t believe what I was seeing. 
 
    The guy’s head popped back up, and blood gushed down from his nose. He tried to cover it with a hand, but blood streamed down his fingers. “I’m sorry, man. I didn’t mean anything against your family.” 
 
    “Go get cleaned up, Brian, and then please return to class,” the teacher said, and there was just the slightest tremor in her voice. 
 
    Brian spilled out of his chair and rushed from the room. As if nothing out of the ordinary just happened, Mitch retook his seat, and everyone looked back at me expectantly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    What the actual fuck just happened? The Bad Boys Club members warned me that the school’s Elites could get away with murder at Blackburn, but I thought it was just something you say. Clearly, it wasn’t that great of an exaggeration. Mitch just walked up, slammed a guy’s head into his desk, and then plopped in his seat and laid his head down, looking like he was about to take a nap. 
 
    The class wore the full spectrum of expressions. Several people looked amused, others looked impassive, and a few were white-knuckling their desks. 
 
    “Penelope’s question, January,” the teacher prompted as she leaned in toward me. Crow’s feet wrinkled around her big brown eyes, and small fissure lines led out from around her tense smile. 
 
    “Uh?” I blinked rapidly and shook my head. “The perfect score. Yeah. The accommodation I chose was to have all of the lights out. I snuck past everyone and eventually swiped night vision goggles from one of the alumni. I pulled them over my head and just walked through.” 
 
    “Very resourceful.” The teacher nodded. “Anyone else have a question?” 
 
    Aside from Justin, no one even met my gaze, so I headed back to my seat. 
 
    “Well,” the teacher said on an inhale. “As most of you know, I’m Professor Abbot, and this is World History. Please pass your textbooks down the rows. Last year, your studies were more focused on the American history of supernatural populations. We talked about the native creatures that existed before the great migration of the eighteen-hundreds by vampires, sidhe, and lycanthropes. We discussed the local settlements and their relationships and history with the populations around them. This year, we’re going to be looking at the more ancient vampire origins, from Mesopotamian Ekimmu to the Scottish Highland Baobhan Sith. As there is so much territory to cover, we will be mainly focusing on vampires, whereas in past years, we had a broader creature subject matter.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Mitch murmured in a quiet voice from beside me. 
 
    I was so engrossed in what the teacher was saying that I had no idea what Mitch was talking about for a second. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” he said again. 
 
    I leaned down over the desk. “You didn’t do that for me, and I wouldn’t thank you if you did.” 
 
    “I just passed you your textbook, you salty dirtbag.” 
 
    “Oh.” When I looked down, I saw the thick World History textbook he placed beside me. 
 
    “Can’t help but notice that you’re still talking shit even after you watched me slam that guy’s head into the table. Aren’t you scared that you’re next?” He cracked his knuckles. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I’d still be talking shit if it was my head you slammed into the table. At least I hope I would. Anyway, shut up, I’m trying to listen to the lecture.” 
 
    “Going on the tally,” he murmured before pushing his own text under his head and closing his eyes. 
 
    Professor Abbot went over the syllabus for about an hour and a half, and every moment I grew more fascinated. By the time she finished, I had a thousand questions, but she rushed out of the room in her dark heels. The chapters in our textbook were everything from “Common Mandurugos” and “Flesh Eating and Theories of Divergent Species.” 
 
    Mitch gave me the side-eye. “You look like you’re having a nerdgasm.” 
 
    “Go away.” 
 
    To my immense relief, he climbed out of his chair before trudging out of the room. That relief was immediately crushed when Mitch and several of the other Elites were in my next three classes. Advanced Anatomy turned out to be a class studying the anatomy of a myriad of supernatural creatures, some of which we’d be required to dissect. Government class was the study of the political structures of supernatural creatures, and the current laws and regulations as they pertained to the supernatural world. I was indeed having a complete all-day nerdgasm that was squashed every single time Mitch fell into a chair next to mine and passed out on his desk. My heart sank each time the bell rang, and I realized that again, there wasn’t a single member of the Bad Boys Club in any of my classes. 
 
    “Was it all you thought it would be?” 
 
    I turned as I filed out of my Government classroom with the rest of the students to find Justin waiting just outside. 
 
    I winced and leaned against the wall next to him. “The classes seem amazing, but I’m guessing Sebastian has blackmailed Mitch to babysit me at school as well as orientation. Your cousin has insisted on sitting with me in every single class—and no one else will get near me. What does Sebastian think I’m going to do, skip out on all my classes?” 
 
    Justin flinched. “That would be a very Sebastian thing to do. He’s an asshole. I thought Mitch sat with you in World History because he has no friends aside from me, and he hates everyone I sit with. He usually just sits alone.” 
 
    Justin offered to hold my textbook, and on the way to our lockers, I asked, “He has no friends? Doesn’t he hang out with your friends?” 
 
    “When he wants to. He does and says whatever he wants at Blackburn, but he hates everyone, and they hate him back.” 
 
    That was sad in a self-imposed way. My twinge of sympathy was quickly washed away by the memory of Mitch threatening to kick my sweet dog. If people hated Mitch Holter, it was with good reason. 
 
    “So, all of my classes sound normal but are really supernatural, and I’ve been trying to figure out what calculus is?” I asked as I put my World History text in my locker. 
 
    “We use skulls as calculators,” Justin said, sounding completely serious. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. “Oh, really.” 
 
    “And eyeballs as slide rulers.” 
 
    “You think you’re so funny, Justin Roberts. I think I liked you better when I didn’t think you had a sense of humor.” 
 
    He quirked an eyebrow at me and leaned in. “That sounds like you’re saying that you were using me for my … body.” I could hear the teasing in his tone, but I couldn’t help but think about the fact that I was sort of using him for a year. It was a complicated situation, but I was drinking his blood, and he’d thought that our encounters were more meaningful than I had. At the root of it all, it had been a lack of communication, but I couldn’t help but wonder if he did feel a little used. 
 
    I wasn’t drinking his blood anymore, and I clearly still loved him. We just had so much to work out between us, so many misunderstandings and assumptions, mostly on my side. 
 
    “You look really serious all of a sudden,” he said as he offered me his hand. 
 
    “It’s nothing … look who’s still following me.” I nodded to Mitch, who was again heading our way, and then I sighed. “There’s no way I’m taking him with me to sit with the scholarship kids. He’d tear them apart, and my spot in their group is already so fragile.” I would not let Sebastian Holter have this much control over me, but I didn’t see any way to stop it either. My chest felt tight. “This sucks.” 
 
    Justin’s brows lifted. “You could just eat lunch with my friends.” 
 
    I tried to smile at him, even though disappointment was gripping me and making my eyes hot. It was stupid, but I had wanted to have my own friends and my own place at this academy. 
 
    Cafeteria was too small a word for the space Justin led me to. It was pretty much a restaurant with a deluxe salad bar, made-to-order counter, and grab-and-go station. We took a table adjacent to Justin’s group of friends, and Char waved at me from where she was sitting next to fifth-floor Amber and a couple of other girls. Char lifted her tray and called, “Want me to come sit with you?” 
 
    I knew that she was trying to mend the broken fence between us. Justin might hold Char responsible for outing our relationship and all the problems that happened because of it, but I wasn’t mad at her. Yet, I used to feel a bubbling excitement every time I saw her freckled face, and now I just felt a twinge of regret. 
 
    Even though rejecting her offer made me feel a little guilty, I waved and said, “No worries.” 
 
    I could have imagined it, but I swore that relief passed over her features for a fraction of a second, before a sweet smile spread on her lips and she blew me a kiss. 
 
    Mark slipped into our table and set down a soda with condensation dripping down its sides. He didn’t look any bit less of a rock star in his school slacks and button-up shirt. He and a couple of other guys wore letterman jackets, even though it was far from jacket weather, and I was pretty sure that there was nothing resembling an official sports team at this school. He made two guns with his fingers and aimed them at Justin and me. “Hey, my favorite power couple. I’m looking for ten votes in my bid to enter the Senior Hunt, and it would be helpful to get two influencer votes.” 
 
    Every time someone mentioned the Senior Hunt, my stomach writhed with nerves. And Char was right. That was pretty much all anyone around me had been talking about since today started. 
 
    “I’m not sure how much of an influencer I am; this is my first day here,” I said with my burger halfway to my mouth. “When is the hunt, anyway?” 
 
    “It’s a week from this Friday, and you’ve got New Girl Elite status. That’s serious social clout.” Mark scooped up his long hair and pulled it back before letting his perfect locks slip through his fingers in a way that seemed a little practiced. The guy had to be using some sort of turbo conditioner, and I was seriously getting jealous. 
 
    I was about to tell Mark that I wasn’t an Elite when Mitch fell into the seat across from me. 
 
    “Fuck off. Their votes are already taken,” Mitch said as he reached across the table and grabbed a fry off my plate. “Bark up another tree, Mark Yates.” 
 
    “Gotcha, friend,” Mark went to clap Mitch on the back but pulled up short when Mitch glared daggers at the grinning Elite. Instead, Mark ran a hand through his long locks and shot a smile at Justin and me. He peeled out of the chair and hurried over to another table, leaving his soda behind. 
 
    “Mitch …” I growled the word. There was honestly nothing that I could say that I hadn’t said in the last three classes that we had together. So, I grabbed up my cheeseburger and muttered, “How about you go away.” 
 
    “Just pretend that I’m not here.” In stark contrast to Mitch’s words, he grabbed another French fry off my plate and popped it in his mouth. 
 
    “Mitch, man, you have to cut this out,” Justin said, his voice weary. “How about if I’m with January, you consider it your break from guard duty.” 
 
    “Um, no.” I held up my hands. “How about I tell Sebastian you’re a fantastic stalker, and then you leave me alone forever?” 
 
    Mitch reached over and grabbed a piece of bacon that had fallen off my burger. “No can do, Dirtbag.” 
 
    “How about you stop calling her that?” Justin said as he grabbed the bacon piece back and ate it. His tone was more conversational than anything, but there was definitely an underlying tension. 
 
    “You’d rather me call her salty bitch?” Mitch scooped up another French fry. 
 
    I made a wall around my plate with one of my arms. “I’d rather you forget I exist.” 
 
    “Me too,” Mitch sighed as he reached over my wall. “Me too.” 
 
    I brought down my other arm on his hand, trapping his wrist between my arms. “Mitch, there is a kitchen full of food right behind you. This is mine.” 
 
    Mitch smirked. “Everyone around us thinks I’m going to punch you for touching me. Justin is about to jump across the table.” 
 
    “Only if you make a move.” Justin had one hand on the table, and he looked like he was ready to lunge between us. 
 
    I glanced around, noticing that everyone in our group had fallen silent, and they were all staring at us while I held Mitch’s arm between mine. No one looked away when I caught them staring either. Char’s expression was locked in horror like she was about to watch me die and could do nothing about it. 
 
    “Mitch,” I said slowly, “I don’t know where your hands have been, and I don’t want them on my food.” Maybe I was being stupid by continually asserting my boundaries with someone as volatile as Mitch, but damn it, I was going to anyway. 
 
    “I just washed my hands. You want to smell my fingers for soap, Dirtbag?” Mitch smirked and splayed his fingers. “Do you even know what soap smells like?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at the guy. “Are you going to slap me if I smell your hand?” 
 
    “Maybe.” He lifted his dark brows in a challenge. 
 
    I knew sniffing his hand was stupid. We were somehow in a pissing contest over my lunch, and everyone here was waiting for Mitch to attack me. He wasn’t going to let me tell him what to do in front of most of the senior class. But I also knew that I couldn’t just give Mitch free reign to my plate, or he’d be walking all over me from now on. He had to make a concession, and it seemed that concession was allowing me to sniff his hand. 
 
    Feeling totally ridiculous, I leaned over and smelled Mitch’s fingers. They actually did smell soapy. As soon as I released his wrist, he lifted one finger and bopped me on the nose. 
 
    Justin lunged for Mitch, shoving him back into his seat. There was a loud bang as Mitch’s huge body hit the bench, but Mitch only started laughing, pointed up into Justin’s face, and laughed all the harder. “You’re too fucking easy, Jr.” 
 
    “Don’t fuck with me to get to him,” I said as I handed over a couple of my fries. 
 
    “Nope, I’m perfectly capable of fucking with you both at the same time, and I don’t know where your hands have been, hobo.” He took another fallen bacon strip from my plate. 
 
    “Oh, really?” I patted my fries and burger. After touching my food, I felt pretty stupid that we were working out territorial disputes over my lunch. The school bully was being forced to babysit me, and clearly, he was going to make me pay for it. 
 
    I shoved the plate across the table. “I’m full.” 
 
    “You really are salty, Dirtbag.” 
 
    “Only to people who deserve it, Mitch.” 
 
    He flipped over the top bun on my burger, grabbed a strip of bacon, and shoved the whole thing in his mouth. “I actually could give a fuck if your hands are dirty, more flavor that way.” 
 
    I stood, but Justin stayed at the table. He was wearing an expression that I knew all too well. It was a look that I’d labeled Justin 2.0 or asshole Justin. It was the mask he put on to keep everyone from getting close. 
 
    “You go on ahead, I’ll catch up to you later,” he said, not looking up. “My cousin and I need to talk for a minute.” 
 
    No part of me wanted to be around Justin while he was like this, and I definitely wasn’t sticking around to be near Mitch. Instead, I searched through the groups in the cafeteria and out in the courtyard for familiar faces, but I couldn’t find a single member of the BBC anywhere. 
 
    I ended up heading to Literature, finding an empty classroom. Five minutes later, Mitch entered with several other students, scanned the desks, and walked straight over to me. 
 
    “Is there something I can say to your brother tonight that will free us from this?” I muttered as Mitch, once more, plopped down beside me and laid his head on the desk. 
 
    “You could kill him,” Mitch suggested, unhelpfully. “After a couple more days of this, I’ll probably offer to help you.” 
 
    I wasn’t quite considering homicide yet, but after a couple more days of being attached at the hip with Mitch Holter, I might very well be primed for murder. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    For the third day in a row, Sebastian waited for me in the back seat of his car. His jaw was clenched, making his angular features even more prominent. I slipped in beside him and said nothing as the chauffeur drove us down the long driveway that led through the front gate. 
 
    “Can you please call off Mitch?” 
 
    “We’re about to be in a car wreck,” Sebastian said, not looking up from his device. “Have you ever heard of vampire scions?” 
 
    “Wait...” My heart lodged up into my throat, and I could barely speak past the panic. “What did you say about a car wreck?” 
 
    “Vampire scions are humans bound by blood to the will of vampires. Scions are nearly immortal and have unnatural strength and speed, and several of them are coming to kill you.” Sebastian lifted a jacket from the ground and handed it over. “Put this on and zip it up.” 
 
    “A jacket?” My movements felt sluggish as I took the offered coat like I was moving through tar instead of air. The jacket weighed more than my backpack when it was full of textbooks. 
 
    “Put it on,” he growled as he stowed his phone. “Zip it up. And snap on the helmet in the hood.” 
 
    I maneuvered on the coat, zipping up what felt like thick pads all around me. Then I pulled over the helmet, but before I could snap the inset helmet on, something smashed into the side of our car. 
 
    The world flipped end over end, and my shoulder and waist slammed into my seatbelt as we rolled upside down and kept going. I slammed into the door, chin cracking into the window. Sharp agony exploded up the length of my jaw, and a headache instantly pounded through my skull. 
 
    The car slammed onto its wheels again and jolted to a stop. I couldn’t draw in enough air. A screeching came from outside. A large, red van with a smashed front end skidded to a stop, and its windshield collapsed. The van’s door flew off, crashing into a nearby lamppost, and three gaunt men climbed out of the backseat. They looked like they hadn’t seen the sun or had a good meal in years. In perfect sync, they all turned toward me and smiled, baring yellow teeth. 
 
    “Get down!” Sebastian grabbed me and pulled me into him. 
 
    My aching chin collided with his shoulder, and the world went hazy as searing pain ignited in my jaw once more. 
 
    “Go!” Sebastian yelled just as what looked like a sledgehammer slammed into my car window and bounced off. 
 
    I pulled my leg up, preparing to kick anyone who tried to grab me, but the window held firm. There wasn’t even a crack. 
 
    “Drive!” Sebastian yelled, and the car immediately jolted into motion. There were several jerks as we collided into things—bodies maybe. We veered right, then left before we were finally speeding forward. “Are you injured?” Sebastian growled as he continued to push me down. 
 
    “I’m fine, just banged around,” I said as I pushed up and away from him. A thumping rose from nearby, loud as someone hitting a drum next to my ears. Thump, thump. My teeth ached, and pain pricked my gums as my fangs filled my mouth. Thump, thump. 
 
    Sebastian was asking me something, his expression hanging somewhere between concerned and angry. I saw his lips moving, but I couldn’t make out what he was saying over the thumping that echoed through the car. 
 
    My whole body felt hollow and sick, and one thought consumed me. I needed blood. I needed blood now. 
 
    Two sets of heartbeats thumped loud and fast in an irregular, four-note rhythm. Blood pumped through veins in a network all around me. I needed it. I could sense its warmth; its metallic goodness, so close to me. I could even hear the palpitating of a pulse right near my ears, loud and steady. 
 
    I reached up, wrapping my hands around Sebastian’s arm and pulled it to my mouth. He didn’t fight to get away, and his pulse grew thunderous. 
 
    “January,” I barely heard his low voice over the sound of pumping blood. “What are you doing …” Sebastian’s voice trailed off as my mouth closed over his wrist. He spoke more words, but it made very little sense to me, just a mess of incoherent sounds. I could feel his fluttering pulse under my lips. 
 
    “Do it,” he whispered close to me. His voice was finally clear to my ears. “You obviously need it.” 
 
    A realization rose from the murky depths within me. Some impulse in me knew that this wasn’t right. My head swam, and my whole body stiffened. I found the strength to pull my mouth away. Shivers wracked me from head to toe, and I felt Sebastian’s warm flesh press against my lips again. 
 
    “Drink,” he demanded. 
 
    I shoved his arm away. “No—get me bagged blood,” I managed to whisper before darkness pulled me under. The world was a hazy blur. Wheels squealed, and lights flashed over us. My door ripped open, and someone fumbled me out and lifted me into their arms. 
 
    Sebastian’s chiseled jaw fell in and out of focus, and then the coppery tang of blood filled my mouth, splashing over my tongue and down my throat. Blood—there was no better taste in the world. I drank greedily, shredding the plastic into bits with my fangs. 
 
    “You’re making a mess,” Sebastian growled from beside me, and I opened my eyes to see him hovering over me with a second bag of blood. 
 
    He looked revolted, his gaze fixed on the padded jacket I was wearing. When I looked down, I found the material soaked with crimson. Blood stained my jeans in big sodden splotches. 
 
    “You probably need more. Try to get it in your body instead of all over it.” He held out a second bag. 
 
    My fangs slid into the plastic, and I drank it down. A sweet, tingling warmth filled me. It was gone in what felt like seconds, and when Sebastian offered me a third, I took it. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked, my voice hoarse. “What the hell?” 
 
    “I was going to ask you the same thing. What brought on your hunger like that? Was it the spike of adrenaline?” He narrowed his eyes, looking at me like a strange specimen in a petri dish. He waited expectantly, crouching down in the middle of his living room. We were kneeling on the floor in between his glass coffee table and his massive television, and the normalness of the room felt disconcerting. 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine. I thought we were going to die.” I shouldered off the heavily padded jacket and set it down on his wood floor between us. 
 
    Sebastian leaned in, and a spark of menace lit his eyes. “Are you keeping anything from me?” 
 
    “No.” I glared. “But obviously you are. You knew that we were going to be attacked and decided to walk me right into it. Was this some sort of test?” 
 
    “A test of what? How loud you can scream two feet from my ears?” He glared. “You were completely fine. I took more security precautions with your safety than I did my own. There’s not a scratch on either of us.” 
 
    I shoved my empty blood bag at him, but he completely ignored it. “Then what was the point, Sebastian? Why did you bring us into that mess, and why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “The point was that the Hawthorn Group uncovered an organized plot to kidnap or kill you at Blackburn Academy. So, we set a trap for them outside of the school grounds instead. We led them on an obvious path for three days in a row. We hid our presence until they made their move. The car we used is armored; there was no way they could get through the glass. You were wearing a bulletproof suit and helmet. No Academy students were in danger of being collateral damage. Our agents are rounding up the assailants, and we also uncovered at least one leak in the Hawthorn Group. It was a successful mission.” 
 
    I wiped the blood off my chin with the back of my hand. “Maybe we can take tonight off, seeing as we almost died and all?” 
 
    “You didn’t almost die.” Sebastian stood and called over, “Let’s head into the gym. We’re going to test your reflexes next. Unfortunately, we can’t test you without blood, but we can do that part tomorrow.” 
 
    “Okay.” I stood. 
 
    “And from now on, you’re keeping an emergency stash of blood in your room in case you have an adrenaline spike again. Blackburn Academy is a very dangerous place. Students die there every year.” 
 
    “You’re full of shit,” I said as I left my blood bags and trailed after him toward the gym. 
 
    He paused to peer over his shoulder. “I’m not. Blackburn Academy trains kids to kill gods. It trains us to be monsters, but you were born a monster waiting to emerge.” 
 
    I pointed at his back. “That is an inspirational t-shirt ready slogan there. I think you missed your true calling.” 
 
    “Keep talking. I’ll make you pay for it in the gym.” 
 
    I flipped Sebastian the bird with both of my middle fingers, and even though he didn’t turn around, he immediately said, “I’ll make you pay for those, too.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    The Blackburn Academy Athletics building was startlingly modern compared to the rest of the school. The building looked like a metal box sitting smack dab in the middle of the fields surrounding an ivy-covered, baroque palace. On the far side of the gym was what I at first thought might be an oddly placed playground, but upon closer inspection, I realized that it was an elaborate ropes course. 
 
    While shading my eyes against the sun as it hovered over the eastern Sierra Range, I strolled down the path that led from Gregory Hall. Inexplicably, I woke this morning feeling amazing. After taking Bailey to the kennels, I’d dressed quickly and rushed down the elevator only to find that Justin wasn’t on the first floor waiting for me. A twinge of disappointment had gripped me, but I quickly squashed it. If I was going to find my own place at this school, I needed to spend time away from my boyfriend. I knew that consciously, but another part of me wanted to call him right now just to hear his voice. 
 
    I was officially hopeless. 
 
    As soon as I stepped into the gym building, two familiar faces smiled up at me. Richard and Mia sat along one wall as thirty students gathered on the mats around them. 
 
    They both looked a little surprised to see me and waved me over. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Mia asked with a smile. 
 
    Mia had a gold ring glinting on her nose and carried herself like she was ready to take on the world at any moment. Richard was more laid-back in the way he regarded the room, but his full sleeves of beautiful ink gave the guy a serious bad boy vibe. It was impossible to mistake their kicking ass and taking names vibe. Tough as they appeared on the outside, Richard and Mia had been among the first people to embrace me in their circle of friends warmly, and Mia even defended me fiercely from snide comments made by her secret maybe-boyfriend. 
 
    “Finally,” I said on a sigh. “I was starting to think Blackburn purposely kept me from everyone in the BBC.” I headed up to the front and plopped down beside them. “So, you two are in this massive PE block?” 
 
    “Nope, and you shouldn’t be either,” Mia said as she stretched her arm across her chest. “This is freshman training. We’re teacher assistants for this class.” 
 
    “Oh.” I peered around the room again, this time actually paying attention, only to see that everyone else here was at least a couple of years younger than me. “Yeah … so, this class is definitely on my schedule.” 
 
    “Damn,” Mia said with a grimace, “that’s fucked.” 
 
    “And, that’s why you aren’t in any of our classes,” Richard put in. “All of us are in upper-level Monday, Wednesday, and Friday nightstalker mission training. You’re on the same schedule as the Elites and the students who elected to do specialized studies. They must have done that so you could train with the freshmen. Unfortunately, that also means you have a different lunch period than us.” 
 
    “Great,” I muttered as I slumped against the wall. “I wonder if I could test out and switch days or something.” 
 
    “I hope this doesn’t offend you, January,” Richard said from where he sat in his wheelchair. He gave me a slight grimace as if he knew what he was about to say would offend me. “But what we’re doing in training is really dangerous. You probably should be at this level or even a remedial level.” 
 
    “That’s harsh. You think she wants to hear that?” Mia gestured at me. From the note of tension in her tone, I think she was more criticizing his words than disagreeing with them. 
 
    Harsh as it sounded, one look at the muscular freshman sitting in groups on the mat, I knew Richard was right. 
 
    Richard sucked on a tooth. “I’m not saying that you won’t find a way to catch up and even test out, January, but it’s probably a good idea to start here.” 
 
    “Also, just ignore everything Professor Whitney says about you,” Mia added as she stretched out her other arm. 
 
    The name sent a pulse of heat into my chest as I remembered that Professor Whitney had been one of the teachers that held me down during the character interview. She knew what I was and had been a little rough with me. I had suspected that the two things correlated. 
 
    “All right!” The woman herself emerged from the other side of the gym. She stood at probably six three and was so muscular that her arms bulged from the sleeves of her purple collared shirt. “Sit down, Miss Moore.” She pointed at me as she crossed over to stand next to Mia. “Welcome to Blackburn Academy’s athletics program. This is where you’re going to learn how to kill vampires. It’s also where you’re going to learn how to survive a vampire attack. By the end of this year, you’ll be expected to be able to do both in your final by fighting a real vampire. If you don’t pass your final—” 
 
    “We’ll be dead,” a girl said in a low voice from the front. She had dyed black hair, piercings along her eyebrows and on her lip, heavy dark makeup around her eyes, and black lipstick. Under her uniform, she wore a black lace undershirt that stretched up her neck and down to her wrists. 
 
    “We take precautions against death, but accidents have happened in the past,” Professor Whitney said, sounding like she wasn’t whatsoever kidding. “More likely, if you fail, you will have to repeat Physical Education level one. Or, if you’re a senior, you won’t graduate.” 
 
    My stomach plummeted at her words, which were obviously aimed at me. If I didn’t kill a vampire at the end of this year, I wouldn’t graduate high school. The gray and white room spun around me. 
 
    Dante Mortus, the ruthless leader of the local vampires, had once been just a guy named Frank who was married to my mother. During his transition into a vampire, he came home to Mom and conceived me. He was supposed to have forgotten his human life within a year, but while I was a small child, he’d returned home to my mother and taken a photograph. That photo just showed a blank space where a person should be, and it looked like my body was floating. He’d kept that photo all these years, only to hand it to me with a note of warning scrawled across it. 
 
    You chose the wrong side, and I’m not powerful enough to protect you from what’s coming. 
 
    He could have killed me. Everyone said he didn’t remember me, and he wanted me dead for being a dhampir. A full-grown, trained dhampir was allegedly the single greatest vampire killer, and according to the Hawthorn Group, Dante couldn’t let me live to become that. But when he had the opportunity to kill me, he handed me a note with a warning instead. 
 
    And now I had to kill a vampire to graduate high school? 
 
    Over the next three hours, I realized I had nothing to worry about. I wasn’t going to be killing any vampires. I couldn’t even do the required number of pushups. The warm-up that Professor Whitney gave us was two hundred push-ups on the mats, fifty pull-ups on a long line of bars, and then lizard crawling around the room. She warned that this was going to be a lesser version of our usual workout. 
 
    The freshmen raced through the exercises, clapping after each push-up, and I was still on ten when most of them were finishing their pull-ups and starting to lizard crawl in a circle around me. 
 
    When the last freshman climbed back to their feet, Professor Whitney told me to meet them outside when I finished with my warm-ups. 
 
    Both Richard and Mia gave me a couple of encouraging words, and I continued to struggle alone. The moment the door was closed behind them, I put my knees on the mat. If someone saw me cheating, I’d just fucking live with it at this point. About the time that I was supposed to be lizard crawling, I collapsed, stared at the ceiling, and tried to remember how to breathe. 
 
    “Well, this is pathetic.” Mitch’s voice came from beside me. 
 
    My whole upper body and arms screamed with agony as I lifted my head to peer over at the asshat. “I give up. Let the vampires have me.” 
 
    “If only.” He nudged my side with his boot. “Hey, Dirtbag, Professor Sharp is calling you out of class.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” Relief washed through me, and I rolled over and slowly pushed up onto my feet. “Thanks. Where do I go?” 
 
    All I wanted to do was bolt for the door and run as fast as my aching body would take me. 
 
    He looked me over. “My brother would kill me if I let you go in front of all of the Elites like that. You look like hammered shit.” 
 
    “Well, don’t sugarcoat it or anything.” I wiped my arm across my forehead and smeared dirty sweat down my wrist. I glanced down at my gym clothes and realized hammered shit wasn’t that big of an exaggeration. “Do I have time to go home and change?” 
 
    He leaned in, and there was clear contempt in his smirk. “The professors work for us, Dirtbag.” 
 
    Maybe they worked for his illustrious family, but they sure as hell didn’t work for me. The only thing I was debating between was what would be more disrespectful to Professor Sharp, showing up looking like I smeared dirt all over myself or showing up late. 
 
    “The way I see it is if I go to class like this, your brother kills you, and then I don’t have to deal with you babysitting me anymore. Also, there’s the added advantage of showing the Elites I could give a fuck what they think of me. So, yeah, just take me to Professor Sharp’s classroom.” 
 
    “Careful how many Elites you piss off before you learn any useful powers. Most of us are years ahead of you in training. What happens when Justin dumps your ass? What happens when my brother loses interest in his little pet project, and you no longer have me watching your back? You’re walking around here like you’re untouchable hot shit when really, the protections around you are brittle at best.” 
 
    For just a moment, I had this image pop in my mind of the mats under me fissuring and a cavern waiting just beneath. I blinked hard, and the vision was gone. Was that what I was doing? Did I feel like Justin was this impenetrable wall around me? Susie told me that Justin had been just that for the members of the Bad Boys Club, and when he abandoned them, the Elites basically started torturing them. 
 
    I swallowed hard, but I knew that I needed to defend myself, or I’d be going over the conversation in the shower for weeks. “If Justin and the Hawthorn Group scholarship weren’t in the picture, I wouldn’t be acting any different. The only difference would be that you guys wouldn’t have noticed me then. If Justin dumps me, I won’t for a moment regret doing this.” I flipped him the bird. “Just add it to the tally.” 
 
    “Oh, I have.” He lifted his dark brows and walked to the door. “Well, at least your outsides match your insides, Dirtbag.” 
 
    Magic class—or whatever it was called, was in a low-lit, amphitheater-style classroom with four rows. About twenty kids sat at the desks. They seemed to sit by ages, the youngest looking students took the first rows, and then it got progressively older to the fourth row. I recognized a few of the younger ones from the class I just escaped. The girl wearing black lipstick and lace from my PE class sat close to the front, looking as fresh as she did this morning. When I waved, she winced and held up a hand. Mark, Amber, and the other senior guys from the fifth floor sat in the back row. Every single one of them was looking at me like I was a booger they found on their designer shirt, and the smirk that twisted Mitch’s lips clearly screamed that he told me so. 
 
    Professor Sharp’s gaze flicked down my front, disapprovingly, and I realized that I probably made the wrong call on which one she would find more disrespectful. She sat at a large table at the base of the classroom. “Thank you for finding Miss Moore, Mitch.” Professor Sharp said in her rapid-fire pace. She was again chewing on gum or something while she talked. She pushed her purple hair behind one ear. “Well, Miss Moore. As you already revealed that you have at least one power in the trials, Blackburn has automatically enrolled you into the Mystical Arts studies elective. Would you like to share with the class what ability that is? I think that would be fine. I mean the specific ability.” 
 
    As in, she wanted me to share that I could see in the dark, not that I was a dhampir. I got it. But I wasn’t sharing anything with the Elites. The less these kids knew about my abilities, the better advantage I had when they all turned on me. I forced what I hoped looked like an apologetic grimace and lied through my teeth, “I’m sorry, Professor, but Sebastian Holter told me that I couldn’t reveal my abilities to anyone.” 
 
    She sat ramrod straight. “Of course. Yeah, that’s fine. It’s not a big deal. Why don’t you find a seat, and we’ll begin?” 
 
    Unfortunately, the only two open seats were in the very back and together. I trudged up there, feeling my muscles squeezing. My mouth was beginning to feel parchment dry, and I fished my water bottle out of my bag and drained it in one continuous gulp that was far from satisfying. I wiped my lips off with my arm, only to remember how filthy I was. 
 
    “You’re a seriously disgusting human being,” Mitch said as he fell into the seat beside me. 
 
    “I’m also a still-thirsty human being. You don’t have an unopened bottle of water on you by chance?” 
 
    He leaned away and looked at me. “Do I look like a fucking vending machine?” 
 
    “So, Mystical Arts,” Professor Sharp said as she hopped down from her chair. “As most of you know, this class is run a little differently than other classes. If it’s your first and second year here, you’ll move down to the front rows, and we’ll be going over the basics in each mystical discipline for the first half of the lesson. For third and fourth-year students, you’re going to be doing your private study for the first half of class then lecture for the second half. If you are talented in one area, you have capabilities in all; it just might not feel that way—” 
 
    The freshman with the black lace sleeves raised her hand. 
 
    “Yep, Cynthia.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t be here. The last person to have power in my family was like my grandmother, and she just sensed vampires.” The girl said. “My parents don’t have any powers. Well, they didn’t, anyway, before the vampires killed them. Can I just go?” 
 
    “Well, no.” Professor Sharp bounced her hip. “This is an issue that isn’t talked about openly much, but it’s important to know. There were two decades where everyone feared that Elite powers were dying out. Suddenly, Elites were born with only one or two powers. Most believe that it was a curse or a magical childhood disease that prevented the powers from manifesting. We don’t know what caused it or what reversed it, but in the late eighties, early nineties, powerful Elites were being born again. The good news is that ever since that scare, generations have been born stronger and stronger. Meaning, if you have Elites in your lineage, you’ll be trained as an Elite. Any other questions?” 
 
    Professor Sharp scanned the classroom. “Okay. We start zipping practice next Tuesday in the auditorium pit. That’s all I have to go over with you, so you can hang out here or go to lunch early. Dismissed.” 
 
    Amber leaned down the row to look at me, her wavy red hair bouncing past her face. “So, whose daddy headed down to the slums to make her? Was it another one from yours, Mitch?” 
 
    “Shut up, Amber,” Mitch growled. 
 
    Amber only rolled her eyes. “You have to wonder. It had to be one of the Elites, and it’s not like your father hasn’t made a bastard before. Oh, and your cousin is dating her, isn’t he? Your family really is sick—” 
 
    “Fucking Amber,” Mitch halfway stood from his chair. I blinked, and then Amber vanished from her chair. A wind blasted past me, and then she was standing before Mitch with her hands around his neck. “You’re so boring, Mitch. I always remember that about you. You were the one who officially turned me off high school boys.” 
 
    “Amber, I’m not related to Mitch or Justin. I know who my father is and where my abilities came from. And if Mitch is so boring, and you can’t give two fucks about him, why are you trying to make him jealous?” 
 
    She turned her glare on me, but she didn’t drop her hands from around Mitch’s neck. “Excuse you?” 
 
    “First, you insult his family, which even I know makes him go all caveman. Then you bait him by telling him that you’re too good for him, and you’re with guys that are better than him. Classic ex-girlfriend move. Either you’re not over him, or you’re so self-centered that you don’t want him ever to move on.” I grabbed my backpack. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to shower and change before lunch.” 
 
    As I passed Amber, she said, “I hope Charlotte talked to you. I’ll be counting on your vote for the Senior Huntress nomination after school tomorrow, whatever your name is.” 
 
    I didn’t bother pointing out how deluded that was after I just basically told her how reprehensible I found her, but I shimmied past Amber and headed down the row. Something about what happened bothered me, and it wasn’t the fact I’d seen a girl vanish and reappear ten feet over, which I was guessing was how zipping appeared from the outside. I just couldn’t figure out what exactly it was about what Professor Sharp said or Amber did that disturbed me so much. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    Questions about the Elites were heavy on my mind as I walked my dog away from Gregory Hall and toward the kennels. 
 
    Bailey snuffled the path, tugging me from one interesting smell to another. The lingering darkness was broken only by three streetlights. Nose to the ground, she practically dragged me down the length of the grassy field. I groaned as my muscles clenched with pain. Last night at my internship, Sebastian had instructed me to run as fast as I could across his personal gym and back for three straight hours. He timed and recorded every single run. We only took a break for me to drink blood, and then he started timing me again. My every footfall sent little explosions of pain through my calves and butt, and I couldn’t help whimpering a few times as we walked. 
 
    Bailey cocked her head, probably wondering what was wrong with me. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said through a yawn that pulled at my aching back muscles. “Just do your thing, lady, so I can drop you off with your friends and go caffeinate.” 
 
    She turned back to her snuffling. Bailey found a spot to pee and poop, and I was just collecting her leavings with a plastic bag when a low growl ripped through the air. 
 
    I spun, thinking that another dog was threatening Bailey when I realized it was Bailey growling. The sound was so unfamiliar to me, a low, guttural resonance that made the hair on my arms stand on end. 
 
    A man walked down the path toward us. He stepped into the streetlamp’s illumination, and I could just see his purple Blackburn Academy Dorm Staff collared t-shirt. Bailey had only reacted this way once before when a vampire was on my roof. My immediate thought was that this man might be a vampire too, but when he stepped back into the shadows, he definitely didn’t have the stark white glow that revealed a vampire to my dhampir vision. The gray, early morning light made his thermal glow very hard to make out, but I saw a distinctly greenish tint. 
 
    He stepped into the next lamp’s light, and I saw that he looked perhaps mid-forties and clean cut. He had blond hair with a central part, a thin, angular face, and a tall, lean frame. The closer he got, the more intense Bailey’s growls grew, and when I tried to pull her back toward my dorm, she firmly planted her legs and wouldn’t budge. Bailey weighed a hundred pounds; when she decided not to move, there was nothing I could do to force her. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, she’s not usually like this,” I said as the man got closer. 
 
    He pinched his lips together. “You shouldn’t have an aggressive dog at the dorms. Are you a resident here? I’m going to need to see some ID.” 
 
    “I…” I leaned, planning to set down the poop bag when Bailey lunged. 
 
    “Bailey!” I screamed as I scrabbled for the leash. I raised my head just in time to see the yellow glare of the streetlamp glinting off a long, sharp blade. The man lunged at me with a knife the length of his forearm. 
 
    I threw the open dog shit bag just as Bailey’s jaws clamped down on the man’s arm. Brown sludge coated up his front, and he screamed as Bailey shook her head with her teeth buried in his forearm. His thrust went wide, and a searing pain scorched across my shoulder. Someone yelled my name, and then the guy was slashing out again, this time straight for my dog. I shoved him and dove onto Bailey, wrapping my body around her, and with a whimper, she finally released the man’s arm. 
 
    There was the sound of crashing, and then the thud of a fist hitting flesh. I raised my head in time to see Mitch Holter and the guy grappling. The lean blond guy sent Mitch flying, and then ran away, impossibly fast. Mitch pursued, blurring away, only to arrive thirty seconds later. 
 
    Running feet came from all directions, and voices shouted. Several guards I recognized emerged from around the side of Gregory Hall. Furiously, I patted over Bailey’s furry body, feeling wet sticky blood on her gray coat. “No,” I whispered as tears streamed down my face. I separated her fur but couldn’t find the source of the blood. She wriggled under me, licking the salt water off my face. 
 
    “Where is it? Where are you cut?” 
 
    “It’s you,” Mitch’s bored voice came from behind me. “You’re bleeding all over your dog.” 
 
    When I looked down, Dickhead was leaning over me, stone-faced and inspecting my arm where a cut was dripping blood. 
 
    “He slashed up your arm, twice,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, thank god,” I whispered as I looked at my wound. “It’s me.” 
 
    A few of the guards glanced at each other before focusing back on me. Dickhead called for a medical kit. He wiped up the blood on my arm while I crouched there. Grabbing a brown bottle, he poured a liquid onto my skin that seared up the length of my cuts, and I sucked in a sharp breath. 
 
    “You’re fine,” Dickhead snapped, like I was complaining, which I wasn’t. “Neither wound is deep or in need of stitches.” He bound gauze around my arm and then demanded, “What happened here?” 
 
    “Damn vampire scion walked onto campus in one of your fucking uniforms and almost killed both of us. Whose job was it to secure campus? Whoever he was, I hope he enjoys cleaning the toilets at headquarters …” I tuned out Mitch’s growling tirade as I continued to comb through Bailey’s fur, making sure she wasn’t injured. 
 
    Students began pouring out of the doors and poking their heads out of the windows. 
 
    “We’re on emergency protocol until we’re sure that the threat is contained,” Dickhead said as he waved to the dorm. “Get those kids back into their rooms.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” another guard said before running off. 
 
    “You two need to head up to your rooms until we can secure the grounds.” 
 
    “My cousin is on his way,” Mitch said. “And, you’ll let him through.” 
 
    Dickhead worked his jaw back and forth, looking unhappy at Mitch’s order, but he nodded. “Fine. You two, head on up.” 
 
    A sudden burning sensation lit up my arm, feeling like flames licking along my skin right under my gauze where the knife wound was still pumping blood. I sucked in a harsh breath, covering my cut. A moment later, the pain in my arm vanished. A low, discordant thumping beat rose around me, growing in volume. I knew it immediately for heartbeats, overlapping heartbeats. Meaning, I was desperately low on blood again. 
 
    This couldn’t be happening, not twice in one week. Their heartbeats were growing to a volume I’d never heard before. The nerves around my incisors seared with pain, and I felt the prick of my fangs under my gums. 
 
    All four guards and Mitch were staring at me. Shit. I was supposed to be heading in, and instead, I was still just crouched over my dog. My gums ached as my fangs grew even longer, and I tasted the tang of my own blood. 
 
    Bailey sat up, watching me with concern in her canine eyes. The guard’s gaze narrowed on me. “Can you make it to the building?” 
 
    I nodded and stumbled to my feet, heading in toward the fifth-floor entrance. Everyone backed off by the elevator, except for Mitch. I kept my body between Mitch and Bailey; even though I knew he just saved both of our lives, I still didn’t trust him not to hurt her. He stunk of dog shit. It had smeared over his hands and splattered onto his shirt. 
 
    Mitch turned to me, and his heartbeat grew in volume. I saw his lips moving, but it was impossible to concentrate on what he said. My teeth felt so sore, and I covered my mouth. 
 
    The elevator doors spread open, but I knew that I couldn’t go in there with Mitch while his heartbeat thundered in my ears. 
 
    “Go ahead,” I said as I continued to cover my mouth as I knew my fangs were out. “I’ll take the next one.” 
 
    “Yeah, fuck you,” Mitch said, sounding offended, but I didn’t know what he was offended by. Intense relief washed through me as the metal doors closed him in, and the beating drum of his heartbeat quieted. 
 
    The doors crashed open behind me, and I spun to find Justin running through the guards stationed at the door. 
 
    “January.” He rushed across the distance to me. “What’s going on?” His heart was thumping in a rapid staccato. “There’s blood all down your side—” 
 
    I grabbed a handful of his shirt and pulled him toward me. “I have a problem,” I whispered, my voice coming out thick. The smell of his neck did nothing to stop the aching in my teeth, and my gaze fixed on the fluttering of his pulse at the juncture of his neck and chin. “A really big, right-now problem.” 
 
    The elevator doors opened, and Justin lightly tugged Bailey’s leash from my hand while his other arm went around me. “Can you make it upstairs to your room or do we need to press the emergency stop on the elevator?” 
 
    “I can make it,” I said through my hand as I followed him in. He held me tightly to his side all the way up to my room, only letting me go to use my keys to open the door. As soon as we were inside, he released Bailey and scooped me up onto him. 
 
    “Wait. I have blood bags in a hidden compartment in the fridge,” I whispered, my voice thick. 
 
    His golden eyes found mine. “But you don’t want bagged blood, do you?” 
 
    “No, I don’t.” I rubbed my hands over the back of his neck and brushed my lips over his collar bone. 
 
    Justin took in a sharp breath. “Good,” he whispered as he rushed through the living room area and into my room. He sat back on my bed and laid down, taking me with him. He rolled on top of me, and his breath hitched as I brushed my fangs over his skin. 
 
    “Bite me,” he said. 
 
    I didn’t need any more permission than that. I bit down on Justin’s neck, breaking his skin, and pulled my fangs out. Justin’s hot, salty blood filled my mouth, and I drank deeply as my arms wrapped around him. All too soon, the holes in his neck closed under my tongue, and when he whispered, “Again,” I immediately bit down and drank deeply. Only after the holes in Justin’s neck closed a second time, did the thumping of his heartbeat quiet, but I still craved more blood. 
 
    “I guess there’s no point in rushing out of here.” Justin’s eyes looked a little droopy as he leaned past me and onto my pillow, squishing me. 
 
    “Can’t breathe,” I wheezed under his weight. “You’re like a thousand pounds of muscle.” 
 
    “Hmm, I kind of like squishing you.” Justin rolled off to lie beside me on the bed. His head nuzzled into my pillow, and he closed his eyes. 
 
    “I’ll be one sec …” I rolled off my mattress and headed into the kitchen. After taking a quick glance back at the bed to make sure Justin was still there, I pulled open my refrigerator. Crouching, I slid out the crisper drawer and pushed down on the floor of the compartment. The plastic lifted to reveal two blood bags, something Sebastian provided me with last night before I left. My teeth tingled as they lengthened in my mouth, and I lifted a plastic bag and bit down. Cool coppery liquid splashed over my tongue as I drank the blood in one long pull. 
 
    Tingling warmth filled me, and my blood craving finally waned. 
 
    I crawled back over to the fridge and tossed the empty bag into the crisper before closing the false bottom. With a sigh, I rolled back to sit on the floor and squeezed my eyes closed, and it took me a moment to collect myself enough to climb off the floor. I pulled a carton from the fridge and returned to Justin with a glass of juice. 
 
    “Did you need more blood?” Justin whispered as he took the cup. He sat up and patted the bed beside him. 
 
    “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.” 
 
    In the year since I became a dhampir, my blood cravings had never once gotten so bad that they threatened to take over, but as of today, it had happened twice in three days. That terrified the fuck out of me. Clearly, there were similarities in the situations that led to the blood frenzy, but I wasn’t sure what exactly had tipped me over the edge. 
 
    Justin drained the orange juice, set it on the side table, and then held out an arm. “Instead of you going off and panicking alone, how about we figure this out together?” 
 
    “Okay.” I scooted beside him, and he wrapped me in his embrace. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked. “I was heading to meet you for class when guards surrounded me and said that you fell, but you were fine.” 
 
    “Fell?” I blinked as the scene came back to me in a flash of rapid images. “Someone tried to stab Bailey and me, and Mitch saved us back there.” 
 
    “What?” Justin’s head shot up, and the tiredness cleared in his eyes. “Stab you? What exactly happened? Some guy attacked you while you were walking Bailey? Did he get close to you?” 
 
    “Yeah, really close. He was walking by, and Bailey was growling and freaking out. She seemed like she was going to attack him. I’ve only ever seen her act that way once when the vampire was on my roof, but he wasn’t a vampire. The man was wearing one of the purple staff shirts and looked perfectly normal. I thought he was getting me in trouble for Bailey’s freak-out when he pulled out the knife. Mitch did the zipping thing, and the guy ran away just as fast. At first, I thought the man stabbed Bailey, but I checked her, and she didn’t have a scratch on her. Then Mitch pointed out my knife wounds.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    I pulled up my sleeve, which was now dark with blood. The blood had saturated the tape, and the gauze had completely peeled off. 
 
    Justin leaned in, staring closely. “Where?” 
 
    “Right …” I craned my neck and lifted my arm, but all that was there was unblemished skin, smeared with blood. “Holy shit—what?” I crawled off the bed. “I’m going to double check Bailey and make sure the blood didn’t come from her.” 
 
    I took Bailey in the shower with me, scrubbing out the blood and running my fingers over her skin. After toweling her off, I washed my own skin, finding that there wasn’t a scratch on me either. 
 
    “Utterly bizarre,” I said as I came out of my bedroom, hastily dressed in my uniform. “I felt this searing pain in my arm right before the blood craving. And in the car accident, I smacked my chin, but it didn’t even get a bruise. I thought in the chaos that I’d just imagined it. I think that my body heals itself.” 
 
    “Your body heals itself instantly, like a vampire.” Justin looked up from where he sat at the table. Bailey sprawled across his feet, getting his slacks wet, and I was going to tease him about it when I noticed the look on his face. Worry sat heavy on his expression. 
 
    “Not instantly. It happens after a few minutes.” 
 
    Justin shook his head. “That’s even worse.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “If you cut off a vampire’s hand, they’ll regrow it in a day. If you shoot them, the bullets will push back out. The only thing you can hurt them with is hawthorn wood, and the only way to kill them is by cutting off their head. Sebastian thinks of you as a science experiment. He’s testing your abilities, and he has a complete lack of conscience. What do you think he’s going to do with this information?” 
 
    “So, we’ll keep it from him.” 
 
    Justin’s head fell into his hands. His fingers pinched the bridge of his nose. “It’s almost impossible to keep secrets from the Hawthorn Group. Believe me, I’ve tried.” He didn’t add that it was I who spoiled that. He didn’t need to. “I’ve been working on an exit strategy to get both of us out of the Hawthorn Group’s control in a couple of weeks—but after this morning, and after some information I just learned, we need to move things up to this weekend.” 
 
    “This weekend? What about the vampires?” I had made special arrangements to visit my mother tomorrow and see my grandmother on Sunday. “You didn’t say anything to me.” 
 
    He looked up. “And I shouldn’t be saying anything now.” He glanced around the room and lowered his voice. “Or here. But I found out that something really bad is happening, January. We need to break out before it’s too late.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    Break out of Blackburn Academy? 
 
    “Are you saying that you don’t think we can leave here voluntarily?” 
 
    “Not exactly, but I can’t explain.” 
 
    “Can’t explain?” I blinked at him, trying to wrap my mind around what he was suggesting and failing. “What about my nana?” 
 
    “She’ll come with us.” 
 
    “What? Justin, how are we going to get her to come with us when we can’t tell her what’s happening? What is happening?” 
 
    He looked up, and his golden gaze met mine. I could see so much conflict in his eyes, like he was at war with himself. After a few seconds, he sighed. “I’ve been trying to figure out why a certain group of HG soldiers die on missions way more frequently than the rest. It always appears like the vampires kill them, but I’ve suspected for a while now that Sebastian is involved in making these soldiers disappear, and last night, I think I figured out why. If I’m right, it will change everything, but I really hope I’m wrong. I need to be absolutely sure before I tell anyone—even you. But, January, the intense interest Sebastian has taken in you terrifies me—enough that I’d risk going on the run with hordes of vampires chasing us.” 
 
    From the way everyone acted, Sebastian was the nightmare that hung over all of their heads. 
 
    “Okay,” I said carefully. “The way you guys talk about him makes my skin crawl, and there are moments when I think maybe I see that, but most of the time he just seems like your average entitled asshole.” 
 
    “Nothing about my cousin is normal.” 
 
    “What did he do? The fact that everyone calls him Prime Evil implies he did something, or maybe a long stream of somethings.” When I walked over to Justin, his hands went to my hips, and I sat on his lap. I pivoted to face him and laid my arms over his shoulders, making sure to catch his gaze fully. “Talk to me.” 
 
    “My cousin deserves that nickname and worse. But we had an assembly, and all swore never to tell what he did. And from what I learned yesterday, I think I know why he did it—and that’s what terrifies me.” 
 
    “Those fucking assemblies.” I shook my head. “You were right, Justin. I should have stayed away. Now we’re both in danger from the Hawthorn Group.” 
 
    “Hey, no.” His gaze lifted, meeting mine. “I told you, what I’m doing at the Hawthorn Group has nothing to do with you. The danger I’m in also has nothing to do with you.” 
 
    I leaned back and narrowed my eyes at him. “So, this Hawthorn Group internship is really just an excuse to spy on Sebastian?” 
 
    His nostrils flared, and he looked up to the ceiling in exasperation, but when he looked down to my eyes, a small smile pulled up one of the corners of his lips. “January, you are the only person in the world that I actually want to confide in, but I need to be one-hundred percent sure that I’m right before I do. But first, you need to get far away from Sebastian. I will convince your grandmother. I will keep you both safe; I have a plan in place. I promise you that we will all be safer on the run than we will be here.” 
 
    I bit my thumbnail. The last time that Justin told me that we needed to flee, I ignored him, and it put both of our lives at serious risk. I wasn’t going to make that mistake again. “Fine. I trust you, but one day very soon you’re going to tell me all of your secrets.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said on a sigh. Then he rested his head on my shoulder for a second before looking up at me. “One day very soon, I’ll tell you all of my secrets, and then you’ll immediately lose all interest in me.” There was a spark of humor in his yellow-brown eyes that told me that he didn’t believe his own words. 
 
    “I can one hundred percent guarantee you that’s not true.” I brought my lips down to his. “I love you—secrets or no secrets.” I kissed him. His soft lips moved over my mouth as his hands slid up my sides to my waist. His tongue entered between my lips to tangle with mine. My fingers ran through his dark hair as I deepened the kiss. A warm, tingling sensation lit low in my belly. I wanted this boy more than I had wanted to be with anyone in my life. I could feel his love and protection wrapping around me, cocooning me from the horrors that stalked us. I wanted so much more of him. I wanted us to be even closer, as close as two people could possibly be, and in the position we were in, I could feel that he wanted the same. I broke away and whispered, “If we’re going to be on the run with my grandmother for the foreseeable future ... What if we headed back to my bed?” 
 
    Justin’s eyes met mine. The heat there made the feeling in my belly tingle through my whole body. Damn, I wanted him and everything about him. “January,” he whispered before blowing out a slow breath. “I want to—trust me—I have wanted that for a very long time. But when we do that for the first time, I want it to be special. We’re probably going to be interrupted at any minute.” 
 
    As if on cue, a knock sounded at the door. 
 
    “No…” I groaned, “maybe they’ll go away.” 
 
    Justin’s brows lifted, clearly communicating that he told me so. He chuckled. “The school administration is definitely not going to let us skip class all day in your room.” 
 
    “Fine. Maybe you’re right,” I told him with another quick kiss. “And I like special, too.” 
 
    “Medic,” an unfamiliar voice called from the hallway. “Please open up.” 
 
    Justin and I took our time answering the door. Mitch and a guy in uniform waited in the hall. “This is a medic the HG sent over,” Mitch said as he stood in my doorway with his arms crossed. “And we can go to class, apparently.” 
 
    The medic tried to lean past Mitch, but the huge senior stayed determinedly in his path. The thirty-something guy looked irate. He looked more military than doctor with short buzzed hair and perfect posture. The only thing distinctive about the guy was his bushy dark eyebrows. 
 
    “I’m an intern at the headquarters’ medical center. I’ve never seen you there before,” Justin said, sounding suspicious. I had forgotten that Justin interned at the medical center, and a bit of tension eased in my chest at his words. I guess I’d always pictured that he was out hunting vampires. 
 
    “I don’t work at headquarters. I’m a field medic.” The guy craned his neck to peer past Mitch’s hulking form. “If I could just take a look at your arm, Miss Moore?” 
 
    “I’m fine. The cut bled for a minute, but it stopped, and I bandaged it up.” 
 
    When the paramedic didn’t leave, Justin came to stand beside me, and he threw an arm around my waist. “She said she’s fine. Didn’t you hear her?” 
 
    “The Hawthorn Group sent me over. If I could just take a look.” The young guy attempted to squeeze past Mitch, but Mitch pushed an arm into his chest, pinning him to the doorframe. 
 
    “You do not want to be doing that right now,” Mitch said, calmly. “We’re all a little jumpy, get it? I’ve been tasked with guarding January. You have a problem, take it up with my brother.” 
 
    Mitch shoved the guy into the hall, which I didn’t really think was appropriate, but under the circumstances, I was a little bit grateful. There was no way that I was going to let that medic get a good look at my arm. 
 
    “I am completely fine. It’s a scratch, and I cleaned it up and bandaged it. I’m just really not in a space where I want to be touched by strangers right now.” After I said the words, I realized how true they were. I felt safe here with Justin, and weirdly, with Mitch too. The Mitch thing I knew was temporary, he’d protect me as long as he was being blackmailed into doing so, but he saved my life —and Bailey’s—today, and that made him feel safe at this moment. 
 
    “Yeah, fine. I’ll take it up with management.” The paramedic threw up his hands and headed down the hall toward the elevator. 
 
    Mitch turned slowly, and his glower landed on me. Maybe I was too quick to think the school’s resident asshole was whatsoever safe. 
 
    “I’m not going to kick your fucking dog, okay? I’ve never kicked an animal. I generally like them more than people. People, I kick, animals, I don’t kick.” 
 
    “So, why’d you threaten Bailey in the first place then?” I asked. 
 
    “How long can you possibly hold onto a grudge over nothing. Shit, Justin, how can you stand her?” Mitch might have been directing his question at Justin, but he was looking at me while he said it. 
 
    “Mitch, we fucking talked about this.” Justin started to move in front of me, but I was going to have none of this. 
 
    “Uh, uh. Nope. Don’t talk to Justin about me, Mitch, especially not in front of me. He’s not my representative or my keeper. If you want to insult me, direct it at me. And now that I’m on the subject, can you please come up with some new insults? Salty bitch, hobo, and dirtbag will only get you so much mileage before everyone’s just tired of hearing you say it.” 
 
    He threw out his hands. “I saved your life. Can’t you stop snapping at me every time I open my mouth? I don’t have a choice about following you around.” 
 
    He made it sound like it was all my fault that we didn’t get along. “Fine. I will be nicer to you, Mitch, if you can just attempt to be pleasant while you follow me around.” I spread my hands open. “We can have a cease-fire until Justin breaks up with me, or your brother loses interest in screwing with my life.” 
 
    “Don’t hold your breath on my part of that,” Justin muttered, his voice surprisingly cold. 
 
    Mitch pointed into Justin’s face. “I’m not fucking interested, Jr. Put that idea from your head. You’re dating a homeless chick—you’re pretty safe there from people trying to steal her from you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said dryly. I was guessing that their heart-to-heart during lunch on Wednesday wasn’t about what I thought it was about. I knew I shouldn’t feel warm fuzzies that Justin had a conversation with Mitch about not hitting on me, but bubbling warmth stirred in my belly none the less. “Yup. I was practically homeless for the year Justin first knew me. He fell in love with me, regardless. You can’t hurt me with something I own about myself. I’m not ashamed of it. Move on or don’t. Anyhow, I agree to a cease-fire with you, but if you’re acting like a bully right next to me, I’m going to speak up. I can’t let it slide. It’s not in me.” 
 
    “Good. I’m never a bully. I just say what needs to be said.” When I scoffed at that, Mitch shrugged and leaned against the doorframe. “In the spirit of the cease-fire, I’ll tell you that Sebastian is having me make you one of the Senior Huntress competitors after school today.” 
 
    “What? No. I can’t even do a pull-up. The freshmen were literally crawling circles around me yesterday.” I gestured out. “You saw me. I’m not ready to hunt a vampire.” 
 
    Panic surged through me. It was one thing to think that I might have to fight a vampire nine months from now, it was something else entirely to think that I’d have to do it in front of the whole school in a couple of weeks. 
 
    Mitch looked to the side and lifted his dark brows. “Yeah, it’s going to be pretty pitiful. Sebastian said some crap about testing your capabilities. Knowing my brother, though, I’m guessing that he’s trying to mindfuck you in some way. The guy is a freak.” 
 
    “How do I get him to lose interest in me?” I asked. 
 
    The two guys made eye contact. 
 
    Justin squeezed me tighter, and I could feel the tension in his body as I pressed into his side. They were both silent for a second, passing a meaningful stare between them. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Mitch finally said with a shrug, “It’ll probably happen on its own in a month—if that.” 
 
    This whole conversation gave me the chills like there was a dark undertone they weren’t saying. Maybe it had to do with the things they were magically bound not to say about the head of the Hawthorn Group. 
 
    “How likely am I to get hurt in this competition?” 
 
    “You.” Mitch looked me up and down. “I’d say, very likely.” 
 
    Justin stiffened at my side. My stomach clenched as I realized that I was probably going to go into a desperate blood craving in this hunt in front of the whole school. There had been no hiding my fangs this morning, and Wednesday, I’d fallen into such a strong blood frenzy that I’d been moments away from biting Sebastian Holter. 
 
    “Can’t I just say no?” I blurted out. 
 
    “Maybe you’re not getting this, Dirtbag. My family controls all of us, and they’re soulless assholes who use blackmail and violence to control everyone here. My brother is their golden son because he’s worse than my mother and father combined. If the Hawthorn Group wants something from you, they’ll make it happen.” He motioned between Justin and himself. “They’ll force us to make it happen. Jr. won’t do it, and he’ll pay for it. I’ll probably do it for him.” 
 
    “What Mitch is saying is that he recommends you pick your battles.” Justin’s voice was flat. “We have to be really careful with how openly we go against Sebastian.” He turned fully to me, his dark eyes boring into mine with a meaningful intensity, and I remembered that this whole Senior Hunt thing really didn’t matter. Justin wanted us to take off long before the competition would begin. “January, please let me be the one to nominate you for Senior Huntress,” Justin said, measuredly. 
 
    “Okay?” I said it like a question as I stared into his eyes. “What does that mean?” From his expression, it was paramount that I said yes. 
 
    “I’ll tell you later, but it’s important.” 
 
    Annoyance surged through me. More secrets than ever were piling up between us, and yet again, all of them were him keeping essential things from me. I was, as always, an open book. 
 
    “Fine,” I whispered, probably a little more heatedly than I should. 
 
    “What the fuck is this bran and kale shit?” Mitch asked, and I broke away from Justin’s gaze to find that Mitch had crossed over to my fridge and had his head fully in. “You have three bottles of half-empty peanut butter and no bread or jam.” 
 
    My heart jumped to see him there, pawing through my shelves. He lifted out one of my jars of peanut butter and unscrewed the top. “Crunchy, smooth, and extra crunchy? You need three different textures?” 
 
    “Touch my peanut butter and die, Mitch.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyelids and peered in. “What, do you just eat it straight from the jar?” 
 
    “Put the crunchy down and step away.” 
 
    He shook his head and finally set the jar back in the fridge. “Okay, we need to go because your food isn’t fit for hamsters.” 
 
    I made a shooing motion out my door. “You live literally five feet away. Go eat your own food.” 
 
    Mitch ignored me and clapped Justin on the shoulder on his way past us. “Look, as much as I’d rather smash my head against the wall than spend more time with your girlfriend, Sebastian ordered that I nominate her. You just narrowly escaped getting thrown in Alderwood Reformatory last week —” 
 
    “We’re not talking about that,” Justin snapped, his tone cold. “And rolling over completely with Sebastian is just as dumb as going against him. This way, we do what he wants but on our terms.” 
 
    “Fine.” Mitch held up his hands in surrender. “But I’m not going to get my ass kicked for either of you. May the faster nominator … nominate or whatever. Can we go now? I’m fucking famished.” 
 
    “When are you ever not hungry?” I grumbled. I was starting to feel a lot like a caged animal as we headed out into the hallway. Mitch paced ahead, and I turned to Justin before we hit the elevator. “Please, just explain what’s going on. Why would Sebastian want me to hunt a vampire in front of the school? What does it matter who nominates me? And what is Alderwood Reformatory? My head is spinning.” 
 
    “I don’t know why he’d want you to be part of the hunt.” Justin rubbed a hand down his face. “And I wasn’t going to be sent to Alderwood Reformatory, not really. It’s where they send …” His phone rang, and he trailed off. 
 
    I had a sudden, irrational urge to grab his phone and chuck it into a wall. Instead, I squeezed my hands into fists and waited for Justin to have a two-minute conversation that consisted of him only saying the word, “Yeah.” I thought that perhaps the buzzing voice coming from the receiver was male, but it was hard to be sure. Justin looked at me as he pocketed his phone again. 
 
    “Alderwood Reformatory is where they send …? Finish the sentence, please.” 
 
    He leaned forward, wrapped his arms around me, and pressed his forehead into mine. “Don’t kill me. I have to go off campus for a minute. I promise that I’ll be there in time to nominate you before Mitch does, and I’ll sneak up here tonight and tell you what I can.” 
 
    “How did you know that I was considering killing you?” I grumbled into his shoulder. 
 
    “You were either considering killing me or breaking up with me.” Leaning back, he gave me a quick peck on my nose and then a mischievous smile. “I have your word that you’ll kill me first.” 
 
    I laughed. “You are such a secret weirdo. Am I the only one who knows what a big weirdo you are?” 
 
    He looked up to the ceiling and then worked his jaw back and forth. “Probably.” His gaze fell back to mine. “Definitely.” 
 
    The elevator dinged behind us, and Mitch yelled something about us being disgusting, but I completely tuned him out. Even though we had to go, Justin didn’t seem to want to let go of me, and as annoyed as I was with him just seconds ago, I didn’t want him to let me go either. 
 
    “Is this something to do with your internship?” I nodded down to his pocket. 
 
    A shadow passed over his eyes, just for an instant, and then he blinked, and it was gone. A small smile returned to his lips, and Justin shook his head. “This is just something for my mom. It’s not a big deal.” 
 
    He said it while staring just the littlest bit over my eyes, and I was almost sure that he was lying to me. Part of me wanted to call him out on the lie, but I’d done that enough for one morning. 
 
    “You better give me at least some answers tonight,” I said with my brows raised. 
 
    “Oh, I know.” He gave me one more quick kiss, and then he took my hand and tugged me toward where Mitch glowered beside the elevator. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    I arrived back at school halfway through second period. The entire student body was taking full advantage of the canceled class, filling the cafeteria and lounging out on the lawns. 
 
    Justin had walked away outside of Gregory Hall, heading toward the parking lot, and Mitch and I walked up to the school together. As we walked, we discussed what would be a reasonable amount of distance we could keep from each other in yards. 
 
    Satisfied that I could finally get at least some space from my bad-tempered bodyguard, I decided to take this opportunity to reconnect with the Bad Boys Club. I found them just outside the cafeteria in a small interior courtyard. The entire area was in the shade, but it was still probably in the upper eighties. Only my determination to be part of their group had me pushing out of the glass doors and heading toward the picnic benches. 
 
    A sweet, floral scent filled the air from the flowerbeds that lined the inner courtyard walls. A knotty oak sat centrally in the space, reaching up toward the school in all directions. 
 
    I’d planned to head straight for the ladies in the group, but Susie and Mia were with Braiden halfway across the quad area. They had spread a large sheet of butcher paper on the cement path. All three of them had headphones on while coloring in letters that read “Mia Acosta for Senior Class Huntress.” The rest of the guys sat on a picnic bench, deep in conversation. 
 
    “Looking good,” I called over, but the three didn’t hear me over their headphones. 
 
    Everyone else looked up, seeming shocked to see me. I hesitated a moment, thinking that maybe it would be better if I headed over to offer Susie and Mia my help. But, if I planned to be a part of the Bad Boys Club, avoiding them wouldn’t help my case. My heart climbed into my throat as I set my coffee cup on the picnic table. After a tense moment where everyone stared, Zack and Lucas both stood. 
“How was your first week, Blondie?” Zack asked as he enfolded me in a hug. 
 
    As soon as Zack let go, Lucas was there, wrapping me up in a tight embrace. “You’re actually here. That is awesome.” 
 
    “I know. I guess we have opposite schedules so I can be in freshman PE. ” 
 
    “Mia told us.” Lucas scooted over and placed my coffee cup between him and Zack, and as soon as I sat down, I was squished in a Baldwin brother sandwich with Lucas’ arm over my shoulder and Zack leaning in on my other side. 
 
    Zack took a deep drink of his soda and then said, “You, me, Lucas, Aunt Pam, and your grandmother all have a date over at the Baldwin house this Sunday for dinner. Your nana wanted me to ask you if it’s okay to switch locations, so consider yourself asked.” 
 
    “Sounds awesome,” I said with a smile, but in my head, I was wondering if Justin and I would be kidnapping Nana before then. When I looked up at the group, I realized that everyone else at the table had fallen silent. They’d been excitedly chatting when I stepped out here, and then their convo just dropped off. 
 
    Well, that sucked. 
 
    “Did you hear about the guards chasing the scion this morning? We were just driving up.” Lucas said in a loud voice. “People are saying he attacked a student.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I held up a finger as I finished my bite. “He tried, but Mitch fought him off.” 
 
    That got everyone’s attention. All down the table, the guys were staring at me. 
 
    “What happened?” Richard asked from the end of the table. “Were you there?” 
 
    “Yeah. I was walking my dog Bailey behind the dorms early this morning when, I guess, a vampire scion broke into the grounds, impersonating one of the guards. Anyway, he pulled out a knife and Mitch Holter fought him and scared him off.” 
 
    “Is Mitch Holter another one of your boyfriends?” Patrick asked. From the moment I met him, Patrick found one reason or another to dislike me. First, he didn’t like that I would have an advantage over others at the trial. As soon as it was clear that I would be at a disadvantage, he hated me because there was a ridiculous rumor that I was the one who made Justin act cruelly to them last year. It wasn’t even logical. Now, he probably hated me because I was five foot six, or because I had blond hair. It didn’t matter. Patrick was someone who would forever look for reasons to hate me, and therefore, he wasn’t worth a second of my energy. Instead of responding, I finished my cup of coffee, sipping the warm brew slowly, as if it needed all of my concentration. 
 
    “Patrick, are you really so without personality that a person can tell you that they almost were murdered an hour ago, and you’d use it against them?” Richard asked before he wheeled his chair around the table. “I’m glad you’re safe. Blackburn gave me several campus maps. If you drop by my room sometime, you can use them to plan out safe routes around the dorm and campus.” 
 
    I climbed out of my seat to give Richard a hug. “Thanks. I already owe you like a world of favors. And, your anatomy class—when does that start?” 
 
    “Two weeks. It’s online through the local junior college.” He shrugged. “It’s not a big deal.” 
 
    Richard had asked me if I could help him with his Independent Study Human Anatomy class a couple of weeks ago and not mentioned it again. From what he said, his acceptance into his choice of university was contingent on him taking human anatomy, and Blackburn only offered Anatomy of Supernatural Species. Richard hadn’t mentioned it again, and I was getting the distinct feeling that he was the kind of person who felt much more comfortable doing favors than asking for them—we would have that in common. 
 
    “Well, I insist on helping you.” 
 
    He smirked. “How about we talk about that when you drop by my room for the maps? You know, Susie knows campus better than I do. I’ll go talk to her about it now.” 
 
    I suppressed the urge to roll my eyes and shake my head. Clearly, they were still going to use me as an excuse to get time together. It was fine. I wasn’t going to whistleblow on them, but Zack would figure it out eventually. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “That would be nice. The whole thing was weird.” 
 
    “You sure do seem to attract a lot of trouble,” Richard added with a smile before wheeling down the path toward Susie. 
 
    “Maybe Zack should have called you Trouble instead of Blondie,” Lucas teased. 
 
    “Damn,” Zack said on a sigh. “See, that’s the problem with giving people nicknames before you really know them. You guys rushed me into this.” 
 
    “So, Mia wants to join the hunt to kill a vampire?” I asked carefully. 
 
    “Yeah, we all do,” Michael said from across from me. 
 
    “We drew straws, and we’re putting our nomination behind Lucas,” Zack said with a smile. “With Susie’s vote, Mia has enough friends outside of the group to nominate her.” 
 
    After he spoke, silence again fell among the group. Clearly, I was at ground zero for the cold front. 
 
    “You’re planning to hunt a vampire,” I said, turning to Lucas. “Aren’t you scared?” 
 
    “A little,” he said with a grin. “Hey, I wanted to ask you a favor. The way that Blackburn does this is that one person nominates the hunter or huntress and ten seniors need to vote for them to get in. My vote will count for myself, but as Susie’s voting for Mia, I’m just under the ten I need.” He squinted one eye and held his fingers an inch apart. “Is there any way that I could convince you to vote for me?” 
 
    My stomach dropped, and I tried to come up with a response, but I was drawing a blank. After everything Lucas did for me, I wanted to support him, even if it was supporting him in something that didn’t quite sit right with me, but the Hawthorn Group snatched my choice away. 
 
    After I sat there in silence for just a little bit too long, Patrick leaned across the picnic table and glared. “The BBC are voting for Lucas.” His words held a sharp edge to them. “You can vote for whoever you want.” 
 
    I ignored Patrick and turned to Lucas. “If someone is nominated, can they vote for someone other than themselves?” 
 
    His brow furrowed, like the question confused him. “I’m pretty sure that if you’re nominated, your vote automatically counts toward yourself.” 
 
    Guilt washed through me. Even though I knew that none of this Senior Huntress stuff was my fault, it didn’t feel that way. I swallowed hard. “So, as you guys already know, I have an internship at the Hawthorn Group, and Sebastian Holter wants me to jump through all these hoops for him in and out of school. He blackmailed his brother Mitch into following me around, so I basically can’t escape Sebastian anywhere. You see …” I pointed to the window wall behind us. On the other side, the Elites and several of the legacy students gathered around the three tables nearest the outside. Mitch sat at the window, and seeing us all looking back, he pointed to his eyes and then back at us. 
 
    “You have to be kidding me?” Patrick said. “Are you screwing all of them now?” 
 
    Zack pointed across the table at Patrick. “Watch yourself, Patrick. You’re my friend, man, but you’re crossing a line saying that to any girl, but especially January. A big red line.” 
 
    Michael tapped the table. “Seconded.” 
 
    Charlie whispered, “Thirded.” 
 
    Patrick stood. “Well, she’s in their penthouse floor. They’re throwing money and internships at her like she’s someone they’re dying to impress. She’s handed a scholarship no one has ever had before. I have to say, if she’s not their girlfriend, then she’s…” he trailed off as his brow wrinkled. Then he plopped back into his seat, his jaw sagging open. “You’re one of them, aren’t you? You’re an Elite.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Mia was looking for you. She said you got pulled out of PE and never came back to class. You’re in their Mystical Arts class, aren’t you?” His voice had lost all inflection, and the anger that I’d so recently seen in his eyes was replaced with something much colder. 
 
    “It’s ... I …” I stumbled over my words before I realized that they were going to find out no matter what. “Yeah, I’m in that class.” 
 
    “Now it all makes sense,” Patrick said as he watched me, his brown eyes hard as flint. “You’re one of the founding family bastards. That explains the perfect score and the fact that scions are trying to kill you. That explains why the Hawthorn Group invented a scholarship for you.” From the sound of his tone, the fact that he found a logical explanation didn’t make him like me any more. 
 
    It wasn’t the truth, but it sounded extremely plausible even to my own ears, and I couldn’t clarify. I shook my head, but I knew no one would believe my denial. “Right now, Sebastian Holter is taking an interest in me, and no one seems to think this is a good thing. It doesn’t feel like a good thing. He told me that he’s going to work me until my breaking point. Part of that is torturing me at school, I guess. So, even though I can’t do a single pull-up …” I waved my hand through the air. “Sebastian is blackmailing Mitch to get the Elites to put me in the Senior Hunt.” 
 
    Zack leaned away from me. “You’re serious?” 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t joke about something like that. I’m dying a little inside from having my PE class see my pathetic struggle. No part of me wants to hunt a vampire along with the top athletes in the school. I don’t have a choice but join the hunt though. Mitch basically told me that if I don’t go along with what Sebastian wants, my gracious benefactor is going to bring down the pain and not necessarily on me.” 
 
    “Who’s nominating you?” Lucas asked, and I could hear a wince in his voice. 
 
    I turned toward him. “Justin insists that he’s going to nominate me before Mitch gets the chance, though—I’m still not exactly sure what that means.” 
 
    Lucas nodded slowly with his dark brows raised. “You should be glad Mitch isn’t the one nominating you. Very glad, Trouble.” 
 
    “Trouble?” 
 
    These guys and their nicknames. 
 
    “I would have to agree with my less attractive identical twin here.” Zack leaned in. “Whoever nominates you carries the button that immobilizes the vampire if they’re going to kill you. You get disqualified and taken out of the hunt if you immobilize the vampire, but you need someone you trust with your life to be in the arena with you.” 
 
    “If Mitch nominated you …” Zack whistled and shook his head. “Death sentence. I’d volunteer to do it myself, but we need every BBC vote to get Lucas onto that stage.” 
 
    “Justin is insisting on it, so I’m probably at more risk of him immobilizing the vampire too soon rather than too late. And Lucas, I’m going to try to vote for you instead of myself.” 
 
    Lucas squeezed me to his side. “Don’t sweat it. And Mia and I will be right there beside you during the hunt. We’ll have your back.” 
 
    That didn’t make me feel any better about the whole thing. When I was injured hunting a vampire, I didn’t exactly want my friends to be close enough for me to bite them. I reminded myself that this was all for show. I wasn’t actually going to join the hunt. So, I managed a smile and said, “That sounds good.” 
 
    Patrick threw up his hands. “Unless the Elites are again finding some way to cheat the system, and Sebastian Holter just stacks the odds, so January kills the vampire.” 
 
    “He’s right. Shit’s rigged.” This came from one of the three members of the Bad Boys Club that I only spoke to during my initial interview and would be hard-pressed to pick out in a crowd. “How else did she get a perfect score?” 
 
    Anger surged in my belly as I turned to the guy I didn’t even know. “There were over two hundred alumni in my trial. How many were in your trial?” 
 
    The guy said nothing, and after twenty seconds, Zack said, “About forty.” 
 
    “Like that matters with an Elite,” the random guy sniped. 
 
    “I don’t need your approval, whoever the fuck you are. I’m here to be with my friends. If that’s not you, then fine.” Heat was rising in my chest, and tears were prickling in my eyes. “So, those guys are calling me hobo because I grew up in a condemned house, and you guys are treating me like I had everything handed to me because I’m in the mystical whatever class, and I’m just here, dodging fucking bullets wherever I go.” A tear slipped onto my cheek, and I scrubbed it away. 
 
    Lucas’s arm squeezed around me. “Hey, January, let’s get out of here, yeah?” 
 
    I felt like a blithering idiot as I stood with Lucas. Shame filled me for losing my temper and getting emotional, but at the same time, warmth bubbled up in my chest that Lucas, Zack, and Richard genuinely cared that I was upset. I had friends at my old school, but, between my home life and a year-long stint as a secret dhampir, I had felt the need to keep people at an arm’s distance for a while now. These guys were slipping past my walls. 
 
    Zack turned to the group at the table and said, “Now, I want you six to think about what you did.” 
 
    Michael raised his hands. “For the record, I think you have every right to be given things that you didn’t ask for, even if the guys at this table would betray their mother to get them.” 
 
    “Seconded,” Charlie whispered. 
 
    Zack paused. “You had this one chance to prove you were better than the way they treated us, fellas. You blew it.” 
 
    With that, we all headed across the courtyard. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    Hours later, my nerves were still a wreck. I stood beside Susie, holding up a sign that said, “Mia Acosta for Senior Class Huntress” in purple, sparkly letters. 
 
    I’d searched for Justin before the rally, and then called and texted him, but I got nothing. 
 
    The sun had just ducked behind the large red awnings that encircled the school stadium, but the air still felt oppressively hot, and my uniform and hair stuck to my sweaty skin. 
 
    Cheers rose up around the crowd as several teachers crossed the turf, heading for a stage. 
 
    The area was far too small to be used for any mundane sports like football or soccer. The stadium looked like a high school version of a miniature coliseum with bleachers for seats. Thinking about gladiators, I couldn’t help but compare the four students I knew were going to join the senior hunt to myself. Between Mia, Lucas, Amber, and Mark, two were Elites, two were my friends, and all of them were close to a head taller than me and twice my weight in pure muscle. 
 
    Students filled half of the bleachers, sitting by year. In the senior section, there were at least ten different signs for various senior class hunt candidates. 
 
    “Hey ladies,” Zack said while slipping between Susie and me. He threw an arm over my shoulder and leaned in. “January, has Justin contacted you?” 
 
    I spun, startled at Zack’s serious tone and the fact that he called me January, not Blondie. “What’s up?” 
 
    His brow was furrowed and eyes troubled. “He hasn’t called you?” 
 
    I pulled my phone from my pocket and checked the phone app before shaking my head. When I glanced back into Zack’s expression, he looked even more worried. “Zack, what’s going on?” 
 
    “His mother called me. Mrs. Roberts was under the impression that he and I were still close. I guess there are Hawthorn Group agents at her house trying to find Justin. There are hundreds of agents combing the academy, too. I just dodged through—” 
 
    The buzzing feed from the speakers interrupted Zack. “Hello, students,” Principal Chambers called through the microphone. “We’re going to start our rally, but first, is Justin Roberts here in attendance? Justin Roberts, are you here? Does anyone know anything about Justin Roberts’ whereabouts?” 
 
    Everyone in the crowd peered around. 
 
    I started to lift my hand when Zack grabbed my wrist and pulled it down. 
 
    “I saw him right before he left,” I whispered as my heartbeat stampeded in my chest. “Is he in danger? I was probably the last one to see him—” 
 
    Zack covered my mouth, shocking the hell out of me. “Come on.” He pointed down, gesturing for me to duck behind Mia’s banner. He pulled his hand away and widened his eyes at me. “The Hawthorn Group went to the Roberts’ to arrest Justin.” 
 
    I sat there in stunned silence for probably thirty seconds as the crowd murmured around us. “Arrest Justin? Why?” 
 
    “I haven’t talked to him in almost a year. I was going to ask you what he got himself into.” 
 
    “As far as I know, he’s been doing medical stuff for the Hawthorn Group.” I looked away as my mind raced. “He told me that he discovered something last night —something bad about Sebastian Holter.” 
 
    “Shit,” Zack whispered. “Well, the best thing we can do now is pretend like we don’t know anything until we figure out what’s going on.” 
 
    “I don’t know anything.” I stumbled over my words. “Justin refused to tell me.” 
 
    “Good.” Zack nodded sharply. “When they call you in for questioning, say that. Yeah?” He squeezed my shoulder. “We’re going to figure this out, but we have to be careful.” 
 
    I fisted my hand, only to realize that I’d been crinkling Mia’s sign. I smoothed it out and tried to keep my breath even. 
 
    “Guys,” Susie whispered as she peered down at us. “What’s going on?” Her confused brown gaze landed on me. “Do you know where Justin is?” 
 
    “No.” I held up my phone. “I called him probably a hundred times and got nothing.” 
 
    She turned back to the front and squinted down. “Soldiers are searching through the crowd.” 
 
    I leaned past the poster paper and into the aisle to see what looked like ten men and women in thick, black uniforms surrounding the dais. Several soldiers stood stationed around each stadium exit, and as many walked up the aisles. Three were climbing up our aisle, looking between faces. 
 
    I was still holding my phone up, locked in place when Zack pulled it from my fingers. I opened my mouth to argue, but he shook his head. He pressed the power button and leaned down, reaching under the bleacher we sat on. The butcher paper hid his movement from the front, but a group of soldiers climbed up the bleacher aisle. 
 
    Zack sat up straight just as a soldier grew level with us. She looked down the aisle, her gaze scanning over us quickly, face by face. An aisle up from mine, another soldier stopped. 
 
    “You. Please pull down your hood,” the guard called in a deep voice. 
 
    I followed her gaze to where Mitch sat. He’d thrown on a hoodie that concealed the top part of his face. 
 
    “This is Agent Commander Miller; I think we’ve found him,” the guard beside me said into a handheld radio. She looked like she could be a model for bodybuilding magazines; even her neck had thick, corded muscles. Her dark hair was pulled back, tight against her scalp. The guard looked perhaps mid-thirties, with a diamond-shaped face, an aquiline nose, and sharp brown eyes. 
 
    When Mitch didn’t move, the woman raised a small black rectangle in her hand, and the end of it crackled with electricity. The cloying scent of burning hair filled the air. 
 
    Mitch reached up and tugged his hood down even further, pulling it so low that his eyes and nose were mostly in shadow. If I hadn’t seen Mitch sit behind me and hadn’t been studiously ignoring him for fifteen minutes, I might have thought he was Justin, too. The shape of his jaw and lips were a dead ringer for Justin’s, but the smirk on his face was all Mitch. 
 
    Beside Mitch, Rockstar Mark flicked his hair back, whistled, and leaned his elbows on his knees. “I hope you’re not too attached to your job, honey. That’s Mitch Holter that you’re threatening.” 
 
    The woman’s gaze cut over to Mark on the word “honey,” and her jaw tightened. If I were her, I’d be tempted to turn the taser on both of the smug guys. She didn’t. Instead, she gritted her teeth at them before commanding, “Take down your hood, Mr. Holter. No one here is above the HG laws.” Her voice was hard, but there was a slight quiver at the end, making me think she wasn’t so confident that no one was above their laws. Her voice got stronger as she insisted, “Remove your hood.” 
 
    The wattage of Mitch’s smirk only increased, and the rest of the Elites cackled. The whole scene felt at the cusp of violence, and I had a feeling that everyone in the vicinity was in as much danger as Mitch. What was the point? Just Mitch proving how he was too good to listen to anyone. 
 
    The soldier raised her taser, and electricity sparked from the end. “I’m counting down from ten. Ten, nine …” 
 
    “Hey! That’s not Justin,” I called out. “That’s Mitch Holter. Everyone here knows that. He’s just screwing with you.” 
 
    “Seven, six …” 
 
    “Crap.” I moved slowly, going to my knees on the bleacher. Trying to avoid making sudden movements, I reached forward and pushed back Mitch’s hood. 
 
    He turned his glower on me. “Trying to save me, Dirtbag?” 
 
    “Dude, if she tases you, you’re going to fall into our row. This is self-preservation.” 
 
    The guard flicked a button, and the electricity died on her taser. “This is Agent Miller,” she said into her radio, “That was a false alarm. The suspect has not been apprehended, I repeat …” The woman’s gaze skipped over to me, and she did a double-take. “January Moore? We need you to come to headquarters to answer a few questions.” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” Mitch growled. He leaned his elbows on his knees. “My brother, your boss, gave me explicit orders. We’re about to nominate January for Senior Huntress.” He twirled a finger through the air, pointing to the Elites and legacy students around him. “As we’re also the people who will very likely soon be your bosses, maybe you should scurry off.” 
 
    Damn it. Even when Mitch was helping me, I wanted to declare that I had no association with him. 
 
    The woman was having none of it, though. She widened her stance so that both Mitch and I were fully in her view. The taser lit again in her hand as she glared from face to face in our group. “Well, my orders are to take in January Moore and several other students for immediate questioning at headquarters. It seems like most of you are sitting right here, including you, Mitch Holter, also, Zack and Lucas Baldwin, Susie Williams, Mia Acosta, Braiden Conway, Richard Forester, and Patrick Alby.” 
 
    “Why us?” Braiden called over from where he held the other end of Mia’s poster. 
 
    The guard ignored Braiden’s question and nodded down. “Make your way into the aisle, please.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Mitch groaned the word as he shifted to pull his phone out of his pocket. He pressed his screen and held his phone up to his ear. “Yeah, it’s me,” he said after a few seconds. “No fucking clue, but one of your HG soldiers is about to tase me for looking like him.” He paused. “I wouldn’t expect you to care. Anyway, they want to take January and me to headquarters before I can nominate her. You good with that?” His dark brows bobbed. “Didn’t think so.” He held his phone out toward the soldier. 
 
    She took it like the phone was coated in poison, but she had no choice. Holding the receiver a couple of inches from her ear, she said, “Agent Miller, here.” Her jaw stiffened, and she mumbled, “Yes, sir.” Hanging up the phone, she turned back to a smug-looking Mitch. “We’ll wait until the assembly is through, and then you seven are coming with us—as per your brother’s orders. But we’ll take your phones now.” She handed Mitch’s phone over to a guard who placed it in a plastic bag. My heart raced as I passed the other phones through. 
 
    “Yours.” Agent Miller held out a hand to me and wiggled her fingers. 
 
    “Mr. Roberts had his butler throw mine in a pool,” I said. 
 
    “We will confirm that from Mr. Roberts.” She said the CEO’s name with a healthy load of contempt. Her hand waved through the air, and soldiers took up formation on both sides of our aisle. She called over to the nearest guard, “Go tell the principal to get this assembly going, please.” 
 
    The man ran down the steps and headed to the dais. 
 
    Immediately, Principal Chambers approached the microphone once more. She leaned in, giving the crowd what seemed like a stiff smile, even though it was hard to tell from this distance. “Welcome new and returning students to Blackburn Academy. We survived our first week of school.” She waited for applause that didn’t come. Her hands came up and patted her dark hair before she leaned into the microphone once more. “Many of you today heard rumors of a scion attack. We’d like to put those rumors to rest immediately. There was a false claim, and the guards secured the grounds for a time to investigate it. Rest assured that vampires and their scions have never breached Blackburn Academy.” 
 
    All down my row, people glanced over. From Patrick’s sneer, I could guess that he was concluding that I lied when I said that a scion attacked me. 
 
    “Their pants are on fire,” Zack grumbled. “But what else is new?” There was a hard edge to Zack’s voice that I’d never heard coming from the teasing, sharp-tongued guy before. 
 
    On impulse, I reached back and squeezed his hand where it draped over my shoulder. An impending doom feeling had fallen over me. There had to be some kind of foul play at work here. Justin discovered something disturbing about Sebastian Holter, and then a few hours later, all of the soldiers in the Hawthorn Group were out to arrest him. 
 
    I tried to listen to the principal as she listed off the school rules, but I only caught intermittent words. She said something about the boundaries. She said no one outside of students, staff, and teachers would be permitted on campus save for on certain days. She talked about the items we couldn’t bring to school, all of which I didn’t catch. And then she announced that we were doing the Senior Hunt nominations. 
 
    The lackluster applause at this announcement was only a fraction of what it had been before the soldiers arrived. 
 
    Principal Chambers stepped back and gave a short applause before she approached the microphone again. “Anyone hoping to nominate or support a candidate, please head up onto the stage.” 
 
    Almost everyone in the senior section stood up, and I kept close to Zack and Susie as we headed down the bleacher stairs. Susie, Mia, and Braiden kept shooting meaningful glances my way. Lucas and Richard met us at the bottom of the steps, both looking windswept. 
 
    “Thought you were going to miss your own party,” Zack called over to the pair as they rushed to join us in the line that headed up to the stage. 
 
    “Halfway down here, several Hawthorn Group guards stopped us and tried to stuff us into a van,” Richard said. “Something about Justin. They only let us go ten minutes ago when they said we could participate in the assembly but had to leave straight after.” 
 
    A tense silence fell over our group as we approached the dais, and everyone was shooting furtive looks at everyone else. 
 
    “Well, I’m not sticking my neck out for him, and he better not have implicated me in any bullshit,” Patrick said finally. “Just to warn you guys, if I know anything, I’m going to tell them. I don’t want you to call me a snitch if you find out later.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure that’s the definition of a snitch,” I muttered darkly. I don’t think he heard me, though, as the whole group fell into an uncomfortable silence. We headed up the ramp as groups of students approached the microphone. First, Mark strolled up to the front, beaming and waving at the crowd. A boy I didn’t recognize nominated him and ten guys and girls whom I was pretty sure weren’t part of Mark’s friend group held up their hands. Mark flexed his muscles and grinned out at the audience before he paced to the back of the stage. Another cluster of students elected a giant guy with muscles for days who simply stomped his way to the microphone and stomped away. Amber stepped up third, and to my utter shock, Char bounced up to the microphone and called out, “I nominate Amber Davenport.” 
 
    Char had only been at the Academy for one year. I had a hard time believing that she would be prepared to go into the hunt and know the point where she should immobilize the vampire, but I felt so distant from the situation, I couldn’t even care at the moment. 
 
    When it came time for people to step up and vote for Amber though, only seven girls were standing there to support her. Amber looked down to the line, a little way behind where we stood, and gritted her teeth. She waved at the Elites and legacy students, who had all gathered around Mitch. 
 
    They seemed to be avoiding her gaze, rubbing their necks and concentrating on the bright-green turf beneath them. She held out her hands in a clear, what the hell gesture. 
 
    Mitch held up a hand and pointed down, straight at me. “Didn’t you get my note, Amber? We’re nominating her.” 
 
    Amber’s eyes landed on mine, and if looks could kill, there would be a crater of ash where I was standing. 
 
    “I don’t want it,” I called out, but Amber wasn’t listening. She stepped up to the microphone and pointed into the crowd to where a group of five girls huddled together, all of them laughing at something on their phone screen. The girls were probably legacy students, but they didn’t have that distinctive polish that Amber and her crowd had. “You three,” Amber called, and when they didn’t look up, she demanded, “Hey, you.” 
 
    “Um…” Char rushed up to the mic, grimaced, and then leaned in and said, “Cynthia, Margie, and Sarah Black?” 
 
    The girls all glanced up. They looked like the proverbial deer in headlights as they all stared at the front. Laughter erupted from behind me. Mitch and the group around him were howling and hooting. When Amber shot a murderous expression in Mitch’s direction, a realization slammed into me. This was Mitch paying Amber back for the snide comments she shot at him and the hand she wrapped around his throat in class yesterday. Obviously, when violence wasn’t an option, Mitch Holter resorted to public humiliation. No wonder the entire school was terrified of him. 
 
    I’d almost feel sorry for Amber if she wasn’t shooting death glares at me. She clearly held both Mitch and me responsible for this. But honestly, with the terror running through me from everything else, I just had no fucks left to give. I felt almost sick with fear for Justin, and I was torn between wanting to go with the Hawthorn Group just so I could find out what was going on and not wanting to go anywhere with them. 
 
    “Come up here,” Amber demanded to the girls in the crowd. 
 
    They glanced at each other, whispering amongst themselves. They looked like they were deciding which of them would go outside and see if the killer was gone in a horror movie. Tears even ran down one of the girl’s faces, and three of her friends nodded somberly, stood, and hurried up toward the front with their heads down. 
 
    Amber stormed to the back of the stage with Char trailing behind her just as Mia’s group headed up, holding her banner and chanting her name. Susie shot a few glances over her shoulder, clearly feeling guilty for not being able to be part of Lucas’ group, but Lucas gave her thumbs up and grinned broadly. 
 
    Susie stopped before the microphone, smiled nervously, and called out, “I nominate Mia Acosta.” 
 
    The whole stadium cheered so loud; it was immediately clear that while Amber might be the most feared girl in school, Mia was by far the most liked one. 
 
    “Okay, let’s see if we can swing this,” Zack said as our group moved forward. There were only ten of us, including me, standing behind Lucas. No one cheered or clapped from the audience, and as we stepped up, Zack’s nostrils flared. “Believe it or not, most of the people here used to be our friends not so long ago. Now, look at them.” 
 
    Lucas’ smile didn’t dim at his lackluster reception, and when Richard grabbed the microphone and announced that he was nominating Lucas, the ten of us hooted and cheered. 
 
    Before I could make it to the other side of the stage, Mitch walked up to the mic. “I nominate January Moore.” 
 
    Principal Chambers peered between us, her brow furrowing. “But she just used her vote on Lucas Baldwin.” 
 
    “Yep.” I shrugged. “I cleared it with Professor … Sharp,” I lied. 
 
    The purple haired professor spun and lifted her brows at me, but she didn’t contradict me. 
 
    My heart jumped for a minute as I realized that maybe they would simply disqualify me. Why was I even going through the motions here? Without Justin’s exit strategy, I might actually have to go through with the vampire hunt. 
 
    Without Justin. 
 
    The words gutted me. 
 
    There had to be some mistake. Before I could really decide what the best course of action was, Principal Chambers was nodding. 
 
    “Well, as long as you have the tenth vote, I don’t see a problem.” 
 
    Mitch motioned to a guy who was still sitting in the audience and nodded to the wood planks we stood on. The guy shot straight and ran for the stage. 
 
    Mitch and I lined up with the others, and the sun blasted into my face. I closed my eyes. Everything felt so wrong. 
 
    “I am going to destroy you,” Amber whispered into my ear from my left. 
 
    “You really don’t want to be fucking with me, Amber,” my voice came out deadly cold. 
 
    She didn’t respond, but I felt her move away. 
 
    All too soon, Principal Chambers was dismissing us over the speaker system, and Mitch was growling into my ear, “Say nothing about Justin.” 
 
    I shoved away from him. “Don’t touch me.” 
 
    As much as I didn’t want Mitch to touch me, the reason that I pushed him away was that several guards were watching us as we descended the stage. Better they think Mitch was harassing me than that we were conspiring. When we were all on the turf, and the crowd was dispersing around us, the guards surrounded us on all sides. One held Patrick by his shoulder, and another two flanked Braiden. 
 
    A completely irrational thought flashed through my head. I should run. I should turn around and run as fast as my legs could take me. It was probably the most ridiculous idea I’d ever had. I couldn’t outrun an Academy freshman, let alone a couple of dozen alumni soldiers. 
 
    Pick your battles. It was the last piece of advice that Justin gave me today before all of this. I ran the three words through my head on repeat as I climbed into the back of a white passenger van beside Zack and Susie and we headed off toward the Hawthorn Group headquarters. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    The first floor of the Hawthorn Group headquarters was nothing like Sebastian’s penthouse above. It reminded me of a meld between an office building and a high-tech gymnasium. There were areas with people busily working at computer terminals, followed directly by rooms where soldiers were tossing each other over mats or were hooked up to machines. Large, tinted windows illuminated every inch of the first floor with natural light. It felt like an open, cheery space, but a chill had crept into my chest. 
 
    As we reached the reception desk, Agent Miller pointed two fingers toward a large elevator bank. “Mitch Holter, you’re heading up to the top floor. January Moore, you’re going to the fourth floor, and the rest of you are coming with me through here.” She gestured out to a side hallway. “You’re not in any trouble.” 
 
    The last part was added in an all-business tone, and when I glanced at my companions, it was obvious that they didn’t believe her either. Probably unconsciously, Mia, Richard, Lucas, and Zack, had all surrounded Susie. Patrick stayed close as well, but he wasn’t taking up the same protective position around Susie. To my surprise, Mitch had taken up a protective stance to my side, and as we left to cross to the elevator bank, he crowded me much too close for comfort. Several guards surrounded Mitch and me, all with grim expressions on their faces. Mitch’s jawline was rigid and gaze determined. He looked like he was heading to the executioner rather than his brother's penthouse. 
 
    The elevator was large, but the soldiers pressed in on me from all sides. As the buffed metal doors spread open on the fourth floor, Mitch shot me a glance that was hard to read. He looked angry, but I was guessing that he was just warning me not to tell them anything about Justin. I quickly looked away as the soldiers marched me down a long hallway with a line of open wooden doors. Admins sat at desks just on the other side of each doorway, and they all studiously ignored us. We headed to the end of the hallway, past an admin, and into a room with a familiar man waiting behind a wide, mahogany desk. 
 
    I felt a moment of déjà vu as I took the seat across from Justin’s father, Mr. George Roberts, CEO of the Hawthorn Group. We always seemed to be sitting a desk away from each other as my world flipped on its end. The thought brought me no comfort. 
 
    Mr. Roberts was a large man, built like a linebacker who’d let his body mostly go to fat. He had a handsome face with some faint wrinkles. His hair was dark, like Justin’s, but had gray wings around his ears. He looked up at me through thin-rimmed glasses and tilted his head as his hands threaded together on his desk. “I’m so sorry to bring you in here, January.” He raised a hand in the air and gave a good-natured smile to the guards in the room. “If you’d give us some privacy please?” 
 
    They seemed to be expecting this as they didn’t so much as hesitate to close me in with Justin’s father. 
 
    “You probably want to know what’s going on.” He pulled off his glasses, folded them up, and set them on the desk. 
 
    I fisted my hands and said nothing. 
 
    He seemed to take my silence for assent, and he pulled out one of his desk drawers, taking out a tablet that he pushed my way. “From our interactions, Miss January, I know you’re not going to believe me, and that’s okay. You’ve been through a lot.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but glare at him at that. 
 
    He ignored it. “What I’m showing you here is classified information. Now, I’m not going to ask for any nondisclosure agreements from you, but Justin’s reputation might never be recoverable if you share this evidence. I’d like to think that my son could still be helped and go on to lead a meaningful life, so I’m leaving that in your hands, my dear.” 
 
    Leaning across the desk, Mr. Roberts pressed the screen of the slick, black tablet, and a movie played. The feed was split screen with half of the video black. A severe up-close angle of Justin’s face filled the other half of the screen, showing under his chin and up his nose. He was unmistakable. To one side, there were lines of drawers. It was hard to see from this angle, but they looked like file cabinets. 
 
    “This was taken from his phone camera late last night.” Mr. Roberts swallowed hard. “The Hawthorn Group was growing suspicious, and so they hacked into his phone.” His voice was tight as he said this, and I couldn’t help but notice that he said the word “they” instead of “we.” It made me think that Mr. Roberts wasn’t part of the mission to spy on his son. 
 
    The video feed shook as Justin lifted the phone closer to his face. The half of the screen that was dark before showed a form with a list of names. It looked like a genealogical family tree connected through an intricate web. On one corner, I clearly saw the name Holter before the camera moved to another paper. This paper was a medical record for someone named Marisa Garner. Under her name, it said Alphastrain Blood XNFSB, and then there was a long list of blood tests. 
 
    “If you could fast forward to two minutes and thirty seconds, my dear. Those are confidential records.” 
 
    I did as he requested, and the video flashed through form after official-looking form, and I pressed play again when the video got to the two-and-a-half-minute timestamp. When the feed ran, I was staring at the split screen with Justin’s face filling half and a photograph with my own face filling the other half. It was a record I’d seen before, my Jane Doe record from the morgue. On it was the information about my injuries from being hit by a truck. 
 
    Next, Justin flipped to a police report about a missing Jane Doe body from the morgue. 
 
    “I didn’t even know they did an investigation,” I whispered. 
 
    The whole thing was mostly a blur to me. I remembered the note and the feel of cold cement on my bare feet. But in the days that followed, I couldn’t even recall which morgue I had stumbled out of or the path I’d taken home. 
 
    “We monitor all of the police records. The moment irregular activity was flagged, our contacts in the department handed over the investigation and removed all records of your death.” 
 
    Several more records had Jane Doe on it from the morgue and police station, including a witness statement from the morgue attendant who’d found my body missing. Why hadn’t I even thought about all of this paper trail? I knew that wasn’t the point, but that was what was running through my head until my mind came to a full stop at the next record. On the screen was a very official-looking form that said in bold letters: this grants unconditional lifelong legal guardianship of January Renee Moore to the Hawthorn Group, under the custodianship of Sebastian Holter, as per S-15 Unclassifiable. It was dated one week ago. 
 
    I paused the video and looked up into Mr. Roberts’ brown eyes. “What does this mean?” My voice sounded dead and cold. “You think you own me?” 
 
    “Oh, no … not, no.” Mr. Roberts chuckled and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “That there is a formality only, but we were required to register you as a supernatural creature the moment that we knew your identity and had sufficient proof that you’re no longer human. The Hawthorn Group do have to follow laws, just like every citizen of the United States of America. The Hawthorn Group … well, let’s say that we could be considered a branch of the United States government—unofficially, of course. But when we locate a hostile or dangerous supernatural creature, we are required to take official responsibility of them.” 
 
    I gaped at him. “In what world am I hostile and dangerous?” 
 
    Mr. Roberts’ eyes widened, and he stammered, “Well, of course you’re not, but you have the potential to be.” 
 
    “Well, so do you.” 
 
    “Honey …” he shook his head, “All this means is that according to the government, officially …” He made air quotes. “You are now the responsibility of this organization for the remainder of your life. This actually protects you in a lot of ways, because if you ever got into trouble with the authorities, they’d immediately hand you over to us. And all we want to do is protect you. It’s just paperwork.” He waved a thick hand through the air. “It doesn’t change anything. Your mother is still your mother.” 
 
    It changed everything. 
 
    “I’d like to point out that if the Hawthorn Group wanted to conceal this from you, they could have easily edited it out of the video.” He reached across the desk and pressed play. 
 
    After my records, Justin copied the medical records of Mitch, Patrick, Richard, Susie, Zack, and Braiden. Each paper felt like a punch to the gut. They had phone numbers, addresses, family member names. And that same word—Alphastrain. Though on their forms the word wasn’t followed by a long stream of letters, instead it only had one letter: H. The last was Justin’s medical record, and it had the same words, Alphastrain H. 
 
    “What the hell?” I whispered. 
 
    “Just watch, sweetheart.” Mr. Roberts rubbed the bridge of his nose again, the skin turning red and raw under his fingers. 
 
    On screen, Justin set the phone down and quickly moved around the room. He pulled open cabinets and slid files inside. He looked at his phone and pressed the screen a couple of times before he slipped it into his pocket, and both sides of the screen went black. Eight seconds of darkness passed on the feed, and then Justin lifted his phone to his ear, so half of the split-screen showed his dark hair and the other half showed the inside of a metal stairwell. 
 
    “I got it,” my father said loud and clear through the recording. “And everything’s been arranged. Wipe this phone of all of my information. We know how to contact each other, and I don’t want you to get caught before we can extract you. Does she know about this?” 
 
    “No,” Justin said on the other end. “And I’m not going to tell her until I absolutely have to.” 
 
    “Good. That’s good. I’ll get back to you with the date and time of your extraction. I can’t keep them back for much longer. The academy is going to be attacked. I’m part of the plans for it now, but I’m not sure how long that will last.” 
 
    I knew something incriminating was coming. Why else would they show this to me? But I didn’t expect this. Just one week ago, Justin had been willing to flee the country when he realized that vampires knew about my existence. What had changed? Had my father reached out to Justin and proved that he wanted to help? 
 
    “Maybe this isn’t what you think,” I whispered. “Maybe Justin is trying to save us all.” 
 
    “Boy, would I like to believe that, Miss Moore.” Mr. Roberts sighed. “I expected you to doubt the evidence—as I did this morning when this was brought to me, so I have proof. Do you want to see it?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said, my throat feeling dry. 
 
    Mr. Roberts laid out evidence bags with forms that had fingerprints dusted on them. He showed me surveillance video clips that caught Justin going into the file room and leaving through the stairwell. He even showed a clip of Justin mouthing the words: absolutely have to. 
 
    “They set up a second set of surveillance cameras.” Mr. Roberts rubbed a hand down his face, and for the first time since I sat across from the man, I really looked at him. Dark circles ringed his brown eyes, and the sclera of his eyes were bloodshot and red. “This information was gathered by a special unit of the Hawthorn Group that was formed without my knowledge. When it was brought to me last night, I insisted that we let my son attend school while outside experts validated the evidence. Two hundred Hawthorn Group soldiers surrounded the school.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. Then how did a vampire scion get in to attack me early this morning?” 
 
    “The Hawthorn Group has come to the conclusion that Justin arranged for that scion to put your life at risk to create enough chaos to escape.” 
 
    “Well, they’re wrong.” 
 
    “I know.” His lips pulled into a straight line. Mr. Roberts regarded me with a meaningful look that held a trace of pity. “But that’s how it looked to them. The soldiers arrived just after the attack. There was a reasonable amount of confusion. The Hawthorn Group soldiers believed that he was in the school, but Justin had entered the dorms with you. From there, he slipped out, escaped, and vanished.” 
 
    I shook my head. “It didn’t happen like that. He walked away from me in broad daylight, heading into the parking lot.” 
 
    Mr. Roberts inhaled deeply, his wide chest expanding. “There are many who also believe that I helped him by delaying his arrest and creating this opportunity to escape. Powerful people believe that and … I take no pleasure in telling you this, my dear. By tomorrow, I do not believe that I will still be CEO of the Hawthorn Group.” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I wasn’t looking at a man who was trying to trick information from me. I was looking at a father who was desperate to find his son before it was too late. Come tomorrow, Mr. Roberts would be replaced with someone who would likely have no interest in protecting Justin as well as apprehending him. 
 
    “The only thing that I know isn’t going to help you find him. I didn’t even tell Justin.” 
 
    Mr. Roberts nodded. “Anything might help.” 
 
    “Two Sundays ago, my father approached me when I stepped away from my friends.” The words felt wrong, like I was betraying someone by saying them out loud, but they were the only thing I had that could vindicate Justin in some small way. 
 
    “You didn’t tell anyone?” Mr. Roberts’ brow creased further. “You didn’t call for help?” 
 
    “It happened really fast. He dropped a note at my feet and left, and I read it.” I swallowed hard. “He said that he remembered me, and he couldn’t protect me from what was coming. That’s all it said.” 
 
    “Did he tell you what was coming?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    Mr. Roberts leaned in. “Now, January, this is really important. Did your father give you any means to contact him?” 
 
    “Nothing. I didn’t know what to make of it. But Justin told me that I could trust Blackburn Academy and that I’d be safe there. I trust him—he’s earned that from me. So, if he’s working with my father, it’s either because my father tricked him or …” I trailed off, knowing that what I was going to say next might be too far. 
 
    “Or your father is working against the vampires,” Mr. Roberts finished for me. “I would love to believe either of those scenarios, honey, I really would. But Justin didn’t only send over your records to the local vampire king. He sent over his mother’s, aunts’ and uncles’, friends’, and cousins’. Justin released personal medical files and home addresses of the highest-ranking members of the Hawthorn Group. If this was some plan to go against the nightstalkers, on your behalf, presumably, why would he give them all of that information?” 
 
    “He gave his own information.” I shook my head. “It doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “It doesn’t.” 
 
    Justin’s words played through my mind. He told me that what he was doing at the Hawthorn Group had nothing to do with me. Had he been working with my father this whole time? 
 
    As if Mr. Roberts plucked the question from my mind, he said, “I’m sorry to tell you this, but your father is by no means a nonaggressive vampire. In the close to twenty years that he took over as the king of Brightside’s nightstalkers, the population of nightstalkers has swelled, and human casualties have tripled.” Mr. Roberts gave me a direct look with his bloodshot eyes. “I hope you’re not considering him as anything other than a villain.” 
 
    I didn’t know what I was thinking about my father. It just seemed like there had to be some kind of mistake here. Either Justin was bad, or my father was. 
 
    Justin had once complained that I gave everyone the benefit of the doubt but him. It had been true. And he had proven himself my ally and protector in every way. I owed him the benefit of the doubt— and just the once, I’d give it to him. 
 
    My mother’s voice echoed through my mind. People will always screw you over if you give them a chance. I slammed my eyes closed and stuffed the voice down deep in my mind. “No,” I whispered, “Justin told me that my survival depends on trusting you guys to keep me safe from my father.” 
 
    “Well, in that he had it right, sweetheart.” George Roberts leaned into the desk. His eyes watered as they met mine. “We know that Justin spent some time with you just before he left. Did he pass on any information that might help bring him home safe before I’m relieved of my job?” 
 
    Even though I didn’t trust this man sitting before me, the raw panic in his eyes made me almost wish I did. “As far as I knew, he was working for the Hawthorn Group, not against it. He wouldn’t tell me what he was working on.” 
 
    Mr. Roberts didn’t respond; he just watched me as the clock on the wall ticked the seconds away. “There’s nothing at all you can tell me?” 
 
    “I can’t think of a single thing that would help you find him.” 
 
    It wasn’t a lie. All I could think of was a place to start, and that was figuring out what secret Justin uncovered about Sebastian Holter last night. Justin said it was likely the reason behind why Sebastian committed the act that gained him the nickname Prime Evil. My guess was that Justin had discovered something in these files that shed light on Sebastian’s past crimes. And there was one word that I repeatedly saw in those files, and that was Alphastrain. I hadn’t noticed the word on the first few medical forms, but near the end, it was on every single one. 
 
    “Can I see the evidence again? Maybe it’ll spark something,” I suggested, but Mr. Roberts shook his head. 
 
    He pulled the tablet away from me and stored it in his desk drawer. “Sebastian is expecting you upstairs for your internship.” 
 
    The words made my gut twist into a knot, but I refused to show that on my face. I stood, nodded, and headed out of the soon-to-be-ex CEO of the Hawthorn Group’s office. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    Sebastian didn't ask me a single question about Justin, not that night or early Saturday morning. Both sessions, Sebastian immediately told me to punch a bag. Every time my fist slammed into the leather, a pressure gauge above the bag showed a number. Sebastian leaned against the wall, typing into a tablet and only peeking up at me intermittently. My fist landed again and again, and the impact ricocheted up my arm, almost painfully. And yet, I wanted more, more pressure, more impact. 
 
    A chain of thoughts kept cycling in my mind. Sebastian Holter committed a crime so heinous that everyone in this world considered him the epitome of evil. Blackburn Academy and the Hawthorn Group covered up that crime and swore everyone to secrecy on pain of death. Justin learned why Sebastian committed that crime. The very next day, Justin was proclaimed a traitor and fugitive of the Hawthorn Group, and evidence cropped up that he betrayed everyone who might want to help him. From what I could tell, the evidence against him was legit. Mr. Roberts had experts from far and wide validate it. But it was all too convenient. 
 
    I struck and struck again, imagining that I could punch through the bag. 
 
    "All right, let's break for blood," Sebastian said. 
 
    "I'm not thirsty for blood," I said between blows. "I don't need it." 
 
    He pushed off the wall. "And why's that?" 
 
    "Because I need it about once a week." 
 
    "Well, we're not here to measure what you need to survive." 
 
    He stepped closer to me, almost to the leather bag, and damn, I wanted to redirect my punches right into his chiseled face. 
 
    "We measure the effect that blood has on your performance. Right now, your blows are landing heavier than they ever have before, and I want to see if blood affects that." 
 
    "My blows are stronger than ever because I'm imagining that I'm punching your face." I slammed my fist into the leather, and a puff of dust spouted from one of the seams. "I am not your fucking property." 
 
    Sebastian Holter thought he owned me. He thought he could just take permanent guardianship of me for life. The excuses that Mr. Roberts sputtered were total bullshit. There was no doubt in my mind that Sebastian pushed that ownership through, and he left it on the evidence video because he wanted me to know it. 
 
    "Try to hit me, January, if you think you're up to it." 
 
    "Not while you're holding a tablet," I huffed as I continued to punch. Even in the state I was in, I wasn't about to destroy an expensive piece of equipment just for a moment of grim relief. 
 
    He threw the tablet to the side and opened his arms. 
 
    I looked fully at the guy. In the week I'd known him, Sebastian had resembled Justin and Mitch less and less. His features were too sharp and angular. Even the cleft chin he shared with his brother and cousin was deeper, like a notch had been cleaved out of his chin. Objectively, he was probably the most handsome, but something was lurking in his eyes that made him so very ugly. 
 
    I balled up my fist and aimed underhand for his stomach. I expected him to block me, but he didn't. My fist landed right in the middle of his abs. My shoulder jolted at the unexpected contact, and I glanced up to see Sebastian clenching his jaw and glaring down, but otherwise showing no reaction. I reared back my fist and punched him again. Pain ripped through my bones as I hit his hard muscle, but the pain was satisfying, it meant that he was probably feeling it too. 
 
    "Maybe you're the sadist, January," he hissed down at me. 
 
    "Fuck you." I threw an uppercut, straight up, and my fist smashed into his chin. Bone smashed into bone, and a sickening crack reverberated through the room. Blood sprayed out of his lips, and the warm liquid splattered onto my arm and across the blue mats. He fell back into the bag and toppled to the floor while my hand seared with strikes of pain. I jumped back, cradling my hand. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    I tried to move my fingers, but agony pulsed through the back of my hand. My eyes grew hot, and I sucked in a harsh breath, knowing what would happen any second now. "You're right. I'll take the blood." 
 
    Sebastian took a moment to climb back to his feet. He walked forward and stopped directly in front of me, watching me with blood dripping down his chin. 
 
    “I’ll take the blood,” I repeated when he just stood there. 
 
    Sebastian smiled, his teeth bloody. "What made you change your mind, January?" 
 
    "I want to be able to punch you harder," I gritted out. 
 
    "Not with that hand. It's broken." 
 
    I glanced down, only to see that my hand was already swelling. "It's fine," I lied as I dropped my hand to the side. Pain radiated up, and I clenched my teeth to stop from whimpering. "You were right about the blood. Let's do this." 
 
    "Plenty of blood right here if you want some." He pointed up to his chin. 
 
    "You're my legal guardian now. Don't you think that telling me to lick the blood off of your face crosses a pretty big line?" I winced. "Are you going to get me blood or what?" 
 
    "What's your hurry?" He reached for my broken hand, but I jumped away. 
 
    "Don't touch me, asshole." 
 
    "What's wrong with your hand, January?" He grinned again, showing me his bloody smile. 
 
    Panic surged through me as my fingers seared like they'd been lit on fire. The pain flared hotter and hotter, and then ceased. A thumping drumbeat rose in volume before me, louder and louder. The metallic tang of blood filled my senses. My teeth swelled into fangs, cutting into my gums. My own coppery blood spilled over my tongue, but it wasn't even close to satisfying. 
 
    My gaze fixed on a fresh source of blood as it dripped slowly off Sebastian Holter's chin. "Get me bagged blood," I managed to rasp. "Now." 
 
    "Drink from me, January," Sebastian said. 
 
    It would be so easy. I wouldn't feel guilty drinking from Sebastian. I could tear into his neck and drink my fill, and then shove him away from me. But that wasn't me. That would never be me. I would not let Sebastian turn me into that. "Never," I whispered, and I could barely hear my own voice over the rapid tempo of his heart. "Fuck you. I'll go find the blood bags myself." 
 
    I turned away from him. Air whizzed past me, and before I reached the other side of the room, Sebastian stood before me with three blood bags. 
 
    I bit into the first one. My eyes fixed on the floor as I punctured the plastic and drank in long pulls. 
 
    "Never try to hide your powers from me again," Sebastian whispered close to my ear. 
 
    I jumped back and glared. When I was finished with my blood bag, I pulled it away from me and said, "I’m not your pet dhampir, and I’m not doing the Senior Hunt—no fucking way. On Monday, I’m canceling my nomination. It was bullshit, anyway.” 
 
    His expression didn’t change. He simply swiped his tablet off the ground. He fiddled with it before Hope Springs Recovery Center was framed in the shot. My mother’s rehabilitation center was a squat, one-story structure that looked somewhere between a church and a jail. It was midday in the video, and a flash of something moved through the scene. Sebastian paused the video. When the image was still, it was clear to see that the thing zooming through the air was shaped like a body. A person was jumping from the ground onto the rehabilitation center roof. “Do you know how many attempts the vampires and their scions have made on your mother in the last two weeks?” 
 
    My hands immediately started to sweat. “Vampires are going after her?” 
 
    “You drew their attention. You put your mother in danger. There have been three attempts. We have a substantial presence on the ground.” 
 
    “I thought she’d be safe in there,” I whispered. 
 
    “She is for now. You are a priority investment of mine. Meaning I am prioritizing your mother’s and grandmother’s safety so you can remain in good condition for these tests. If you run away or are uncooperative, I will de-prioritize you as an investment.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” I whispered, but from his expression, he knew he had me. My mother was in court-ordered rehab. I couldn’t break her out of there. I couldn’t even access her outside of Saturday morning visiting hours. 
 
    “You put them in danger, January, not me,” Sebastian said, and his words were the final nails in my coffin. “I am the one keeping them safe.” 
 
    "At a price. You're forcing me to hunt a vampire. Why?" My words came out harsh, and I didn’t expect him to answer. 
 
    He took his time responding, first pouring his water bottle on a gym towel and mopping up his face. He swished water around in his mouth and swallowed with a sigh. "Because you’re weak. You are supposed to have more powers," he said as he set down his towel. "Speed, strength, agility, and an ability to sense the presence of vampires even when you can't see them. Your father is one of the strongest master vampires that we know about, and you are pathetic. It makes no sense." He handed me a third blood bag. "I think that hunting an actual vampire might spark your powers, and the Blackburn Senior Hunt is the safest, most contained vampire hunt possible." 
 
    His forthrightness stunned me. I had expected him to lie, but this really sounded like the awful truth. "I thought you wanted me to hide what I am." 
 
    "They’ll just think that you’re an Elite." 
 
    "Except ..." I dropped the last blood bag onto the ground. “The moment I get injured, everyone will know I'm definitely not an Elite." 
 
    "No, January, they won’t. Your powers are very similar to the Elites’, and the students aren’t going to see your fangs. You won’t let them." 
 
    Nothing ever went that smoothly. 
 
    I swiped a sweaty arm across my mouth. "How come you know about dhampir powers when other people don't?" 
 
    "Oh, I know a lot of things that others don't, January. Perks of being king, I suppose." 
 
    I scoffed at that, especially since he sounded serious when he referred to himself as a king. "So, can I go back to punching your face? Because that was the highlight of my week." 
 
    "Really?" His eyes sparked with an interest that made my stomach churn. "How about I make a deal with you?" He lifted his dark brows. "You can punch me as much as you want, but if you injure yourself and need blood, you have to drink from my neck." 
 
    I lifted a finger at him, my middle one. "Never going to happen. How about you tell me why you want me to drink from you so much? Because it's freaking me out." 
 
    He scooped up his tablet once more. "I would like to measure if there is any difference in your strength between when you have fresh blood or refrigerated blood." 
 
    He just did. I drank from Justin less than twenty-four hours ago, but I wasn't going to tell him that. 
 
    "My brother is waiting to pick you up and bring you to your mother's facility," Sebastian said as he held out a fresh towel and water bottle. His words hit me like a backhanded slap. 
 
    The biggest bully at Blackburn Academy was going to have access to my mom. He was going to see the most vulnerable part of me. 
 
    "Can someone else take me?" I asked as I took the water bottle. 
 
    "One Elite is worth ten soldiers, and all other Elites are either out of my control or looking for your boyfriend." 
 
    Sebastian’s words brought me no comfort. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    Mitch waited in the garage in an old muscle car. His vehicle looked like it jumped out of the movie Grease. Lightning bolts were even painted along each side, a shock of yellow on an otherwise black finish. I pulled open the passenger door and leaned down to look across red leather seats, and I reeled back. 
 
    Mitch’s face was a mess of dark bruises. He had sunglasses on, but puffy purple skin showed on all sides. Mitch’s lip was split, and he had an angry red welt on his chin. 
 
    Swallowing hard, I settled onto the seat beside him. Something crinkled under my butt, and I lifted up and felt around, finding there was a receipt there. Words were written on the inner fold. 
 
      
 
    This car is bugged. Don’t say anything about Justin. 
 
      
 
    “Reading my receipts, Dirtbag?” Mitch growled, actually sounding upset about it. 
 
    “Yep. Riveting.” I wadded the paper up in my hand and tossed it onto the floor. We drove out of the garage and into downtown in silence. I tried my best not to look over at Mitch's face, but it was hard as we were the only two people in the car. 
 
    "I gave Sebastian a bloody smile," I said as we took the on-ramp to the freeway. It was an educated guess that Sebastian was the one who beat the crap out of Mitch, but Mitch confirmed it when the corner of his lip twitched. It wasn't quite a smile, but it was close. 
 
    "I got him a couple of times in the gut too,” I added, “But only because he didn't fight back." 
 
    "Obviously. If he did, you'd be dead." Mitch sighed. "My brother probably has a tally running too now." 
 
    "Maybe," I said on a sigh as I leaned back into the supple leather seats. 
 
    "Don't get comfortable," he said. "You stink, and I don't know if that'll ever come out of the seats." 
 
    For some reason, a laugh burst out of me at his words. Maybe it was because, for the first time ever, it didn't actually sound like he meant them. He sounded more like he was going through the motions of being an asshole. I needed that laugh, that moment of levity after spending the last twenty-four hours in a near-constant panic. 
 
    "Wouldn't it be the biggest joke ever if you and I ended up being friends?" I muttered to myself. 
 
    Even though he was wearing sunglasses, I could feel his attention fixing on me. Mitch bopped his hand on his radio knob, and Irish punk music filled the car. I glanced over at him as a very familiar voice bellowed out one of my favorite ballads. I sang along with the song quietly, finding the familiar words comforting. After that song finished, the next song began with the high note of a flute before the guitar and drums joined it. The song was in Gaelic, and I did my best to sing along. I didn't know what every word meant, but I'd looked up the lyrics in the library a while back and did my best to memorize them. 
 
    Mitch pressed the skip button on his radio. 
 
    "Rude." I rolled my eyes. 
 
    He turned onto an off-ramp. "I couldn't listen to you butcher the Irish language that way." 
 
    "You speak Irish?" 
 
    He uttered a long stream of words with lots of "sh" sounds. It sounded beautiful, but of course, he ruined it by saying, "It means that you should go to the bathroom and wash yourself." 
 
    "My choice was to stink or to take a shower in your brother's apartment. Which one would you choose?" I gave him a straight-lipped smile. 
 
    Mitch nodded, like maybe he was conceding my point. 
 
    We parked before my mother's treatment center, and I hopped out of his car and gently closed the door. "I'll be back in ..." I trailed off as he stepped out of his side of the car. "Please, stay in the car, Mitch." 
 
    He turned toward me fully, and with a softer voice than he'd ever used with me before, he said, "I can't do that." 
 
    My eyes heated and chest tightened. I pointed into his face. "You're going to treat her with respect or I'll ..." 
 
    Or I'd what? Give him a third black eye? 
 
    I just shook my head and headed into the rehab center. 
 
    My mother was still in her room when we headed in. I found her under the light of an open window. Paint coated her shirt from where she'd been wiping her brushes off on her belly. The long, languid tones of a violin played from a radio on her desk. The woodsy scent of turpentine mingled with the chalky smell of paint in the room. She leaned close to the canvas and used a thin brush to apply blue shadows under a nose that looked suspiciously like mine. My cheeks heated a bit as I took in the canvas, only to see that, yep, my mother was using me as a model, as she so often did. And in this painting, I was a mermaid with a long green tail that splashed over the surface of the water. The painting was half underwater with a rainbow of tropical fish and half above water with a prince crouched down on a rock, looking at the mermaid. The prince wore a doublet and hose, and his face was very familiar. 
 
    My cheeks heated even more as I looked up into a face that was so clearly Justin's. 
 
    "Hey, Mom," I said. 
 
    She jolted upright, hissed in a breath, and pulled her paintbrush away. "You know better than to startle me," she scolded as she leaned in to inspect the canvas. "Now you have a blue freckle on your nose." She shot a disapproving look over. In the month my mother had lived at Hope Springs, her cheeks had plumped, and her skin gained a healthier tone. Mom was only in her late thirties, but she looked about ten years older than that. Her once lustrous hair had thinned, and wrinkles creased her brow and gave her a permanent frown. Mom and Nana could be sisters at this point, looks-wise, and it would be a toss-up on which of them appeared the oldest. Mom’s gaze slid past me, and she stood straight. "Justin, what happened to you?" 
 
    "That's Justin's cousin, not Justin, mom." 
 
    Mitch moved, and I flinched, only to realize that he was offering his hand. "Mitchel." 
 
    My mom smiled and splayed out her paint-covered fingers. "Are you sure?" When he nodded, they shook hands. "I'm January's mother, but I guess you know that. Buy vitamin E cream for your face. It’s expensive …" she widened her eyes for emphasis. “But it’ll help you heal twice as quick.” 
 
    “I heal really fast, Mrs. Moore,” Mitch said with a nod. 
 
    "So, Mitch." I held out my hands. "I'm safe. We're just hanging out here." 
 
    "Well, I'd like to go get a bite to eat in the cafeteria." My mother put an arm around my shoulders, immediately dripping paint onto my arm. She didn't notice. 
 
    "You're welcome to join us, of course. I’ll just be a minute." She set to cleaning her brushes and scraping off her palette. 
 
    Damn it. I needed to talk to my mother alone. 
 
    "Can I take a photo of your painting?" Mitch asked as he nodded to the canvas. 
 
    Oh, hell no. Mitch wanted to snap a photo of me as the Little Mermaid and Justin as Prince Eric? The blackmail would be endless. 
 
    I spun and glared at the huge guy hulking in the doorway. "No," I mouthed the word. "Don't you dare." 
 
    "Sure, but it's not finished," my mother said as she wiped off her fingers with a towel. "No flash and keep back at least two feet, please. That's wet paint." 
 
    "Don't," I mouthed at him, but of course, he ignored me. 
 
    Mitch stepped around my mother and snapped a photo with his phone before pocketing it. 
 
    Anger surged up in me, but I tamped it down. I only had two choices, pretend like Mitch was a nice guy in the hopes he'd act that way or treat Mitch like the asshole he was and definitely get him to act that way. 
 
    Before seeing the Blackburn Academy cafeteria, I'd thought my mother's state rehab cafeteria was nice. It had a hot bar, rich foods, and individual tables that were clean and comfortable. In true Mitch fashion, he'd piled macaroni and cheese, fried chicken, biscuits, and corn on the cob onto his tray. He finished it quickly and was eyeing mine as I attacked my fried chicken. 
 
    My mother was listing off her complaints about the facility, needing no response from either of us, and I realized there was no escaping Mitch. 
 
    "Mom, I've been thinking a lot about Dad," I said as soon as she paused in her tirade. 
 
    "Your father?" My mother turned and blinked in clear shock. Her mouth hung open, and even her pupils were wide. She shook her head. “He died when I was pregnant.” 
 
    She wasn’t lying, but she was far from telling me the truth—not that I wanted her to in present company. 
 
    “Did he have any family or connections in town?” I asked. 
 
    “What’s this about?” my mom asked. I could have been imagining it, but it seemed as if my mother’s hands were shaking. She pulled them under the table. 
 
    “History project.” The save came from a very unexpected source. Mitch nodded. “We’re all supposed to do a family tree.” Maybe in payment for his save, Mitch reached forward and grabbed my last piece of fried chicken, dipped it in my mashed potatoes and gravy, and took a big bite of it. 
 
    “Dude,” I grumbled as I picked chicken breading crumbs off my potatoes. “Next time spoon the potatoes on. I don’t like my food to mix.” 
 
    He responded by reaching forward, scooping a mass of potatoes and dumping it on top of the remainder of his chicken leg. “Better?” 
 
    I grunted and turned back to my mom. “Do you know of any extended family or friends?” 
 
    She looked between Mitch and me for a second before saying. “No, honey. His family died when he was in his early twenties, but he had a lot of friends. They rarely came by the house, though. The only person who did was his best friend Jamie, and he died in the crash along with your father.” 
 
    That was a big fat dead end. 
 
    My mother reached across the table and patted my hand. “No one so much as called after he died. It was just us. Don’t waste a moment of thought on people who never wasted a moment of thought on us. If you want, just make up some bullshit. You could say that some celebrity is secretly your father. Who cares?” 
 
    I cared. 
 
    There was a sinking feeling in me, and I wanted to leave and head back to school so I could start following trails that could actually lead to Justin. “Thanks, Mom.” 
 
    I started to stand when Mitch threw down his bone and asked, “Where did he work?” 
 
    “Hmm?” My mother’s eyes rolled up to the ceiling like she was remembering. “Why can’t I think of their name? He worked for them straight out of college.” 
 
    “Was it the Hawthorn Group in downtown Brightside?” Mitch asked. 
 
    My mother pointed at him and sighed. “Yes. Thank you. It was right beyond my reach. He worked in computers or programming or whatever you call it. How did you know?” 
 
    “His name sounded familiar when January mentioned it earlier,” Mitch said. “My father used to work there.” 
 
    I plopped back into my chair and gripped the table, sure that the floor was literally falling out from under me. What the hell? 
 
    It immediately made sense to me why Mitch would make that jump. Everyone at Blackburn was certain that I was an Elite bastard. But in the times that Mr. Roberts and the staff of Blackburn Academy discussed my father, they never came close to telling me that my father worked for their organization before he became a vampire. Chances were, he was turned into a vampire because he worked for them. 
 
    “Did the company ever send you any money after Dad died?” I demanded. 
 
    Mom’s hand rubbed up her arm. “They paid for the funeral and sent me a bouquet of tulips. Then they sent me a bunch of forms that showed why we didn’t qualify for his life insurance policy.” She shook her head. “I’ve mostly suppressed the whole thing. Corporations are evil, honey, every single one of them.” 
 
    I was so angry; I couldn’t even process the full implications of everything that this could mean. The thought that the Hawthorn Group could have been behind my father’s death and played a big part in my mother’s destitution made me feel physically ill. 
 
    Suddenly, the cafeteria grew too loud around me, the clattering and scraping of metal echoing in my ears. 
 
    “I am going to be right back,” my mother said as she scooted out of her chair. 
 
    I stared at the posters on the wall, filled with colorful fruits, and I ran through everything I knew about my father from this new lens. He was part of the company, turned, and then took over leadership of the vampires and organized them against the Hawthorn Group. Dante Mortus knew them from the inside out, and now, he was working against them with Justin’s help. 
 
    “January?” Mitch growled. 
 
    My head shot up, and I focused on Mitch’s scowl. 
 
    “Are you awake?” 
 
    “What do you want?” I grumbled. “You interrupted me thinking.” 
 
    His mouth opened, and I thought he was going to shoot some barb at me when he said, “No time. Do you know where Justin is?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “You know something,” he said. 
 
    “As do you, clearly.” I gestured at his bruised face. “At least your brother thinks you do.” 
 
    He chuckled, but the sound held no mirth. “This …” he gestured down his face, “This is for not figuring out that Justin was a traitor while he was right under my nose. If my brother thought I knew something, and I was holding out …” 
 
    He didn’t finish the sentence, and I didn’t want him to. 
 
    “What do you know?” he demanded. 
 
    “I know that your brother has soldiers here.” I glanced around the cafeteria at the crowd of nurses and patients eat, talking, and carrying trays loaded down with food. “I know that I can’t trust you.” 
 
    “That blows for you. As of Monday, the news breaks that Justin betrayed half the school to the vampire king, and I’m going to be the only other person in Blackburn Academy who’s trying to find Justin alive.” 
 
    I wasn’t completely sure of that. The first ally that came to mind for me was Zack. They’d once been best friends. And Zack’s first impulse when he saw the soldiers was to hide the evidence. But Justin gave up the Baldwin family’s personal records. Zack could be feeling a very different emotion toward Justin this morning. 
 
    “Look,” Mitch leaned his elbows on the table on either side of his tray. “My phone is probably bugged to listen in all the time, and, yeah, there are agents here on the ground, but in a crowd like this, no one can hear us. I’m on a mission to find Justin, and so are you. We should work together.” 
 
    I don’t know if it was his bruised face or the fact that Mitch seemed more worried about being overheard than I did, but I decided to confide just a little bit to him. “Justin learned a secret about the Hawthorn Group, I think it was in those files he’d copied,” I said carefully. “He wanted us to run away together this weekend.” 
 
    Mitch took off his sunglasses, showing me his eyes. Veins had ruptured in his sclera, ringing his pupils in blood. “Then why’d Justin leave you behind?” 
 
    “He probably had to escape right away.” 
 
    “But you were with him while he got the call. If he told me that you two were fleeing the country, I would have said, ‘hell yeah, take me with you. Take my money.’ And he knows that.” 
 
    My mother emerged from the bathroom, distracting me for a moment, but she immediately dived into a conversation with a woman by the soda line. 
 
    “Maybe Justin isn’t finished with what he has to do,” I suggested. 
 
    “He isn’t.” Mitch leaned further onto the table. "Listen up. We can't talk about any of this unless we're in a crowd like this, got it? It’s more than just phones. I've suspected that my brother bugged all of my stuff a long time ago, but I'm almost certain of it now. He's probably bugged yours, too. I wouldn't be surprised if there are cameras at your place." 
 
    If that were true, it explained this morning. Sebastian set up a situation where I'd injure myself and need to expose my powers. He didn't even wait a couple of days. He wanted me to figure out that I had nowhere to hide from him. 
 
    He already knew about my instant healing and desperate need for blood. He'd been all but telling me that he overheard. I'd just been in such a state of panic; I hadn't made the connection. 
 
    "I hate your brother," I whispered. "I think Justin figured out one of his darkest secrets, and now there's a massive manhunt for Justin, and he's on the run." My heart raced, and I knew that saying anything to Mitch was taking a huge risk, but this was perhaps my only chance to get a straight answer from him. "I think this has to do with whatever crime your brother committed while he was at Blackburn, the one that the whole school took an oath of secrecy never to reveal." 
 
    Mitch didn't respond; he only watched me with his bloody eyes. 
 
    "Can you tell me anything about it without breaking your oath?" 
 
    "I can tell you ..." he paused to swallow hard, "... I can tell you that two years ago, a competitor died in the Senior Hunt. My brother won that hunt." In the silence that followed, the words lingered in the air between us. "I can tell you that's not the only student that died in Blackburn while my brother attended the school. I can also tell you that the school has a full record of that hunt in their digital records—my brother ordered them to keep it there. He’s not ashamed of what he did—the academy is the one who covered it up." 
 
    “Mitch, did your brother order you to let the vampire kill me in the hunt?” I asked. 
 
    “He didn’t get that far, but I’m guessing he will.” 
 
    That was what I thought. Why else would Justin be so desperate to be the one to nominate me? I was no good to Sebastian Holter weak. He wanted my dhampir powers activated, or he’d wash his hands of my family and me. I blinked rapidly and swallowed hard, trying to rein in my emotions. At least I had the instant healing thing—if it didn’t turn me into a bloodthirsty monster who attacked her friends, maybe it would pull me through the competition. 
 
    “Second question … can you force me to run bleachers when we get back?” 
 
    His brow wrinkled, and he looked at me like I’d asked if we could go bash our heads against the wall together. “Sure …?” 
 
    “I hid my phone in the bleachers there. Justin gave me the phone, and no one knows about it. I don’t think it’s bugged. I’m hoping Justin will try to contact me.” 
 
    "Hey kids," my mother said as she slipped into her plastic seat. She slid a tray onto the table with three soft serve ice creams on it. My mother set the chocolate before me, a chocolate vanilla swirl, and vanilla before her. "You two are as thick as thieves. January always seems to have one close girlfriend and the rest guy friends," she mused before taking a bite of her ice cream. She wasn't wrong. But overall, I liked hanging out with girls; they just usually did things that I didn't have the funds to participate in. 
 
    "Mitch seemed doubtful when I told him that we were going to be friends," I absently said as I spooned chocolate into my mouth. 
 
    "I'm not big into people," Mitch said, surprising me with his diplomacy. 
 
    "Me neither," my mother lied. Cynical might as well be my mother's middle name, and she might think she wasn't into people, but she was always friends with everyone, everywhere. 
 
    "Well, I like people," I muttered as I took another bite. This whole situation seemed so eerily normal after what I just learned. Was Sebastian Holter a serial killer? It was almost too farfetched to believe. And yet ... 
 
    If I could believe that anyone I knew was a serial killer, I'd immediately guess it was Sebastian. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    Every moment that I spent with Sebastian Holter the next day, I was on edge. A chill ran through me each time his eyes landed on mine, and it had everything to do with the fact that last night, I came to a terrifying realization. Justin hadn't figured out that Sebastian had killed kids at Blackburn Academy. Justin already knew that. He'd figured out why Sebastian had killed them, and whatever reason there was behind that, had scared Justin into wanting to move up our escape plan from weeks to days, risking us being hunted down by hordes of vampires and their scions. 
 
    Maybe I was taking this too far. I didn't know that Sebastian killed the students, and being in his presence, doubts kept creeping into my mind. All I knew was that high schoolers died, and it had something to do with him. Blackburn Academy was a school that trained vampire hunters. Vampires were deadly. It wasn't such a huge logic leap to believe that Sebastian could be innocent of something so heinous as murder. Twice, Sebastian commented on how quiet I was being, and I muttered excuses. I was tired, sore, and had a lot on my mind. My mother always told me that I'd talk back to the devil. It was a phrase handed down from my grandmother. So, I made sure to shoot a few snide comments his way so he wouldn't be too suspicious. 
 
    Immense relief filled me as I climbed into Mitch's car, and we headed back to campus. He hadn't made a rude comment about my mother yet, but internally, I braced for it. It would probably come in the most painful way that Mitch could devise it. I spun all the way to face Mitch, immediately noticing how much he'd healed. He wasn't kidding when he said that he recovered fast. "Are you coming with me to the Baldwins’ house tonight to see my grandma? Because if you're planning on it, I should probably warn them." 
 
    "No. I'm throwing a party tonight at Justin's pool house." Mitch smirked. "The first assignment of our training for the hunt is that you have to go with me and get your drink on." 
 
    "First of all, I don't drink—can you guess why?" I gave him a straight-lipped smile. "Second ... seriously? You're taking advantage of your aunt and uncle while they're in the middle of a crisis. Even you aren't that cruel." 
 
    "I sure as fuck am that cruel, Dirtbag. You don't have to drink, but you do have to go to the party. That's how this shit works." 
 
    I turned in my seat and squeezed my eyes closed. "Fine. I'll go to your party if you'll agree to wait outside in your car or to patrol the yard, or whatever, while I have dinner with the Baldwin’s tonight. And ..." I said the word loudly because it looked like Mitch was going to interrupt me. “you have to come with me to the library so I can look up past Senior Hunts." 
 
    "Library is closed, Dirtbag." 
 
    "I thought that you could do whatever you want at Blackburn," I said. 
 
    Mitch paused for a moment, working his bruised jaw back and forth. I could only guess that he was putting up a protest because any eavesdroppers would expect him to as he was the one who told me where and how to find the records. "Just stop talking. I can get a key." 
 
    **** 
 
    Walking into the Blackburn Academy library was like walking into a bibliophile's dream. There were books on every available space from the first-floor gallery and up to the dome above. A long ramp led in a spiral from the first floor all the way up to the third. Books piled on gleaming tables evenly spaced through the main dome. Dusty tomes lined up in a display case behind the vacant desk under lock and key. The room smelled like books, not that fresh crisp paper smell, but the worn down and a touch dusty book smell of libraries everywhere. 
 
    Professor Mustache, or Professor Titus as my other, more polite, classmates were calling him, rushed between the tables in the main dome. He was even larger up close, managing to make everyone but the Baldwin twins seem small. No one was bigger than the Baldwin twins. 
 
    "All of the records we have are digital," the archivist said with a wave deeper into the library. 
 
    Lucas threw an arm over my shoulders. "Thanks for setting this up." When Mitch set this up, I’d insisted that Mia, Susie, Lucas, and Richard be invited too. Even though I wasn’t really here to learn more about the hunt, it didn’t sit right with me that I would get an advantage in the hunt that they wouldn’t because Mitch was on my team. In a lower voice, Lucas added, "You doing okay?" 
 
    Susie flanked me on my other side, and I could feel her attention on me as well. "We knew that he'd changed, but none of us saw that coming yesterday, January. If we had, we would have tried a lot harder to warn you away from him." 
 
    Both of their eyes were so full of compassion, and I knew that they thought that Justin had just broken my heart with his betrayal. According to what they saw, Justin had betrayed all of them, but no one so much as me. From what they’d been saying in the last hour, the Hawthorn Group had clearly edited their video to take out my death record and guardianship form, but they hadn't taken out any of my other paperwork. More information about me was leaked to the vampire king than anyone else, and the vampires’ scions were already trying to kill me. 
 
    As my phone had been waiting under the bleachers where Zack stored it, I still had some hope that not everyone had turned against Justin. They’d all had their phones handed back yesterday, and no one had even seemed to notice that I told the soldiers my phone was missing, but I was texting them on it. There were no messages or calls from Justin, and I didn’t dare call his bugged phone. 
 
    We headed into a room with a long oval table, and all fell into seats. The decor felt very old-fashioned for being the digital records room. The walls and vaulted ceiling were varnished wood with inlaid light wood lines creating a grid pattern. 
 
    Professor Mustache busied himself on a computer at the corner and then pulled down a retractable screen. “I’ll start with three years ago as it was one of our shorter hunts, and I’m sure you guys want to get going on your Saturday plans. You all would have been freshmen if I’m calculating right, so you might see some familiar faces.” 
 
    I raised my hand, causing Professor Mustache to blink at me. When he muttered my name, I asked, “Can we watch two years ago?” 
 
    Dark splotches immediately blossomed on his cheeks, and everyone turned to me, their eyes wide. A palpable tension filled the air, crackling through the room. 
 
    Well, I’d stepped in it this far. I might as well dive. “My mentor Sebastian Holter competed that year, didn’t he? He put me in this because he really wants me to learn to fight more like him—so, I just thought that it was what he’d want.” I felt everyone’s gaze boring into me; the only person who wasn’t aghast was Mitch, who’d stole the seat next to mine and was laying his head down on the table. “Why is everyone looking at me weird?” 
 
    “Trust me, January, you don’t want to be anything like Sebastian,” Susie said, her brown eyes cautious. 
 
    “Oh, I know that.” 
 
    The whole room seemed to let out a collective sigh. 
 
    “Sebastian said he wants me to participate in this hunt because he thinks going against a vampire will unlock Elite powers in me. He wants the vampire to do damage to me. He’s not going to let me hang back and let other hunters do all the work—which was one hundred percent my plan. I doubt I have powers, and I think that if that’s the case, Sebastian won’t care if this hunt kills me. I want to see how he fought the vampire and won.” 
 
    Susie’s hand wrapped around my wrist in silent support, and I wished I could be up-front and honest with my friends, but this is as close to the truth as I could admit. No one showed any surprise when I mentioned that Sebastian thought I had Elite powers. It was probably common knowledge at this point that I was some Elite’s illegitimate child. 
 
    “Honestly, it’s the most relevant hunt,” Richard said as he rolled back his shoulders. “Clearly, Sebastian meddled in that hunt, and he’s already meddling in this one.” He raised a hand, and his eyes met mine. “Not that I’m blaming you for anything he’s doing, January. But all of our chances of success are much higher if we study him as well as the hunt.” 
 
    “There has never been meddling, and there never will be,” Professor Mustache blustered, but even he didn’t sound convinced of his own words. 
 
    “Stop lying and show the tape,” Mitch grumbled, surprising the hell out of me because I thought he was asleep. “If the tape still exists here, my brother wants people to see it. It’s you guys that wanted to cover up what happened—he could give a fuck.” 
 
    The splotches on Mustache’s cheeks grew even darker, standing out in stark contrast to his white facial hair. “Well, I don’t want to see it.” 
 
    “Then don’t watch,” Mitch growled. “It happened, and you’ll show them because I told you to show them.” 
 
    “I agree with Richard,” Mia said as she leaned back in her chair. “I’m not blaming you for anything either, January, or you Mitch, even though I severely dislike you—” 
 
    “Feeling’s mutual.” 
 
    Mia ignored Mitch and didn’t miss a beat. “But we’re all going to try to win, and none of us want to get killed.” 
 
    A shudder seemed to run through the room, and Mustache’s back shot ramrod straight. He shook his head. “What happened to Marisa Garner was a tragic accident.” 
 
    The name made my heart jump, but I tried to keep my expression blank. Marisa Garner’s name had been on the first medical record in the files that Justin stole. I remembered because the record said she was something called an Alphastrain. 
 
    I fully expected Professor Mustache to tell us that the video wasn’t in their records, but instead, he trudged back to his computer and clicked on his mouse. 
 
    The video opened up with a view of the stadium, but instead of bright green turf, the ground was gone to reveal a deep pit with what looked like a paintball or laser tag stadium built within. Open structures bridged throughout the pit. Lights illuminated every corner of the stadium, and the fourteen students all waving from a bridge. 
 
    Half of the students were in what looked like black-plated armored suits, very similar to what the Hawthorn Group soldiers wore, but covering their whole body. The other seven wore black t-shirts and pants. Professor Titus’ voice came over the speaker, welcoming everyone to their one-hundred-sixth annual Senior Vampire Hunt. 
 
    The camera zoomed onto the faces of the students, moving from face to face. A few of the last names were vaguely familiar. This year, there were three girl hunters and three guy hunters; the rest were in such heavy armor that it was hard to tell their gender. 
 
    Applause rose up for each contestant, but it was nothing compared to when Professor Titus called out Marisa Garner’s name. The camera landed on a tall, muscular girl. Her hair was shaved on both sides, and down the center, she had a shiny, blackish-blue mohawk. She pointed out at the crowd, saying, “Love you. Love you and you …” 
 
    “She was so fucking nice, definitely the most popular girl in school—the good kind of popular,” Mia said as she rubbed her forehead. 
 
    We all looked at Mia, and, for just a second, I thought that we all had the same simultaneous thought. 
 
    Like you, Mia. 
 
    The parallel made a chill run down my spine. 
 
    The camera moved over to Sebastian Holter, looking as disinterested and cold as always. When the announcer said his name, the applause petered off, and the auditorium grew silent. It must have been in some sort of protest, because even though everyone at Blackburn seemed to dislike Mitch, he’d probably get a healthy round of applause, at least from the Elites who considered him one of their own. 
 
    Sebastian didn’t smile, but I could see a spark of interest and excitement in his eyes. The only other time I’d seen a real spark of life in those eyes was when I gave the guy a bloody smile, and that was a bit terrifying, to think my violent act could invoke the same kind of pleasure that a stadium full of contempt and condemnation could. 
 
    The scene cut to a free-standing elevator compartment. Metal doors spread open, and smoke poured out. 
 
    “Three out of three championships, the vampire started in mist form,” Lucas said. “They have to know that the hunters can see through it. It makes me think that it’s some sort of nervous response.” 
 
    I glanced over at Lucas a few chairs down, wondering if I would find sympathy on his face. Of anyone at Blackburn Academy, I wouldn’t be surprised to find sympathy for the vampires from my sensitive giant of a friend, but his expression looked more speculative. 
 
    “They make no sound in mist form,” Richard pointed out from beside him. His gaze was locked on the screen. 
 
    There was a blur that came down from above and to the right, and suddenly, Sebastian Holter was there, crouched beside the mist. He jumped to his feet, and his leg blurred through the air. The smoke vanished, and a large body went flying, hitting a nearby wall with a loud smack. The vampire bounced up. Its skin was a leathery mask, and it bared a mouthful of fangs as it descended. 
 
    Sebastian dodged, and the vampire sped past him and directly into another structure. The creature’s face clanged against the metal wall. The vampire hunter lunged and stabbed a long, wooden stake into the vampire’s back. The creature collapsed to the ground, and his giant body went limp. 
 
    Sebastian pulled a short sword from the leather sheath on his belt and held it at the vampire’s neck. He swung the blade up, and the steel glinted under the lights. He paused, and instead of bringing the blade down to sever the vampire’s head from his shoulders, he twirled the blade in the air and sheathed it in leather. 
 
    The future owner of the Hawthorn Group leaned in over the vampire, his lips moved. I thought he mouthed the words “not yet,” and then he pulled the stake from the vampire’s back and backed away. 
 
    The vampire's body shimmered, and mist poured out to twirl where their solid form had just been. The vapor rolled over the ground, heading in the opposite direction as Sebastian had moved, but a moment later, Sebastian followed, strolling after the vampire. A large male hunter dove at the mist, but Sebastian blurred through the air, smacking into the second hunter and pushing him out of the way. Sebastian then staked the vampire, brought up his sword, and once more, let the vampire go. 
 
    It went on and on. Sebastian followed the vampire, smacked all of his hunting competitors out of the way, brought the vampire to the point of death, and then released him. 
 
    A roll of boos rang out every time Sebastian failed to take his killing blow. The crowd around began to chant, "End this now! End this now!" 
 
    But Sebastian had no intention of ending the vampire. It stretched on until Sebastian pulled a stake from the vampire's back and the man just lay there on the ground, prone. Sebastian pulled back his leg and kicked the vampire, sending the large body to crash into another wall. 
 
    The booing grew even louder, and someone shouted, "Stop it!" 
 
    "This is horrible," Susie whispered as she hugged herself, even though the room was far from cold. "I closed my eyes last time. It's so much worse than I thought." 
 
    Across the table, Richard looked over, and I could see the yearning in his eyes. It was clear he wanted to be sitting where I was beside the girl he loved. 
 
    Knowing what had to be coming up soon, I wanted to keep my gaze averted, but I needed to know Sebastian’s crimes if I was going to help Justin. I forced my eyes back to where Sebastian continued to beat the prone vampire. There was no excuse in the world for that kind of brutality, and Sebastian didn't even seem mad. His face was just as impassive as always. 
 
    Both Mitch and Sebastian had told me that they hated everyone, but there had been something heartbreaking about the way Mitch had said it. It was almost as if Mitch said it because he was just too tired to give people a chance anymore. Whereas Sebastian just seemed as if he got satisfaction from the act of hating. It wasn't sadism. It was the complete disregard for anyone's existence but his own. He wasn't enjoying what he was doing to this vampire, from his expression; he could care less. He was simply making a point. 
 
    Acid rose in my throat, but I swallowed it down and covered my mouth. 
 
    A new chant started from the crowd. "Marisa! Marisa!" 
 
    There was a sudden blur of motion, and then Sebastian Holter toppled over away from the vampire. Suddenly, Marisa was there. In one fluid motion, she unsheathed a long sword at her belt and lifted it over her head, clearly about to go straight for chopping through the vampire's neck. The crowd exploded into cheers. 
 
    Sebastian jumped to his feet and pushed Marisa as she swung down her sword. The camera angle caught his expression fully, and the gleeful smile spreading across Sebastian's lips. Marisa fell forward, directly toward her sword. 
 
    Professor Titus slammed his hand down on the computer's keyboard, and the screen went black. The video might have gone dark, but I swore that I could still see Sebastian's smile as if it had burned into my retinas. My heart raced like I'd run five miles. 
 
    "Technically, the rules allowed pushing other opponents that year," Professor Titus' voice broke halfway through his words. He shot to his feet and pushed up the screen until it rolled most of the way up before he dropped his hand to his mustache. The professor cleared his throat audibly. "The policy has changed to no purposeful touching of other opponents. This was ruled an accident, and the school board asked students to stop spreading rumors that Sebastian Holter murdered Marisa. I shouldn't have shown you ... I ..." His gaze cut over to Mitch, and I could swear that the older man was pleading with Mitch to call an end to this. 
 
    "This is boring, and I'm hungry." Mitch climbed out of his chair. "I've done all of you enough favors for the day—get out of here." He pulled open the door, almost violently. Everyone shared glances, but they climbed out of their seats and headed for the door. 
 
    I stood with the group, but instead of heading for the door like everyone else, I crossed toward Professor Titus. The man faced his computer, but he wasn't typing. Dark streaks stained down his cheeks, and one side of his mustache was slicked down from his tears. His head shot up, and he looked back at me. His hands wiped at his cheeks. "Sorry, dear. Can I help you with something?" 
 
    "No, I'm sorry. Obviously, Marisa was one of your students. I wasn't thinking." I stepped back. 
 
    "Marisa, she was a very special ..." he trailed off and made a small noise in his throat. "You had a question about the hunt?" 
 
    I took another step back. "A question about Marisa, but it's not at all important." 
 
    "You want to know what happened next?" 
 
    "No." I lifted my hands. "No. I promise I was asking about something else." 
 
    "Please, just ask." He wiped at his cheeks again. "She was a good kid, and I'd love to answer any question about her life." 
 
    "I saw her records yesterday at the Hawthorn Group," I said carefully. "It said that she was an Alphastrain. What does that mean?" 
 
    "Uh ... um." His brow furrowed. "I have never heard that term before, young lady. I'm sorry. Marisa ... well, she was definitely the child of an Elite." 
 
    She had moved like an Elite, but she didn't seem like one. Everything about her screamed that she was down to earth and friendly. It was hard to imagine that she was raised to be superior to everyone else. 
 
    "My father," the voice came from directly behind me, and I spun to find that Mitch had closed the distance. He leaned against the table. "She was my half-sister. Her mother is our live-in cook. The impeccable Sebastian Holter Sr. never acknowledged Marisa, but everyone knows." Mitch's voice was cold, but for just a fraction of a second, I could swear that I saw raw pain in his eyes. As quick as it appeared, the pain vanished, and Mitch just looked bored again. 
 
    Mitch watched his brother murder his sister—a sister he had probably spent his whole life with, and then the Academy made him take an oath to never talk about it. He had just sat through a video recording of his sister's death. He'd had his head hidden in his arms, but he'd had to have heard it, and he did all of it so we could follow a lead that would help us find Justin. Tears pricked my eyes, but I blinked rapidly and forced them back. 
 
    Something told me that if I cried on Mitch’s behalf, he’d never forgive me for it. So, I thanked Professor Titus and followed Mitch out of the library. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    There were two railroad lines in Brightside, cutting the midsized city into thirds. On the easternmost side, old colonials squeezed between blocks of McMansion complexes, but directly across a double set of iron rails, a cluster of office buildings and banks topped out at ten stories, and squat industrial buildings separated the unsightly urban landscape from the ritzy shops of midtown to the north. Even further west, across the second set of tracks was the areas surrounding King Street. People referred to it as Meth City. Kids from across both sets of tracks were told in no uncertain terms not to go over to that side of town. There was only trouble there. They called it dangerous. Up until a month ago, I called it home. 
 
    I didn’t expect the joy that surged into my heart when I crossed that second set of railroad lines on the way to the Baldwin house. They lived in a neighborhood just on the “wrong side” of downtown. The streets were paved here and the houses small but clean. The Baldwin’s lived in a duplex with more people than rooms. Nana had her arm around me almost the entire dinner like she couldn’t bear to release me. Zack and Lucas’ thirteen-year-old sister Jean stuck to my other side, telling me in detail about everything she was doing to prepare for the Blackburn Academy trials next summer. Everyone in the house seemed to be competing for how loud they could shout over each other, and between Zack and Lucas, their sister, Aunt Pam, grandparents, and parents, my sides were soon aching from laughing. The Baldwin brothers’ grandparents and parents seemed proud that another kid from King Street had won a scholarship to Blackburn, and I thought that maybe I understood why Lucas and Zack had done so much to help me get in. Our backgrounds probably had more in common with each other than the middle-class BBC members. For just a short time, we ate tacos, and I forgot about the fact that Justin was missing, and I might die in five days during the hunt. 
 
    Saying goodbye to my grandmother was almost physically painful, but she kissed away my tears and told me that we both had a lot to adjust to and that she missed me so much. 
 
    What felt like minutes after I got there, Zack was already walking with me toward Mitch’s muscle car parked a few blocks down. “Thanks for coming, Blondie,” he said offhandedly, but when we were a little way down from his house, he turned to me and lowered his voice. “Did he call you yet?” 
 
    Zack didn’t need to specify who he was asking about. It was clear from his tone that he meant Justin. 
 
    I shook my head. “Nothing.” 
 
    A full moon shone above, lighting the tightly packed street. Music spilled out of more than one open door we passed. 
 
    “Do you believe what they’re saying he did?” Zack asked the question carefully like he was trying to hide all inflection from his voice. 
 
    “Zack.” I slowed my pace even more. “Can I tell you a secret? It’s a secret that only Justin knew, and now I’m afraid that it’s a secret that’s going to die with me. It has to do with Justin.” 
 
    Zack jerked to a stop and turned his head toward me in clear surprise, his brown eyes connecting with mine. His brow furrowed. “What?” 
 
    “It’s a secret that could get you killed. It’s the reason Justin hid me and has been acting the way he has for a long time. It’s the reason Sebastian offered me the scholarship and the internship. I promised never to tell anyone, but now no one knows, and if they kill me, the secret will never get out.” 
 
    Zack didn’t respond for what felt like a full minute. Down the street, headlights turned on, glaring light in our eyes. The lights flashed on and off, and I could almost hear Mitch’s words in the lights. Blink, blink, blink. Get. The. Fuck. In. The. Car. 
 
    “I feel like you’re the one Justin would want me to trust,” I said. “But it would put your life at risk, maybe for a long time.” 
 
    He nodded back toward the house. “We’re already at risk. Hawthorn Group says they’re patrolling every house that Justin outed in those records, but I haven’t seen a single agent come by. Justin outed the top dogs. They’re not going to spare any manpower here. Thankfully, there’s a lot of us, and Lucas and I are always here at night. We’ll take turns sleeping.” He rubbed his neck as a deep line puckered between his brows. “Is this about you being an Elite?” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “It’s something else.” 
 
    Zack examined me for a few more seconds while Mitch flashed the lights at us. “Who’s going to come after me for knowing?” 
 
    “The Hawthorn Group.” 
 
    A sudden whizzing sound whistled through the air, there was a blur of motion down the street, and then suddenly, Mitch’s face was inches from mine. 
 
    “Shut up,” he growled. 
 
    My hands came up, and I shoved at Mitch’s hard chest before my mind had time to catch up. I stumbled back a step, and he didn’t so much as flinch. 
 
    “Whoa,” Zack breathed. “Did you actually just zip down my crowded street? And how about we settle down here and take a step back from January.” His hand came down on both Mitch’s and my shoulders, but Mitch immediately rolled Zack’s grip off. 
 
    My unwilling bodyguard kept his gaze on mine. “You really think this is a private conversation?” Mitch twirled his finger in the air, but I immediately knew he wasn’t gesturing to the lively neighborhood. “You don’t even know the lengths Justin went to keep this joker alive, and you’re going to throw it away?” 
 
    “That’s not what I was doing,” I snapped, but a moment after I said the words, a wave of shame washed over me. Shit. Was I about to do that? 
 
    “What are you guys talking about?” Zack asked, also looking at me. “Everything okay? You want to head back to the house?” 
 
    He was trying to diffuse the situation by inserting himself between Mitch and me, but what he didn’t understand was that Mitch was protecting him from me. 
 
    “Hey, Joker. This is the best piece of advice you might ever get in your life. Do you want to stay safe? Keep away from Justin, me, and this chick.” 
 
    Zack lifted his chin. He was taller and bigger than Mitch, even though they were both so huge, who knew if it made any difference. “Are you threatening me?” 
 
    Mitch wasn’t threatening him. He was telling him that being around us three was bound to get Zack killed, and Mitch cared about Zack’s safety because Justin did. Obviously, Mitch was in on a lot more than I thought. 
 
    “No. Mitch is right,” I said as I stepped back from Zack. “He’s not right about keeping away from me. That would be awful, but Justin would want me to keep you out of this. He’d rather you hate him than be in danger.” 
 
    Zack looked so utterly confused, and it tugged at my heart, but I had to walk away. Going on instinct, I went to my tiptoes and kissed Zack on the cheek. “You keep safe, okay?” 
 
    "Can we talk for a second, Blondie?" His voice sounded deliberately light. Zack swung his arm all the way over my shoulders. “So, yeah. I’m getting a really off feeling from all of this. Let’s head inside and talk for a minute.” 
 
    "Mitch, go get the car." When he didn't move, I added, "Please. I just want to tell Zack that everything's okay while you're not looming over me like you're about to kick my ass." 
 
    Mitch pointed into my face and gave me a heavy stare. 
 
    "I get it, and I agree, okay? You're right. I'll even apologize to you in the car if you just go," I said. When he opened his mouth to say something, I said, "On the tally, I know." 
 
    He nodded and walked unhurriedly down the street toward his muscle car. 
 
    Zack released me, stepped back, and turned. "What's up, January?" 
 
    I took a steadying breath, breathing in the sweet floral scent of an oleander bush that curled over the road. "What I should have said to you, Zack, is Justin hasn't contacted me. From what I could tell, the evidence against Justin is real, but I can't believe that he'd betray us. He's taken so many personal risks to keep us safe that it just doesn't make any sense. That is the honest truth." 
 
    Zack's gaze shot down the street and then darted back. "What were you going to tell me?" 
 
    "Something that would probably have put you in serious danger and for nothing. Mitch was right to stop me. I guess it's safe to say ..." I paused to consider my words carefully. "Justin keeps a lot of secrets, and I didn't trust him at all until recently. But every time I find out the truth, it turns out that Justin was keeping me or someone else safe and suffering for it. He's earned my trust, and I'm going to believe that he's good until there's absolute proof that he's guilty." 
 
    Zack's gaze fell to the ground. "I wish I could have the same faith in him, but I don't." 
 
    Justin wouldn't expect him to, but saying that would sound patronizing, so I just held out my arms and offered a hug. 
 
    Zack squeezed me just a little too tight, but it felt amazing. "Hey, Blondie," he said as he let go of me. "Can I ask you something unrelated to this?" 
 
    "What's up?" 
 
    "Is there something going on between Susie and Richard?" 
 
    My gut clenched tight as a fist. "Did you ask them?" 
 
    "No." He shrugged, but the move seemed far from nonchalant. "You just seem to be hanging out with them a lot, and I thought I'd ask." 
 
    Fuckety fuck. I hated lying, especially when so much rode on Zack trusting me, but I wasn't about to betray Susie's trust either. "Maybe ask Susie if you're getting that feeling. Would you be mad at them if they are?" 
 
    "And they're lying to me and hiding it? Yeah. I'd be mad." He rubbed the back of his neck. "I'm sorry to put you on the spot like this January." 
 
    "It's fine,” I said, even though it really wasn't. "Look, I am one hundred percent an outsider looking in here, but it's obvious that you guys have been through a lot of shit together and your bonds are super close-knit." 
 
    "You're not going to give me a straight answer, are you?" he asked. 
 
    I held up my hands and shrugged. "I don't really have one to give, and I think Mitch is going to freak out again if I don't head over." 
 
    "You and Mitch are friends now?" He asked it half-disbelieving and half-pitying like he was asking if I made friends with a vicious junkyard dog. The trace of pity made me wonder if Zack had seen Mitch's face covered in bruises as well. Everyone treated Mitch with a cautious rejection. But the Baldwin brothers hadn't mentioned a nickname for the guy, and they seemed to give one to every asshole in the school. They also told me that Mitch was generally considered the nice Holter brother. From the way Mitch acted at school, I couldn't even see how someone could come close to the word "nice." 
 
    "Mitch and I might have some objectives in common, but he's going to let me die in the hunt if his brother orders him to. I guess that sums up our non-friendship in one sentence." 
 
    "You're not going to die in that hunt. Blackburn won't allow that." 
 
    After the video I watched earlier today, I knew his words were based more on a lingering blind trust in his academy than hard evidence. "I hope you're right." 
 
    We said goodnight, but Zack waited until I climbed into Mitch's car to head back to the Baldwin house. 
 
    The moment I closed myself in with Mitch, he turned to me and said, "You're going to have to harden up and stop worrying so much about having everyone like you, or you're going to get people killed." 
 
    "There has to be a midpoint between you and me," I muttered as I clicked on my seatbelt. 
 
    Mitch didn't respond until we passed back over both sets of train tracks. 
 
    "That's easy enough to say from where you're sitting." The words called for no response. I could tell that as far as Mitch saw it, they were a statement of fact. 
 
    "I can't stay at your party long, Mitch. Bailey is still at the kennels, and they close for the night at nine." By “not stay long,” I meant I was going to walk in and insist we walk out—preferably before anyone noticed me. 
 
    “Nope. You’re not getting out of this party. We’ll get your damn dog first.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
    The party was already raging as we pulled down the familiar road that led to my nana's small apartment. At least Nana was out tonight, having fun with her girlfriend and friends, and I would be perfectly placed to clean up the party mess so these jerks couldn't leave it for her. My heart jumped as we pulled up beside Justin’s truck, but then Mitch told me that the Roberts had towed it here from the Academy parking lot. The realization that Justin was gone hit me once more, weighing down on my shoulders until my legs ached because my body felt so heavy. Justin had been on the run for more than forty-eight hours now. 
 
    The pool area reeked of spilled beer. Thumping techno music pounded out from the speaker system, and people were dancing alongside the pool in swimsuits and bikinis. I recognized some of the people we passed, but I didn't know anyone there enough to greet them. 
 
    "January," a voice said from behind me. Arms wrapped around my shoulders, and I spun to find my former best friend, Char. She leaned in, and her blue eyes almost looked like they were bulging from her skull. "Oh no, January, why did you come? Amber is here specifically to pick a fight with you and Mitch.” 
 
    "Well, fuck her," I called over the chatter of the crowd. 
 
    "No," Char stretched out the word as she jumped up and down in place. "Can't you just head over to your nana's? I really don't want to have to get in between my two best friends. Please, think about it from my side." 
 
    Damn it. I'd had just about enough of Amber and her minion for one week. "You know what, Char, how about you think about it from my side for once? I didn't do anything to Amber, so why don’t you tell her to leave? I'm pretty sure that I'm the only one of us two who was actually invited to this party." 
 
    Char recoiled as if I slapped her. "January, why are you being so mean?" 
 
    I wasn't sure that asking her to look at this situation from my perspective was mean—especially as it was something she never did, and I always tried to do for her. 
 
    "You're taking her side, Char. And I didn't do anything, and she's awful." 
 
    "You did. You humiliated her in front of the whole school—" 
 
    I held up a hand. I didn't have the energy to waste on this, and hot fury was surging through me. I had so many problems; I couldn't deal with other people's bullshit right now. "I already said it to her, and I'm not going to do it again. I played no part in Mitch's plans. He definitely didn't consult me, and when I told him that I wanted nothing to do with the Senior Hunt, he nominated me anyways. If you really think I want to be part of a death match with a vampire, then you don't know me at all." 
 
    She squeezed her eyes closed and flung back her head. "I can't choose between you." 
 
    "Fine. I'll make it easy, Char. I'm pretty tired of you backstabbing me at the worst possible times." I turned and walked away. Anger had been boiling in my chest, but the moment I turned from Char, I felt gutted like messy emotions were spilling out of me as I faced the crowd, only to find Mitch standing there, waiting for me to finish my conversation. 
 
    "Fuck her," Mitch said as I drew level with him. "Fuck everyone." 
 
    What did it say about me that I was agreeing with Mitch Holter's outlook on life? 
 
    He nodded into the pool house. Legacy kids parted before Mitch like cars before an ambulance, pulling off to the side and trying not to get in his way whatsoever. As we approached the sofa, someone handed Mitch a capped beer bottle that dripped with condensation. Mitch didn't even say thank you, he just pulled out his key chain, popped the cap and let it drop to the floor. The whole thing was pretty gross. Mitch fell onto a couch beside a couple heavily making out. The chick straddling the dude's lap beside Mitch was definitely gyrating in a back and forth motion. I didn't think the couple were actually having sex right here on the couch, but no part of me wanted to sit down next to people while they were dry humping. 
 
    "Come on and sit," Mitch called before swigging down his beer. 
 
    “Um, no. I’m going to find somewhere else to be.” 
 
    “Stay.” Mitch rolled his eyes, leaned over, and smacked the guy on the arm. The couple broke apart, and Spineless Corey leaned over. His lips were bruised and eyes a bit lazy. "Wha—what?" 
 
    "Take it to your car," Mitch growled as he nodded toward the front. 
 
    The girl looked between us, her eyes owlishly wide. Her cheeks darkened. I could guess she was a year or so younger from her plump cheeks and size. She clung onto Spineless Corey like he was her safety net from Mitch, though, I was pretty sure Corey was the bigger asshole of the pair. Char had told me that Corey's mother stole from her husband and blamed their endless stream of maids. And Corey shared in his mother's spoils in order to buy cocaine to make him popular. Like every time I saw Corey at these parties, he was sucking face with a different girl. I was guessing that he wasn't only after popularity.﻿﻿ 
 
    "Let's go, babe," Corey said, smacking the chick on her butt. 
 
    She squealed, giggled, and then climbed off his lap, heading outside. 
 
    "Sit," Mitch demanded, patting the couch beside him. 
 
    “Uh… no.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “See, this blows because I was about to sit down—because I actually want to, but I can’t now because you’re talking to me like you think I’m your dog.” 
 
    "You’ve got to be kidding me,” Mitch muttered so low I could barely hear him over the music. His gaze rose to mine. “January, will you sit on the couch…” he paused to widen his eyes, “please?" 
 
    “Sure.” I settled onto the cushion beside him, and we both sat there, not talking to each other. 
 
    The party raged on around us, and my eyelids grew very heavy. Between the low hum of chatter and noxious odor of hops and fruity mixed drinks, I was starting to get sleepy. 
 
    "Hey." A hand shook my shoulder. "Are you falling asleep? What's wrong with you?" 
 
    I covered a yawn. "Dude, replace the techno with decent rock music, and this was like my lullaby growing up. Also, being around this many people makes me tired." 
 
    "Well, I didn't do all this shit so you can fall asleep. Do you need me to smack you or something?" It was a weird, quasi-violent question, especially since Mitch didn't say it in a threatening way. 
 
    "Hit me, and I hit back, jackass." He opened his mouth, but I came in with, "Going on your tally. Got it. You know that your tally isn't going to be worth shit if you let me die next Friday,” I said, even though there was no way that I was ever going to put my life in the guy’s hands. I just hadn’t found my way out of this mess yet. 
 
    "Why do you mouth off so much? Shut up for a damn minute." 
 
    I threw up my hands. "You just got mad at me because I was falling asleep, which would have made me silent. Make up your damn mind, Mitch." 
 
    He lifted his dark brows at me. "Justin has to be out of his mind." Maybe I was just deluding myself, but it kind of sounded like Mitch's voice had less conviction than when he said something similar a week ago. Maybe I was growing on him. 
 
    Mitch set his beer bottle on his knee and rolled it between his fingers. "Your mom partied all the time like this while you were growing up?" 
 
    I looked over at him, side-eye. "I am not about to get personal with you about my mom." 
 
    "Why not? Your mom is pretty cool. I like her outlook on life." 
 
    "Her personal motto is life sucks, and then you die." 
 
    He looked up to the ceiling and nodded. "Sounds about right." 
 
    It figured that the one person that Mitch would like besides Justin was my ornery, alcoholic mother. From what I could tell, Mom liked him too. I guess it was better than them not liking each other. If I survived until next Sunday, and Justin still wasn't here to take me. 
 
    "She partied, but she didn't put me in danger or anything. It was just loud, and so I got used to the sound of laughter, chatter, and music while I slept. It's better I nap anyway because when I get home, I'm going to get back to searching." I had been carefully avoiding saying Justin's name, but we both knew who I was talking about. What I could do to search for Justin at this hour, I had no idea. I might just have to map out everything I know and see if some spark of brilliance happens. "I can't hear my own thoughts here." 
 
    Mitch narrowed his eyes and peered at me like I was stupid. He twirled his hand in the air. "Why do you think I threw this party here?" 
 
    Oh. Shit. We were right where we needed to be to find out information on Justin, and I had been too caught up in the idea that Mitch was taking advantage of his aunt and uncle to party to see the brilliance of his plan. 
 
    “You’ve clearly figured things out more. What were you going to tell Zack Baldwin?” 
 
    I leaned back into the couch and turned to Mitch fully. "Prove to me that Justin trusted you because I don’t." 
 
    His gaze fell down, and he concentrated on his beer, tipping it up and downing it in a long gulp. With a sharp exhale, he rocked forward and set his beer on the ground. Leaning his elbows on his knees, he looked back at me. "If you can do it with no one noticing, slip your hands between the couch cushions behind you and break through the bottom of the couch." 
 
    I pivoted slightly toward Mitch and pushed my fingers between my butt and the backboard of the couch. As I was sitting close, the fit was tight, but I ignored the pinch and maneuvered my hand through. My fingers hit a soft material layer, and I scratched at the edge with my nails, but they threatened to break from the unforgiving seam. 
 
    "I might need scissors," I mumbled. 
 
    "No scissors. Figure it out," he said before taking another swig. 
 
    Jerk. 
 
    I scraped and tore, finally able to pull up the cloth. Beneath the liner, there was a long, shallow hole. I brushed my finger over stacks of soft paper that were clearly money. "I'm in." 
 
    "Feel for a small, thin, and smooth booklet." 
 
    My hand traced over the stacks of bills. There had to be several in there, and I found what felt like three stiff booklets." 
 
    "There are three." 
 
    "Three? That means he somehow got you a passport in the last week." Mitch's gaze went miles away for a second. "He said he had a plan, but it took years to get our fake passports." After a second, his gaze shot up to mine. "Anything else in there?" 
 
    I felt around. "Paper, large stacks of bills, and ..." My hand brushed over an abrasive metal case, "Some sort of container." 
 
    "That’s our weapons. It's all there," Mitch said. "That's everything we've collected over two years, plus another passport. If he planned his escape in advance, why did he leave everything behind? It doesn't make sense. Even if he knew that he might have to disappear after what he did the night before, he would have taken his passport. He commits treason, casually goes to school, gets a phone call, and goes on the run on foot with no money or fake ID? How have they not found him yet? It makes me think that the vampire king is either hiding Justin or Justin’s dead.” 
 
    I flinched away from Mitch. “No.” 
 
    “How would we know?” 
 
    Shit. I was probably making the worst mistake of my life, but I needed Mitch’s help if I was going to find Justin. I glanced around the party, seeing that everyone was engrossed in talking, dancing, or hooking up. Mitch was right. This was about as private as we could ever possibly get. Turning back to Mitch, I gritted my teeth, unclenched my jaw, and then whispered, "Do you know who my father is, Mitch? My real father, I mean." 
 
    Mitch narrowed his eyes at me. “Some Elite asshole.” 
 
    "I just assumed because you stopped me from telling Zack." 
 
    "I stopped you from telling Zack shit about what's going on here. I figured you were trying to make yourself an ally you wanted to work with, even if it killed the guy." 
 
    I shook my head. "I screwed up, but that wasn't what I was going to tell him. I think I know who called Justin before he disappeared." 
 
    Mitch’s brow furrowed. “Who?” 
 
    "My father. He was the one Justin sent those files to. He said he was going to arrange an escape." 
 
    Mitch's brow furrowed, and the lines just kept deepening. He didn't get it. 
 
    "My father was married to my mother, he died, and then he got Mom pregnant." 
 
    Mitch's head shot up. "The fuck?" 
 
    Shit. From the incredulity in his squinting eyes, I realized that I probably made a terrible mistake. My arm was still halfway in the couch, clasping the papers and passports, when a girl slurred, “Hey baby. Come dance with me.” 
 
    My heart raced as none other than fifth-floor Amber climbed up and sat on Mitch’s lap. Her knees collided straight into my wrist, pinning my arm to the backboard, and a pulse of pain spread up my arm. My fingers immediately started to tingle while they clutched the passports. Her knee dug further into my arm, and I hissed in pain, but thankfully, Amber only had eyes for Mitch. 
 
    Mitch leaned back into the couch as if he was attempting to escape straight through it. “I’m getting really tired of this climbing all over me if I’m even talking to a girl. We’re over. Move on and get the hell off of my lap.” 
 
    She leaned in and whispered into Mitch’s ear, and he kept saying, “Not interested.” 
 
    Amber clearly wasn’t going anywhere. He said no, and yet she locked onto him like an octopus. It was almost to the point where I wanted to shove Amber off Mitch’s lap for being a creep, but I was pinned to the couch with my hand gripping incriminating evidence. 
 
    As if Mitch read my thoughts, his hand wrapped around Amber’s knee, and he moved her just enough so I could slip my hand out. 
 
    I pushed the passports and papers into my back pockets and pulled my hands forward into my lap. 
 
    “Fine.” Mitch leaned in closer to Amber. “If you meet me outside, I’ll order a ride. Dirtbag can find her own ride home.” 
 
    The hell? 
 
    They stood abruptly and left me alone on the couch, sitting in the middle of the raging party. Five minutes later, Mitch reappeared with three beers in each hand. He fell back into his seat, which no one had tried to occupy in his absence. 
 
    “Amber’s waiting outside for me. I don’t think she has the guts to come back in after what she whispered.” 
 
    “What’d she whisper?” 
 
    “Don’t ask questions you don’t want the answer to, Dirtbag.” He cracked two bottles and double fisted them. “I have a feeling that there’s not enough beer in the world to get through whatever you’re about to tell me. So, Justin knew what you were? Go.” 
 
    There was no going back now, so I told Mitch about being a dhampir without ever saying the word. I explained how Justin kept it from the Academy and the Hawthorn Group when he realized that they were killing my kind. "I've been going off the assumption that my father is bad, but before I got spirited off to school, my father handed me an old photograph. He didn't show up in the photo, he was just a blank space, and I was floating in the air. They told me that vampires forget who they are, but he clearly never did. Then I find out Justin is working with him." 
 
    "Justin was never doing this for your father. This is my mission. I brought Justin in two years ago, and your dad isn't any part of it. He was supposed to get that information for us. I was the one who planned it. You're already getting close to the truth, so I might as well just let you in. But, if you repeat this, you're actually seeing consequences." The look he shot at me told me he wasn't kidding. It wasn’t lost on me that he pretty much admitted to me that his tally was worth shit. 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    "My sister was something called an Alphastrain. She's not the only Alphastrain we found records of in the Hawthorn Group. But Alphastrains all have one thing in common—really short lifespans." 
 
    "I saw that word all over the records. It was on Mia’s and Justin’s and the Baldwin brothers. Do you think that maybe they’re the same thing as I am? Maybe they haven’t died yet.” 
 
    If that were true, Marisa could still be alive. She would have healed from the sword wound and risen undead. Maybe that’s why Sebastian killed her, in order to bring her to her next stage of life. 
 
    I could see the moment when the same realization occurred to Mitch. His eyes widened and lips parted, but a moment later, the expression fell away and he shook his head. “No. I know Marisa’s mom. She’s worked for our family since I was born. She was without a doubt her mom, and she’s definitely not a vampire.” 
 
    “Wait—Marisa’s mom still works for your family even after Sebastian killed Marisa?” The very idea made me feel physically ill. 
 
    Mitch took a big swig of beer, swallowed hard, and then whispered over the rim of his bottle, “I haven’t found a way around the oath to tell her, and I’m not going to make her watch it on video. Everyone else in the house decided not to.” 
 
    Bitter loathing laced his voice. Mitch hated his family. And holy shit. No wonder Mitch reviled them so much. “Do you want me to tell her mom? There’s no oath on me.” 
 
    He didn’t answer for a long time. His gaze moved far away. “I wanted to be able to …” he paused to shake his head, “Maybe.” 
 
    “Well, uh …” I swallowed down the bad taste in my mouth and picked up the conversation where we’d detoured from. “I’m pretty sure that it’d have to be Marisa’s father that was the vampire. It would happen during transition.” 
 
    His gaze slid away from me and to the party. “Did you have Elite powers before you died?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Well, Marisa had powers.” 
 
    “Maybe she’d already died.” 
 
    "No. She would have told me if she’d died.” 
 
    “I never told anyone—” 
 
    “We were close," he interrupted. There was a vulnerability in his voice that I'd never heard before. Mitch pushed off the couch abruptly like he was forcefully breaking away from cushions that were gripping onto his body. "I'm going to get another beer." He kicked the unopened bottle at his feet and sent it skittering into the party. Mitch ignored it and headed for the fridge. 
 
    Mitch had probably told me the most vulnerable part of his life, and I had told him the most dangerous part of mine, and neither of us trusted the other. Mitch was my only ally now, and I was pretty sure that he didn’t care whether I lived or died. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    Barking woke me. My heavy eyelids fought me as I tried to open my eyes. Bailey’s growling meant something bad, but what did it mean? I pushed myself to a sitting position, and immediately, a headache pounded against my skull, and my stomach turned over. I peeked at my phone; it was barely three. 
 
    I had insisted on cleaning the pool house until it was spotless while Mitch snored loudly from the couch. We caught our taxi home at around 2 a.m. Only when I was under my covers did I pull out the contents of my back pocket. Under my phone screen’s illumination, I looked through three passports. One was for Justin, one for Mitch, and there was even one for me. According to the passport, I was twenty and named Jane Remy. All of the other details were more or less right, though Justin made me an inch shorter at five-five. The other papers in there were three birth certificates, temporary paper driver’s licenses with our new names, and a slip of paper with my old home address on King Street. 
 
    I had taken the papers on instinct. I couldn’t go into hiding if it would put Mom and Nana in danger, but I hadn’t completely given up on the idea of running yet. I just needed time to think. Not knowing where to hide the contraband, I had stuffed the papers and fake IDs into my pockets again and tried to fall asleep, but I'd only been asleep for minutes, if that. 
 
    Bailey barked again, a harsh sound that jarred me out of my thoughts. Realization slammed into me, and my eyes snapped open. The pitch-black room was empty of glowing figures, and when I crawled across my floor to the living room, phone in hand, it was also empty. Bailey's glowing form waited by the window. She had her paws on the windowsill as she continued to bark. 
 
    When I went to stand beside her, the sight I saw out the window made my heart skip a beat. The grounds looked like a spider web of light as streetlamps illuminated along the perimeter and webbed through the grounds, connected by walkways. The area around the Academy and Gregory Hall shone out against the night along with the parking lot that connected where we were to the front gate. But between the paths, the grounds were pitch black, and that's where I saw the glowing white figures scuttling toward us. Just like the last time they surrounded me, they were scurrying over the ground like giant spiders. But unlike last time, there were hundreds of them, maybe more, and they crawled toward Gregory Hall. 
 
    "Shit!" While running for the door, I pulled up my phone and called Susie. 
 
    The phone rang twice, and then a scratchy voice said, "Hello?" 
 
    "There are vampires surrounding Gregory Hall. They're coming at us fast. I don't know what to do." 
 
    "January," she sounded wide awake this time. "There should be a panic button in your room for your floor." She paused. "You're sure that you saw vampires? If I press my panic button and it's wrong, I'll be expelled." 
 
    "Do it. You call everyone you can down there." I flicked up the plastic cover and slammed my hand down on the big red button by my door. “Done.” 
 
    “Okay, wait five minutes, and then you should hear a loud click. That means every door on your hall is secured with iron bars.” 
 
    Susie hung up to call Richard and Mia so they could secure their floors. My heart galloped in my chest, and every passing second felt like it took a year. At five minutes, Susie called me again. “The bars just moved into place on the second floor.” 
 
    I checked my door. It was unlocked. “Nothing happened here.” 
 
    “Okay, wait another thirty seconds, check, and if it’s not locked, then hit the button again.” 
 
    I did. 
 
    Susie texted me five minutes later: All of the lower floors are secure. What’s happening up there? 
 
    I turned the knob of my door to find that it was still unlocked. Panic surged into me. I grabbed my room key and slammed my front door open. The moment it closed behind me, the sound of Bailey's barking cut off. Running across the hall, I pounded on Mitch's door. The seconds streamed away from me, and I kept knocking. 
 
    “Mitch!” 
 
    I heard the click of a lock, and my stomach squeezed into a painful knot. Did I just bar myself out into the open? But then a second later, Mitch’s door opened, and he ducked his head out. His eyes were closed, and he looked like he might topple over at any moment. 
 
    "Press your panic button and give me your phone," I demanded. "I need to call your brother." 
 
    Mitch rubbed down his face. "Go to hell, Dirtbag." 
 
    "Now, Mitch." 
 
    He gagged and covered his mouth with an arm. "Damnit." He stumbled two steps inside, swiped his phone from a table, unlocked the screen, and handed it over. “He’s not going to answer.” 
 
    Sebastian didn't answer, so as calmly as I could, I left him a message telling him that we were surrounded by hundreds of vampires. I texted him the message too but got no response. 
 
    "He thinks it's me," Mitch said as he slid down his door frame and collapsed in his doorway. 
 
    “Press your panic button, Mitch.” 
 
    Mitch just closed his eyes. 
 
    I let out a cry of exasperation and stepped over his body to climb into Mitch’s dorm room. Flinging up the plastic cover to his panic button, I slammed my hand down. 
 
    "Do you have the phone numbers for the other Elites in here?" I asked as I clambered back over Mitch. When he just stared at me, looking like he was fighting the urge to throw up, I snapped, "Damn it. I'm just texting everyone on your contact list." 
 
    For someone who hated everyone, Mitch had hundreds of names in his contact list. I added them as quickly as I could and sent out the mother of all group texts. It simply said that Gregory Hall was under attack. Everyone should call for help. I left out the vampire details as I had no idea where these texts were going. Immediately, Mitch's phone started beeping. "Is this a joke?" I read before texts popped on the screen so fast that I couldn't read any of them. 
 
    The elevator door at the end of the hall dinged open, and Dickhead Bernard stood framed in the metal box. Even though he was all the way down the hall, I could see that his expression was thunderous. "I told you not to press that button for anything but a real emergency." 
 
    "The panic buttons aren’t working. There are vampires surrounding the building. They're everywhere. There're hundreds of them." 
 
    "No, there aren't," he snapped. “I disabled all of the panic procedures. Do you think I don’t know what’s going on here? You and your boyfriend are working with the vampire king. Do you think we haven’t made the connection? You’re his daughter.” 
 
    A scream lodged in my chest. "Screw you! I'll tell everyone here myself." 
 
    The guard charged down the hall at me, but I slammed my fist on every door I could reach. A few doors cracked open, just as Dickhead’s thick hand collided with my waist, knocking the breath out of me. His arms wrapped around me, and he yanked me off my feet. 
 
    Heat surged in my chest, boiling within me, and I shoved Dickhead's chest. His body ripped away from mine and went flying down the hall. He landed on his back. 
 
    I stood there, staring at the man who was wheezing and struggling to sit up. Did I just do that? Was that me? 
 
    I looked down to see that Mitch was fully asleep in the hallway, slumped against the other wall. 
 
    Down the hall, Amber stuck her head out of her door and turned to glare blearily over at me. "I need to talk to you," she slurred as she stumbled down the hall toward me. "You are not a very nice person to me." 
 
    Mark careened out of his room as well and into the hallway. "What's the deal with all the noise? Oh, hey January. I was hoping to see you around." 
 
    This was my worst nightmare. Everyone in this hall was either drunk or purposely trying to stop me. 
 
    "There are vampires surrounding Gregory Hall. Call your parents," I called over to the pair, but they couldn't call their parents. They'd all stumbled into the hall in their pajamas, and their doors had closed behind them. 
 
    "There are no vampires on the grounds!" Dickhead Bernard bellowed. “And you’re going to be expelled to Alderwood Reformatory, where you should have been sent in the first place.” He stood and glared back at us. "If this is some plot to help the vampires, so help me ..." 
 
    The elevator doors at the end of the hall dinged open, revealing a compartment full of men in the gear of HG soldiers. They looked like soldiers, but how could they have gotten here so fast? My gut screamed that there was something very wrong here. 
 
    “Mitch!” I dove at him and shook his shoulder. “Get up!” I yelled into his face. “Everyone in my room! Now!” I tripped over my feet, and my fingers shook as I shoved my key in the lock and fought to get it open. 
 
    “I’m the senior officer on duty here,” Dickhead said as he approached the soldiers, "This was a false alarm by a student who's associated with Justin Roberts." Dickhead held up his hands, and the frontmost soldier lunged. His face morphed, a row of fangs growing in his mouth. The vampire's teeth closed on the guard's neck, and blood splattered across the wall. 
 
    The lock gave way and handle turned, and I fell in through my door. Bailey stood feet away, growling with her teeth bared. Something hit me in the back, and I went pitching forward, just as the door to my room slammed closed. Amber, Mitch, and Mark stood there panting, all three of them pressing their backs into my door. 
 
    A pounding came at the door, and all three of the Elites jolted forward before pushing back. 
 
    "What are you waiting for?” Amber growled. “Hit the emergency button!" 
 
    I threw up the plastic case and slammed my hand on the button for the third time. 
 
    There was an earsplitting crash, and wood exploded out from the front door. A fist slammed through the door directly between Mark’s and Mitch's heads. Both guys fell to the side. The fist yanked back, and glowing red eyes peeked through the hole, fixing directly on me. 
 
    “She’s in here,” a whispery voice hissed. A clawed hand reached through the hole. Mark spun and kicked at the fingers. There was a hiss of pain, and the hand pulled away. A second later, there was another loud crash, and the door jumped in its tracks. We all pushed at the door, shoving our hands against the wood as it slammed back into our palms. 
 
    “They’re going to kick it down!” Amber cried. 
 
    The thumping stopped, and the vampire’s voice whispered over the sound of Bailey’s continuous barking. “Little pigs, little pigs, let us in.” 
 
    “Fuck you!” I screamed as we continued to brace the door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    There was a loud clunk, and then a metal bar slammed through the hole on my door, blocking the vampire’s glowing red eyes from view. Bailey continued to bark and growl toward the front door of my room, and Mitch, Amber, and I all held rigid, bracing positions against the door as my dog’s growls ripped through the air. The moment her barks ceased, we slumped down and took a collective exhale. 
 
    "Oh, my head," Amber whispered as she cradled her head in her hands. "I'm probably going to hear echoes of dog barks for the rest of my life." 
 
    "Well, that barking dog is the reason you have a life. She woke me." I collapsed down on the floor beside Bailey. "I hit that panic button three times, and that guard overrode it every single time." 
 
    “Well, he paid for it, and my silk pajamas will forever be ruined.” Amber gestured down her front where a spray of blood droplets had stained her pink top. 
 
    Hopefully, that contemptuous guard was the only one who died from his own stupidity. 
 
    "Good fucking riddance.” Mitch’s head landed in his hands. “My head is going to explode. Where are your pain pills, Dirtbag?” 
 
    Everyone joined me on the floor, and after a few minutes, I brought waters, pain pills, and muffins for the hungover crowd. I’d promised myself that I’d never help ease a person’s hangover again, but this was going to be the exception. We lay by the door, waiting for the iron bars to fail and the vampires to spill into the room. Slowly, the adrenaline drained away, leaving me emptier and more exhausted than I’d ever been in my life. I carried over my blankets and pillows and handed them out. No one said a word. We all just lay there, waiting for our worlds to end. 
 
    "Why does Justin hate you so much, January?" Mark asked as he leaned back against the wall. His focus was on the ceiling like it held the answers. "Those vampires said, ‘there she is.’" 
 
    "It could have been me," Amber said. She stood and stumbled away, heading for my couch and lying down. "Justin’s hated me since we were kids. Maybe it's because the Elite gene passed him over. They’re not even bothering to try to train him. I always thought he was jealous." 
 
    "He's not, and he doesn't hate either of you this much." Mitch tossed his pillow onto the floor and threw himself down on it. "Even I don't hate you this much, Amber, and Justin actually loves Dirtbag. If the vampires got help from the inside, it was from someone other than Justin." 
 
    "No one is going to believe that. They came straight up to the fifth floor to kill her … probably to kill all of us." Mark stretched out along the wall. "Justin leaks the information about all of the Elites Friday, and then vampires attack the Elite level of the dorm Sunday." 
 
    "Technically, it's Monday," Mitch said. "And Justin didn't do this." 
 
    "Of course he did," Amber called over from the couch as she sat there with her head in her hands. 
 
    "Up until now, they've had orders to capture him alive," Mark said. "I really doubt that's going to be true in the morning." From what I could tell, Mark was the kindest, most well-liked Elite of the group, and if he was saying that everyone was going to blame Justin for this, he was probably right. 
 
    "Look, I can't fight with your stupidity. You want to believe it; then I can't fucking stop you. But Justin didn't send the plans for the school or the guard schedules. He copied our medical records," Mitch articulated the words. "That guard let the vampires in to attack us." 
 
    "The dead guard whose blood is all over my pajamas, Mitch?" Amber called over. "Yes, he was definitely in league with the vampires,” she said in clear sarcasm. “Why wouldn’t he …” she made a choking sound, “Oh. I'm going to be sick." Amber stumbled away from my sofa and rushed over to my bathroom and slammed the door closed behind her. 
 
    Convincing either of them of Justin’s innocence was a lost cause, anyway. Mitch must have come to the same conclusion because he grew silent, and eventually, his head ducked down, and his breathing grew even. 
 
    Between the tension and lying on the floor, my whole body pulsed with strikes of muscle pain, but I didn't want to leave my apartment floor. I curled around Bailey and waited for the door to open. 
 
    It took five more hours. The metal bars pulled back, and there was again a hole in my door with a face peeking through. Instead of red eyes, these were soft chocolate brown. 
 
    All three of the drunkards were snoring around me, but I still sat there awake beside my dog. 
 
    "The current occupants of this room are Mitchel Holter, Amber Davenport, Mark Yates, and January Moore?" a woman called through the hole in a militant-sounding voice. 
 
    "Yes," I said, my voice coming out a croak. 
 
    "Do you need medical treatment?" 
 
    I crawled around, shaking everyone awake and asking if they needed a medic. Everyone in the room called that they didn't, even though I could see a darkening bruise on the side of both Mark and Mitch's faces where the vampire must have skimmed them as they punched through the door. 
 
    “Good,” the soldier responded. “You can return to your regular rooms and get ready for class as usual." 
 
    "You're not serious." Amber sat up and flung her red hair to the side. “We were just attacked by vampires.” 
 
    "And you go to a school that teaches you to slay them,” the guard deadpanned. “Class schedules continue as usual." 
 
    The day dragged on in a way no day had ever done before. I actually laid my head down on my desk next to Mitch's and fell asleep a couple of times. When I was awake, I wished I wasn't. The news was out. Justin Roberts had sent the vampires after the Elites, including his own cousin and girlfriend, out of jealousy for Elite powers. The Hawthorn Group now had a kill order out on him, and everyone was grateful. Justin was evil. Everyone knew it for a fact. 
 
    By the time Sebastian Holter's driver picked me up, I was too exhausted and world-weary to keep my eyes open. Sebastian had me ﻿running the length of the gym again, and at one point I tripped, smacked my face into the mat, and just lay there. 
 
    After that, Sebastian demanded I headed over to the medical facility, which looked an awful lot like an emergency room or trauma center. I sleepwalked through a full physical, something that I hadn't had done since I was eight. When they tried to draw my blood though, my eyes snapped open, and I refused point-blank. No amount of exhaustion would convince me to be their lab rat. 
 
    I didn't like the gleam in the large male doctor's eyes when he said he was going to ask Mr. Holter how to proceed from here. I slipped off the examination bed, taking the paper liner with me. Quickly, I pulled on my jeans and t-shirt and headed out of the door. I walked through the hallways of the medical center until I found the medical records room. 
 
    The stairwell that Justin entered when he talked to my father on the phone had windows on two sides, meaning that it had to be at one of the building's corners. It had taken exactly eight seconds for Justin to walk to the stairwell from the medical records room while the phone was in his pocket. 
 
    Even though my entire body felt like it was weighted down with rocks, I walked down the hall from the medical records room, counting in my head one one-thousand, two one-thousand and on until I got to thirty-one thousand and I hit the first stairwell door. The guard standing by it eyed me warily as I turned and jogged back the way I came. The other stairwell was forty counts away from the medical records rooms. The last two corners would need me to cross twice the distance and cross through several doors. I then did it at a jog and then a run. Even at a run, it was fifteen seconds or twenty seconds, and I hadn’t heard heavy footfalls in the video. 
 
    There was no way that Justin walked into a stairwell and made that call directly after copying the files. 
 
    Fuck their evidence. 
 
    When the doctor arrived to tell me that I needed to return to Sebastian, I was waiting for him on the examination table. 
 
    As I stood before Sebastian and sunk my fangs into another blood bag, the word ‘liar’ repeated in my head, over and over. The moment I was done, Sebastian headed back into the apartment, and I pulled out my cell phone. My hands shook as I dialed Justin’s phone number. I didn’t even know why I was doing it. Perhaps I wanted to be reckless. 
 
    The tone rang through the receiver, and a ringing sounded from the direction of the living room. Holding my phone to my chest, I jogged down the hallway and paused to listen. The ringing cut off abruptly, and my heart jumped in my chest as I lifted the phone back to my ear. 
 
    “You have a phone?” Sebastian said, both over the receiver and directly behind me. 
 
    I spun, finding him framed in the door of his hallway, holding Justin’s phone to his ear. A hot tear dripped onto my cheek and trickled down. 
 
    “Stop crying.” Sebastian pocketed the phone. “My agents found Justin’s phone outside of Gregory Hall.” 
 
    “Liar.” I could barely speak past the lump in my throat. “Where’s Justin?” 
 
    A smirk lit on Sebastian’s lips. “We’re assuming that he’s with your father.” 
 
    “Except he didn’t talk to my father that night, did he? Two different video clips were pasted together from separate times when the phone was in Justin's pocket. The phone call with my father was probably days before Justin stole those files.” 
 
    “You’re imagining things again, January.” 
 
    I had gone over the conversation between Justin and my father in my mind while I waited for the doctor to return. My father had only said that he got something—not what he got. For all I knew, it could have been my fake passport. He said he didn't want Justin to be caught before the escape. He asked Justin if I knew, and Justin said, "I’m not going to tell her until I absolutely have to.” He didn't say that he wasn't going to tell me unless he had to. He said until. Which meant that he planned to tell me whatever he was discussing with my father. 
 
    “I must have quite an imagination then. My father said that he’d contact Justin with the extraction point in that video because vampires planned to attack the school. Justin told me Friday morning that we needed to move up our escape to this weekend, and you heard every word of that conversation. You were spying on us through Justin’s phone. You knew that we were planning to escape. My father wouldn’t have extracted Justin and not me—not while the vampires were coming to attack.” 
 
    “Clearly, your father prioritized Justin. Vampires are fickle.” Sebastian crossed his arms over his chest. “Your father must have moved up the escape plans to Friday.” 
 
    “You’re telling me that my vampire father went to Blackburn Academy midday and got past hundreds of HG soldiers who were following Justin around that morning believing he committed treason.” 
 
    “Justin did commit treason.” 
 
    I pointed up into Sebastian’s face. “He took pictures of medical records. That’s it. He didn’t give them to my father.” 
 
    Sebastian’s dead eyes seemed to look right through me like I wasn’t even there. “The evidence suggests otherwise.” 
 
    Justin didn’t just want us to flee because of the vampire attack. He wanted us to escape because he discovered why Sebastian murdered his sister, and Sebastian probably heard all of that, too. 
 
    “Do you have Justin?” I asked. “What have you done with him?” 
 
    Sebastian stared at me, his expression like stone. “Win the Senior Hunt.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Win the Senior Hunt, become Senior Huntress.” 
 
    “Why does that matter to you?” I picked up a brass lamp from his end table, wrapped my hands around its heavy weight, and yanked the cord from the wall. I lifted it like a bat. “Is Justin alive?” 
 
    “Careful, January. Remember our deal? You can only attack me if you drink from me, too.” 
 
    “Wrong answer.” I leaped toward him and swung. 
 
    Sebastian’s figure blurred, and then suddenly, the metal wrenched away from my hand so hard that my fingers exploded in pain, and then the metal slammed into the side of my head. My vision darkened as agony consumed me. The ground dropped out from under me, and my side slammed into the glass coffee table. There was a loud cracking sound, the table gave way, and then hundreds of sharp shards sliced into my skin. 
 
    The world smeared together into a nauseating mess of gray and white as I attempted to raise my pounding head. “What did you do to him?” 
 
    “Did you really think you could attack me without consequences, January?” Sebastian squatted down next to me. 
 
    “Fuck you. Fuck your games. This internship is over.” 
 
    “This relationship will be over when you’re dead and not a moment before.” 
 
    Hot metallic blood filled my mouth, and I spit it at him. Blood dripped down his cheeks and nose. It looked so fucking natural on him. 
 
    “Or maybe it’ll be over when you’re dead.” I pushed up on the shattered glass table I’d fallen into, and my hand closed around a shard. It slickened where blood dripped down as it sliced into my hand. I lifted the sharp point between us. “Tell me where he is.” 
 
    Sebastian hadn’t admitted that he took Justin, not directly, but we both knew that he had. I could feel it in the marrow of my bones. He pulled over Justin’s phone, and my gaze fixed on it as he unlocked the screen. 
 
    “Who are you calling? The people who have Justin?” 
 
    “I’m setting a timer to see how long it takes you to heal. Drop the glass shard, or I’ll break your arm.” Sebastian dropped the phone again, and his hands snapped forward and wrapped around both of my wrists. His fingers squeezed, grinding my wrist bones together. 
 
    I gasped, and my hand spasmed and dropped the shard. 
 
    “Now we’re going to stand.” Sebastian yanked me up by my arms. I fought his grip, but he didn’t acknowledge my struggle in any way. I brought up my knee, but pain exploded through my leg as my knee hit bone instead of soft flesh. 
 
    “I’m going to …” I trailed off as my whole body burned, and the side of my face scorched as if it was dunked in boiling water. Invisible flames licked over my skin. A thunderous thumping pounded through the room, and my teeth tingled. I needed blood, and I smelled it everywhere around me. My teeth ached, and burning lava coursed through my veins. My throat was drier than an oven and rougher than sandpaper. 
 
    “Is this what you want, Sebastian?” I croaked. I lifted my head and peered at him through my blood-soaked hair. “You want me to attack you? Do you want me to drain you of blood?” 
 
    I could. 
 
    I knew it with absolute certainty. I could latch onto this man and consume his blood to the last drop. 
 
    Maybe he could see it in my eyes because Sebastian released my hands and took a step back from me. “I’ll get you blood bags.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I took a step forward and savored the fear in his eyes. It felt like a victory. It felt like power. My mouth filled with saliva. I was ready to drink. 
 
    “I’ve changed my mind about you feeding directly from me. Wait here.” Sebastian held out a hand like he was going to push me back, and his figure blurred. Then he was gone. 
 
    For just a moment, I considered stalking him through the apartment. I could imagine myself, crawling silently toward him and leaping onto his back. I’d bury my fangs deep into his neck and latch on until his strength failed him. 
 
    I squeezed my eyes closed. 
 
    No. 
 
    Scratch that. Fuck no. I would not become that, even if it got Sebastian to talk, even if I could rid myself of Sebastian’s evil forever. 
 
    When he returned with the blood bags, I snatched them from his hands and drank deeply. The moment they were drained, I shoved the blood bags back at the guy and turned for the door. On my way out, I took one glance around, peering over the destruction of the table and the glass shattered across the living room. I looked as bad as the room. My shorts and shirt were shredded like someone went at me with a razor blade, but my skin didn’t have so much as a scratch. 
 
    Squeezing my hands into fists, I pushed out of Sebastian’s apartment. Mitch waited for me as always in his muscle car. I fell into the seat beside Mitch and slammed the car door. 
 
    “What the fuck happened to you?” he growled as he shifted into drive and headed down the road. 
 
    “Mystery solved. Your brother framed Justin and kidnapped him.” 
 
    Mitch slammed on the brakes, and I jerked into my seatbelt. The expression he turned on me brimmed with panic. 
 
    I pointed behind me. “He knows I know. I called Justin’s phone, and it was in there. Then I tried to hit Sebastian with a brass lamp.” 
 
    “Are you out of your mind?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Maybe.” A hot tear ran down my face, and I scrubbed it away. “Your brother is fucking evil.” 
 
    “When was that unclear to you?” Mitch threw up his hands. “Well, do you need to go to a hospital?” 
 
    “No.” As we were turning out of the garage, I pointed to the right and tapped on the window. “Can we take a turn here?” 
 
    Mitch didn’t ask questions. He drove where I directed him. When we got to the tail end of King Street, where there were more potholes than road, he refused to drive his precious car any further. We walked the rest of the way to my old house. We’d only been gone a month, but even in the low illumination from the moon, I could see several graffiti tags over the front wall. The few windows that I hadn’t boarded up were only jagged glass shards. Someone had ripped the door away, taking part of the doorframe with it. We crossed the stoop, and I used my phone as a flashlight. 
 
    Inside the house was total destruction. The cupboards and counters were little more than tinder. Deep claw marks slashed across the walls. A dark liquid splattered up to the ceiling. 
 
    “Vampire,” Mitch said as he peered around. 
 
    I closed my eyes and covered my mouth with my hand. It had only been a guess, but if the thing my father got Justin was my passport and papers, then he had the opportunity to give Justin the extraction point before Friday. The note with my former address had seemed so odd with the other papers that I’d started to wonder if it had been our extraction point. 
 
    Sebastian Holter must have learned that my father was supposed to meet us here before I figured it out. I reached up and touched the deep groove of a claw mark. I didn’t even know my father, but emotion choked up in my chest. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    The last thing I wanted to be doing the next day was chasing freshmen over a ropes course, but there I was. The guy in front of me was all the way to the next structure, and I was holding up a line of about ten freshmen who had lapped me and were trying to make their second round through. 
 
    I gripped onto the coarse rope as sweat dripped down my face. 
 
    Something in me screamed that Justin and my father were both still alive, but that scream could simply be foolish hope. 
 
    "January!" Professor Whitney shouted from the grass. Her beefy arms crossed over her chest, and she glowered at me like I was holding up the class on purpose. Any other day, I would have given a crap about her scorn. Maybe. The professor definitely wasn't my favorite person. She was a tool of the Hawthorn Group who'd been willing to hold me down to force answers from me. Part of me knew that wasn't fair. They had thought that I could have killed someone in my year of being a dhampir. Maybe Mitch was right. Maybe I like to hold onto grudges. 
 
    "As soon as you make it down, you're with me," she called through cupped hands. 
 
    My muscles screamed as I gripped onto a knot in the rough rope and swung to the next structure. My legs took the impact as I collided with the wood. I knew that now I was supposed to climb up to the next structure by walking up the wall, but I slipped down to the ground instead, letting the rope slide through my fingers. My palms burned when my feet hit the ground, but I ignored it and walked the rope back so the next freshman in line could grab it. 
 
    Professor Whitney's brows shot up as I came to stand before her. Rippling clouds blanketed the sky, giving us one of the coolest mornings that we'd had in months. Pretty soon the air would buzz with fall and each day would be cooler than the one before. It was my favorite time of year, and I wondered if I'd even see it. 
 
    "When I said come down when you're finished, I meant that you should actually finish," the burly professor said. "I'm going to need you to run it again." 
 
    I grabbed my cramping sides. My breaths were coming fast and heavy. "Can I go after they're all finished?" 
 
    "You can." The muscular professor regarded me. "My husband is the head of security for Gregory Hall." 
 
    I rocked back a step. "He's ..." 
 
    She held up a hand. "Not Bernard who died. He was in charge of the fifth floor under my husband, Harry. Harry reviewed the footage of what happened a hundred times and talked with every student that hit the emergency button." 
 
    "Including us," Richard said. 
 
    "Harry says that you saved everyone in those dorms. Well, almost everyone as three of the fifth-floor guards died after they negated your panic button three times. Harry is having a meeting with all staff about taking the students seriously when they call for help." 
 
    "Thanks," I said as I pressed a hand to my chest over my racing heart. "But the real credit goes to my dog. She's the one who woke me up. She can sense vampires and scions. Oh, and second credit goes to Susie for knowing what to do and locking down all four of the lower floors within five minutes."﻿ 
 
    "The cameras also caught you throwing a three-hundred-pound man ten feet when he tried to stop you from saving your classmates' lives." Professor Whitney regarded me with a raised brow expression that clearly told me to take credit where it was due. "You're in the right school. Now that I've acknowledged that, I'm telling you in no uncertain terms that you are not ready to participate in the Senior Hunt in three days. You are allowed to drop out." 
 
    My eyes felt suddenly hot, and I had to blink rapidly to hold back unexpected tears. "Sebastian Holter is making that impossible." 
 
    "He has power here. I'm not going to deny that, but you still have a choice, January." 
 
    If only that were true. 
 
    "I'd like to see you come into your full potential. I'm not the only teacher at this school who feels this way. Saving lives is what we do, and clearly, you're a natural at it. That all will be cut very short if you die within the first month of coming here." 
 
    I nodded. "I wish I had a choice, but I don't." 
 
    She sighed. "All right. I usually save this lesson for later in the year, but as it's a lesson you'll need, as soon as the other students are finished, we're going to learn the mechanics of killing a vampire. I'll also show you the array of weapons you'll have access to in the trial. I'm going to suggest you go with a sharp knife for the beheading blade. It’s best you work with something you’re familiar with so you don’t end up injuring yourself." ﻿ 
 
    The words made me want to throw up. 
 
    Thirty minutes later, the nauseous feeling only got worse. Professor Whitney had lined up seven model torsos with transparent skin that showed bones and organs beneath, and each were on a tether. There were several x marks painted on each torso, and we were instructed to stab the bodies while they swung on the tether. The air smelled astringent and acidic, like lemon cleaner. I fisted a smooth light wood stake. In most ways, it reminded me of a fat, pointy baton that I was instructed to hold like a slasher knife. We waited in seven lines; a student would run to the front, stab at the swinging body, and then run to the back of the line. It weirdly felt like lining up to hit a pinata at a birthday party, but instead of candy flying out, crimson liquid sprayed onto our arms. ﻿﻿ 
 
    The boy before me ran for the model corpse, slammed his stake into an x mark, and yanked it out. 
 
    "Good, Roger!" Richard called over. "Make sure your arm is straight. No chicken wings." 
 
    Roger rushed off, and the torso swung at me. Holding my breath, I jogged up and brought my stake down. The tip hit the flesh and glanced off the bone. 
 
    "Do it again, January!" Professor Whitney went behind the torso and pushed it. The fake cadaver came flying at me, and I jumped out of the way but not fast enough. The rubbery flesh smacked into my arm. "Do it again. Imagine that you're fighting a real vampire. You're one of the only ones here who's been attacked by one." 
 
    I thought of the red eyes of the vampire as it looked through the hole in my door. Little pig, little pig, let me in. I stabbed. My stake made contact, sinking in an inch, and wrenching from my hand. The stake swung away with the body, only to fall and clatter to the cement. 
 
    "Better, but still terrible." Professor Whitney scooped my stake from the ground and tossed it over. 
 
    I grabbed for it, but the wood hit my fingers, bounced off and skittered across the ground. 
 
    The dummy came swinging at me again, and I dodged it and grabbed my stake before rolling to the side. 
 
    "Again, January," Professor Whitney called. "Everyone else, find another line. Mia and Richard, focus on the other lines." 
 
    I jumped up with my stake and stabbed at the torso, missing entirely and just barely able to catch myself from falling. The torso swung back and slammed into my shoulder. 
 
    Professor Whitney let out a sigh of exasperation. "Again. Use your imagination like I said." 
 
    Pain pulsed through my shoulders and sides. I'd always assumed that exercising for a week straight would make me stronger, but I felt weaker than ever. As the model corpse swung at me again, I tried to think of the vampire, but my mind skipped to another face. Sebastian Holter glared down at me. "Win the Senior Hunt." 
 
    Anger surged into my heart, and I stabbed down, sinking my stake into the corpse's stomach. No bone stopped my stake, and it slid deep into the abdomen. I wrenched back my stake, and fake blood dripped onto the cement. 
 
    "That'll just piss the vampires off and give them time to kill you." Professor Whitney grabbed the torso out of the air. "Aim does matter here. Hit them in the heart or not at all." 
 
    The ribs were so much harder to stab through. I once thought I'd managed, but Professor Whitney called, "That's Roger's hole. Find your own." 
 
    The day remained cool, but sweat dripped down my front, streaking the fake blood splatter on my chest. Mitch found me an hour after, covered in fake blood and stabbing at the torso like I was auditioning for Norman Bates in a gender-swapped remake of Hitchcock's Psycho. 
 
    "We'll do this Thursday," Professor Whitney threatened as I trudged away from the class. 
 
    Every centimeter of my right arm ached like it had been beaten within an inch of its life. 
 
    "Professor Sharp is having us meet in the stadium pit." Mitch's gaze flicked over me. "We’re heading straight to Mystical Arts then?" 
 
    I knew he was joking, but the idea of heading back to my empty room was not at all appealing. 
 
    I could just feel Sebastian’s watchful eyes there. It might have all been in my head, but Mitch was paranoid enough to watch everything he said outside of a party setting. 
 
    Clearly, Justin hadn't taken the same precautions and paid for it. 
 
    "On a scale of one to ten, ten being raw sewage and one being straight from the shower, how bad do I smell? Like, real answer." 
 
    Mitch looked me over. "You smell like you took a bath in mop fluid, but you look like you were part of the chainsaw massacre and you were the one with the chainsaw." 
 
    I could live with that. “Well, it matches my mood.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    The Blackburn Academy Stadium had a second, underground entrance with a heavy metal door. The area that Mitch called the stadium pit was larger than I'd guessed. The ceiling was probably forty feet above us, and the walls were smooth as glass and sloped in on all sides. 
 
    When I pointed it out to Mitch, he said, "Vampires can climb walls." 
 
    Well, if that wasn't terrifying as fuck. 
 
    The structures around the space were higher than I expected too. Many of them were twenty feet tall bridges connected through the space. There were several places to take cover, and I found my eyes searching out the best hiding spots. I knew it was the opposite of the point of the hunt, especially as I had to win it in order to find Justin. 
 
    I was both desperate to win so Sebastian would release Justin's whereabouts while at the same time, I was questioning if Sebastian had him at all. This could just be another sick mind game. Without an outright confession, I couldn't be sure. Maybe he was just using this to his advantage. 
 
    Professor Sharp took one look at me and started chewing her gum like she was trying to gnaw it into pieces. "I'm sensing a pattern here, Miss Moore." 
 
    The seniors had occupied the nearest platform to the teacher, and Mark patted the space beside him and smiled down like my front wasn't drenched in fake blood. "Saved you a seat." 
 
    I wanted to ask him why, as I barely knew him, but I knew that was probably me taking my sour mood out on someone who didn't deserve it at all. Thankfully, Mitch jumped up, grabbed the lip of the platform, and did a pull-up, taking the spot Mark saved for me. I shrugged and did the longer route over to the ramp, taking the seat between Mitch and Amber. 
 
    She looked me over as soon as I sat, glancing at my stained shirt and turning forward. "You have this one day where I will not comment." 
 
    "Thanks," I muttered dryly. 
 
    "So, yeah. Who can name the four Elite physical powers?" Professor Sharp paced back and forth in front of us, smacking her gum as she talked. "Anyone? Yeah." She pointed to a petite girl that couldn't be older than fourteen. 
 
    The girl went to her tiptoes. "Speed, agility, strength, height." 
 
    "Yep. We also call it S-A-S-H." She ticked them off on her fingers. "We do it in that order because that's the order of importance to keep you alive while fighting vampires and their scions. They're stronger than us; they can jump higher than us; they heal instantly. The one advantage we have is the potential to be faster and more agile. It only takes one hit to the chest to immobilize a vampire. Any human can do it." She tapped her chest. "So, while having strength is usually the power everyone wants, it's not the one that makes us the most effective killing machines." 
 
    Killing machines. The words sent a shudder of revulsion through my body. Professor Sharp's gaze skipped over to me. 
 
    "As not all of you grew up in our society, why doesn't someone here say what Elites do after they graduate Blackburn Academy." Professor Sharp pointed over at Amber. "Miss Davenport." 
 
    "Solo or paired mission hostage rescue." Amber sounded almost bored by the words. "If the Hawthorn Group suspects the vampires have living victims, one or two Elites will sneak into the hive before the soldiers and secure the victims before the soldiers attack." 
 
    "Good. Yeah. Let's always try to remember that the soldiers train to kill as many adversaries as possible while our main objective is to kill vampires as quickly and quietly as possible so we can reach the victims undetected." 
 
    The words hit something deep inside me. Last summer, when my best friend Char and I were talking about college, she had automatically known that she was going to go into psychology. The moment she said it, too, I'd thought, oh, that makes sense. But when she'd asked me what major I was going into, I had nothing to say. I did well in most of my classes; math was a bit more of a struggle than others, but not so much that I didn't enjoy it. My favorite subject by far was art, but that was the one major I'd been determined never to pursue. Nothing fit me, and I didn't quite fit into anything. 
 
    But when I heard Professor Sharp's words, it was like the future career clicked into place. It was as if I finally had been told the one occupation I was born to fulfill. And I wanted it. For the first time since I came to Blackburn Academy, I wanted to be part of this world. How did a mission so pure as saving innocent lives from unspeakable horror become so convoluted in the hands of powerful Elites? 
 
    Professor Sharp went on to explain that while Elites could take on any job within the Hawthorn Group, from doctor to strategist to art design, we always had to be ready to fulfill Blackburn Academy's core mission of saving humans from the vampires. 
 
    "Is it true that we're not going to get paid to do this?" the girl Cynthia from my freshman PE asked from where she leaned against one of the gray structures. Cynthia had drawn colorful doodles all the way up both her pale arms, and she wasn’t wearing makeup today, making her look closer to twelve than high school age. Baby fat clung to her face which made her appear like a much younger kid. 
 
    "No," Professor Sharp said as she paced back and forth. "It's true that you get the same salary as all soldiers." There was a chorus of grumbling, and Professor Sharp lifted her chin and talked louder, "This is fair because your job is much higher risk, but you only have to work about a fourth of the hours soldiers do. Also, who here is going to be depending on an income from this work, right?" 
 
    Cynthia raised her hand, and Mitch grabbed my elbow and pushed my hand into the air. 
 
    "Oh, yeah. Sorry." Professor Sharp shrugged. "Well, it's usually one in twenty of you who do, and often, you can take on a second job within the Hawthorn Group or Academy that is understanding that your first priority is to the mission, or you can live on a more modest income. A prime example of an Elite with two jobs would be dear old me. I have a job here teaching all of you twice a week, but if a mission calls that requires me to respond, I'll need to leave right away. You two aren’t the only Elites out here who grew up poor. You can stop raising Miss Moore's hand now, Mr. Holter, please." 
 
    As soon as Mitch dropped his hand from my elbow, I leaned in toward him. "Is Justin's butler an Elite?" 
 
    "One of the bastards, yeah,” Mitch said. It seemed so draconian to use the word bastard with its original meaning. It felt like they were saying that there was this subclass of royal bastards that weren't quite at the level of Elites but were above the mundane people due to their lineage. He lifted his brows and then leaned in a little. “Gina Roberts thinks my father is trying to kill her, so she’s been paying that butler a small fortune to guard her against him. Everyone thinks she imagines things." 
 
    From Mitch’s tone of voice, Gina didn't imagine shit. Gina Roberts could see the future. As Gina and Mitch’s father were siblings, clearly, the apple didn’t fall far from the tree—or the apple was fused to the tree, and they rotted together. I hated to agree with Amber, but Mitch’s family was seriously fucked up. 
 
    The first skill that we were perfecting—zipping—was also the hardest to learn. I was with the first and second-year Elites, and we stayed gathered around Professor Sharp as she sent all of the juniors and seniors to do something she called a zip flip. Though the professor was talking, I couldn't help but look over as the twelve juniors and seniors blurred into motion. They moved so fast it was almost hard to see their figure at all. One by one, they headed up a ramp, leaped off the ledge, and either stumbled or rolled and kept running. One figure did a flip entirely in the air, landed, and then zipped off. From the blur of fiery red hair, I was pretty sure it was Amber. 
 
    "January, over here," Professor Sharp called, wrenching my attention away from the Elites. The purple-haired teacher bounced in one place with her hand on one hip, chowing down on her gum until she had my full attention. "We're all going to get to that level, but we need to be able to zip first. I know half of you here have already zipped, right? Show your hands if you think you can do it for ten feet without falling down?" 
 
    Ten students raised their hands. I couldn't help but notice that there were only six girls in the entire class of thirty. I'd been warned that the boy to girl ratio was high, but I didn't realize how outnumbered one in five was. 
 
    "As I said before, every one of you has the ability to acquire all of these skills. Every single Elite that’s come through here in the last decade and a half has zipped by graduation." She snapped her gum. "You are your only enemy here. You are the one who will let yourself down or get yourself killed." Professor Sharp said this matter of fact in her rapid-fire pace, sounding almost bored. "Who can tell me the ABCDs of Elite powers or the Elite Alphabet or whatever you want to call it? Yep. Charles." She pointed to the small, curly-haired freshman-looking boy beside Cynthia, who had his hand up for every single question Professor Sharp had asked thus far. 
 
    The guy kept his hand raised. "Aim your energy ..." he motioned forward and pointed his hand at the ground. Then the kid did a dramatic open step where he widened his stance before adding, "Balance your body, center yourself, dispel disbelief.” His form blurred, moving about ten feet to the left. A little puff of red dust filled the air. I was pretty sure that the ground was made of that same packed, red clay they used on baseball fields. 
 
    “Great, Charlie, and good stop. You’re ahead of the class.” 
 
    Charlie smiled like he just won a hundred bucks. On a structure a little bit to the left of Charlie and Cynthia, a much larger kid with dark hair and sharp eyes leaned into the beefy student beside him and whispered something. The beefy boy clapped a hand over his mouth and laughed into his palm. When the sharp-eyed boy caught me looking at him, he smirked and mouthed the words, "Slut." 
 
    That little shit. 
 
    This had the kid's friend laughing so hard he wheezed, but when my gaze cut over to the blond friend, the kid seemed to choke on his laugh. He gasped, grabbing everyone’s attention. 
 
    "Tyler Holter and Bobby Davenport," Professor Sharp snapped. 
 
    So, this was the infamous little asshole. Tyler didn't look much like Mitch or Sebastian. The kid didn't have that cold, forbidding beauty of his brothers. He had a thick jaw and square forehead, and the guy's body was more linebacker than quarterback. The word "bruiser" immediately came to mind. 
 
    Professor Sharp crossed her arms. "You seem to have forgotten quite a lot over the summer. Why does no one disobey me in Mystical Arts?" 
 
    Tyler sneered. "We weren’t doing shit." 
 
    "That's not the answer to my question. The reason no one disobeys me in my class is that I'm the only Elite willing to put up with you. Not only am I one of the oldest Elites with all powers, but I’m also the only qualified Elite willing to have an outside job. Do you know what that means for me? It means absolute job security. It means that I am irreplaceable. It means that unlike everyone else in this school, I'll simply kick any one of you out of class. I've worked here for six years and kicked a total of two students out of my class, both times for bullying. There was nothing I could be threatened or bribed with to let them back in. Both Elites graduated unqualified to go on missions for the Hawthorn Group. No one at the Hawthorn Group cares enough about money to put time aside to train them. No one misbehaves in my class." 
 
    The smirk melted off Tyler's face. "Sorry, Professor. I wasn't thinking." 
 
    "I remember you as doing a relatively good job of keeping yourself in check last year. I'm going to assume that summer made you forget, and so today, I will settle for you apologizing." 
 
    I could see a muscle tick in Tyler's jaw. His mean gaze cut to mine. "Sorry." 
 
    I considered telling the guy that he should be apologizing to Charlie, but I had a feeling that forcing Tyler to apologize to the scrawny freshman would only cause the kid a world of trouble. 
 
    "Forget about it," I told the younger guy. In my three types of bullies theory, I was guessing that this kid was the type of bully who'd bring a knife to a fistfight, except this guy would bring a bazooka. 
 
    Dispelling disbelief was by far the hardest part of zipping. Professor Sharp told us to forget our usual speed capabilities, direct our energy where we wanted to go, balance and center ourselves, and then simply let our bodies take over. 
 
    When Professor Sharp came around to me, I whispered, “Should I be doing the same steps?” 
 
    She nodded sharply. “According to headquarters, you should be able to keep up with the class and surpass us all. You should have all the same powers and several more.” 
 
    Why did Elites and I have such similar powers? It felt like the answer to that question was essential, but before I made up my mind to ask, Professor Sharp blurred away from me and appeared on the other side of the amphitheater. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    Wednesday flew by. It was like time was slipping past me, time where Justin was missing, time that I had to prepare for this hunt. Unless some mystical dhampir power woke in me as soon as the vampire attacked me, I didn’t have the strength and ability to kill a vampire that was tied up, bound, and gagged, let alone one who was actively attacking me. 
 
    Mitch and I kept each other’s silent company all day, two ghosts only going through the motions of being alive. Every single one of my teachers seemed to want to pull me aside after class to give me a piece of advice. My Supernatural Anatomy teacher, Professor Hamilton, a large man with short-cropped gray hair and a weatherworn face, even said in a harsh, breathy whisper, “I don’t know if anyone has told you, but hunters have won before by stabbing the vampire in the back while the vampire is distracted with another hunter. Do you know where the heart is from the back?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m good,” I told the teacher as I backed toward the door. I regretted not having the professor tell me later in the day when I realized that I might need to pull a sleazy move like that to win. 
 
    The problem was that I didn’t even want to think about hunting a vampire like sport. The concept was anathema to my mind just as much as the idea of saving human victims rang true to who I was. 
 
    The moment I arrived at my internship, Sebastian Holter greeted me with, “As punishment for you attacking me, I pulled all of your mother’s security away for the night. She got lucky. There were no attempts on her life. It was the first time in a week that’s been true. I reinstated her security … for now.” 
 
    I didn’t say a word to Sebastian as I ran through his exercises. Every time he baited me, I responded with absolute silence and obedience. When it was time to leave, I yanked the door open and walked out. 
 
    “What does your brother have to blackmail you with?” I asked Mitch as we pulled into the Academy lot. 
 
    When he didn’t answer, I turned fully to the guy I couldn’t quite hate anymore, but I couldn’t fully respect either. 
 
    He worked his jaw back and forth. “Alderwood Reformatory.” 
 
    “And what’s Alderwood Reformatory?” 
 
    “It’s where they send the supernaturals. If headquarters arrests or kills parents, they send their kids to Alderwood. It’s run halfway like a prison and half like a military base. It’s not a good place to be a sab—even an Elite. You basically walk in with a target on your back, and the supernaturals have a whole range of ways to torture and murder you without getting caught.” 
 
    “Vampires?” 
 
    “No. Vampires they kill. It’s witches, werewolves, half-demons, fae, and shit like that. I spent a week there. My parents wanted to scare me onto the straight and narrow.” 
 
    “You’re on the straight and narrow now?” I asked. 
 
    “They don’t care about my grades or how much I party. They care if I obey them, and I do.” His hands squeezed around the steering wheel. “Out there, the Hawthorn Group doesn’t care if the herd thins itself out, and it does. The death rate is about once a month or so, and my parents could give a fuck if I was buried out behind Alderwood.” 
 
    “That’s hard to believe,” I said, his parents seemed like horrible human beings, but he was their son. I couldn’t even fathom anyone so reprehensible that they wouldn’t care if their kid was dead or alive. 
 
    “I’m useful to the family, or I’m not.” His hand hit the radio, and the sound of a fiddle filled the car. The drums and singing came in, and Mitch turned the dial up so loud that it was clear our conversation was over. 
 
    Unexpectedly, I had an urge to pat Mitch on the shoulder or offer him my hand, like I would do if Zack or Lucas had told me something similar. I was pretty sure it wouldn’t be welcome though. And when I really thought about it, Mitch was saying that he was going to do what he was ordered for self-preservation, and I’d guessed he might be ordered not to incapacitate the vampire if it was going to kill me. 
 
    I kept my hands to myself and remained quiet for the rest of the drive. Exhaustion took me nearly as soon as I entered my door, and then it was the day before the Senior Hunt. Time was sliding by too fast. It kept jumping forward. I was walking my dog to the kennels in my sleep shorts, and then suddenly, I was showered, dressed, and stabbing the torso model with a stake again. As fake blood once again splashed onto me, I knew that I’d done everything in between walking my dog and gym class, but maybe I was locked on autopilot with only moments where I was at the wheel. This morning, I’d slipped the fake passports and documents into my running shoes. They were stiff against the arch of my foot, and I was probably sweating on all of the important papers. 
 
    I didn’t even know why I was carrying them around with me. Running away from the Academy would mean basically handing myself to the vampires and leaving Nana, Mom, and Justin to who knew what kind of fate. And yet, every time the papers brushed against my soles, I felt comforted. Time slipped again, and then I was unsuccessfully attempting to zip in Mystical arts. 
 
    “January,” Professor Sharp said from inches away. 
 
    I startled and glanced over. She stood right in front of me. Her purple hair looked a little tousled around her sharp, large features. The woman reminded me a little of a finch, petite, colorful, and always ready to take flight. Even as she stood before me, she continuously switched her weight from one hip to the other. 
 
    “How did your other power come to you?” she asked. “Was it a slow process, or did you just wake up with the ability to see in the dark?” 
 
    “Just woke up.” Well, it had just happened with the thermal vision and the healing, but when I threw that fifth-floor guard down the hallway, I’d been so angry that it had almost been like my rage had made me stronger. “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Well, sight-based powers are the easiest when it comes to mind powers because seeing is believing. You see in the dark; you realize that you can see in the dark, and you accept it as fact. It’s harder to accept something that you need to do consciously, like running at a speed that shouldn’t be possible or seeing the future. You need to forget that you can’t do it, or your brain will limit your ability.” She chomped on her gum for a second. “I wish you weren’t joining this hunt. Is there a way you’d back out of it? Because your sole power isn’t going to do you much good in that amphitheater.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I can’t get out of it.” I thought about telling her that it wasn’t my only unlocked power. I also had healing. But the instant healing thing took a couple of minutes to activate, which was probably plenty of time for a vampire to rip my head off. “When the vampires attacked the fifth floor, our security guard tried to stop me from warning people. He grabbed me, and I shoved him down the hall. He went airborne for a second.” 
 
    “Have you been able to do that again?” 
 
    “No,” I said. 
 
    “Well, when you just accept inhuman strength as part of your reality, like your ability to see in the dark, it will start to happen.” 
 
    I peeked around the room, finding all of the other first and second years halfway across the structure maze, doing their best to zip. Charlie was definitely ahead of the game, and he kept zipping back and forth. Cynthia’s form blurred a few times before she crashed into a wall with a loud bang. “Why do I have the same powers as these guys? Did Elites descend from dhampirs or something?” 
 
    “The official sab belief is that God granted a select few humans the ability to fight vampires and remove undead evil from the face of the planet.” Her mouth pulled into a straight-lipped smile. “Your theory seems a little more scientifically sound, but science definitely doesn’t explain everything in our world. Your guess is as good as mine. Regardless, I fully believe that everything we can do here, you can do if you just dispel your disbelief.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “But probably not by the hunt tomorrow. For that, I suggest you do your best to keep out of the way.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said again, even though I knew that I couldn’t do that. 
 
    Her figure blurred, and suddenly, Professor Sharp stood before the other first and second years, her purple hair even more tousled than before. Time slipped again, and then suddenly, I was drinking blood at my internship, throwing down my blood bags and heading for the door. Sebastian and I hadn't said a single word to each other, and the moment I fell into the seat beside Mitch, I said, "Can we go to the Roberts’ house, I need to see my nana." 
 
    When we arrived, my grandmother wrapped me in her arms, and I burst into tears. She tried to coax the source of my sadness out of me, but there was nothing that I could tell her that would do any good. She was in the safest possible place, and from what I could tell, my grandmother was happy. Mitch sat awkwardly at our table, chowing down on a box of cookies my grandmother brought out for him. His eyes were only half open like his energy was literally draining from his face. 
 
    "You know, honey, they say that it can take up to six months to get used to any new living arrangement, and you've had to adjust to two new situations in as many months. I fully believe that you'll feel more comfortable if you give it some time. I'm not worried about you. You are the most resilient and capable person I know—and I hope you notice that I'm not saying the most resilient kid I know—I said, person." She raised her salt and pepper brows and regarded me with a stern look. "You're stronger than you think." 
 
    "I hope so." I swallowed hard and sunk deeper into the couch. "What did the Roberts tell you about Justin?" 
 
    "That he's in some legal trouble." She continued to regard me with raised eyebrows. "He's a bit of a wild one. I'm not surprised, though. They say that if you turn out like one of your parents, you’ll look for someone with a personality like your other parent." 
 
    "Who are these ‘they’ that keep saying all this stuff, Nana?" I asked, shaking my head. 
 
    She waved a hand in the air. "I don't know, honey. But I remember your father as being funny and charming and steady. He was the roots that kept your mother on the ground. You're more like him, smart, careful, and thoughtful, whereas your mother was always wild and reckless. It makes sense that you'd look for someone like that. But your mother was always getting your father in some kind of trouble or another, and he would take responsibility for her issues. Don't let that happen to you. You need to let people get themselves out of their own troubles. I learned that lesson the hard way." 
 
    "I wish it was that easy," I mumbled. 
 
    "Well, you don't need to listen to my advice, but I hope that you respect that it comes from a place of wisdom." 
 
    I nodded because I wasn't going to disrespect her by telling her that the situation was so much more complicated than she could understand with her limited knowledge of our world. "You've never talked about my father." 
 
    She tucked a lock of dark hair behind her ear. "You never asked about him." 
 
    "He loved my mom?" 
 
    "Past reason or sense, and she was the same. They were young, probably too young. Your mother needed my permission even to get married. I'd hoped he would help her mature and grow up after they had the baby, and then he died, but she never really grew up. You grew up instead and started taking care of her. I wish she was a better mother to you," Nana said. 
 
    I always hated talking to my mother or Nana about the other. They each just had a slightly distorted picture of the other, and it always made me feel defensive. Even now, I had to bite back the defense I wanted to make for my mom that she did raise me. She didn't always do a great job, but she kept me alive, fed, and dressed for the majority of eighteen years. But I didn't want this moment with Nana tainted with a fight where I'd defend my mother, and she'd double down on whatever she said about her. 
 
    "You look more like him than you do her, too," Nana said. "You look a little like my mother, but much more like your own father. He would have been so proud of you and the young woman you've become." 
 
    The king of the vampires—proud of me for joining a school for vampire hunters? I doubted it. But maybe the father who once existed would have. 
 
    "I should probably get to sleep, sweetheart," Nana said as she ran her fingers through my hair once more. I didn't want to let her go. My insidious thoughts were whispering that this was goodbye. This was the last time my grandmother would run her fingers through my hair and smile with her eyes. She rarely, if ever, smiled with her lips, and I wondered if I'd ever earn a smile from her again. 
 
    "I love you," I said in a rush, and then I jumped to my feet and spun for the door. 
 
    "I'll see you Sunday, sweetheart," Nana called down the stairs as Mitch and I exited the house. "I hope you know that you're welcome too, Mitchel." 
 
    Mitch lifted a hand. "Yeah. Thanks." 
 
    The night was warm as we headed for Mitch's black car. Crickets chirped loud all around us as the sky darkened to a deep purple hue. I looked out at the faint outline of trees surrounding the property. For just a moment, I hesitated with my hand on the handle of Mitch’s car. I knew where stacks of bills were in Justin's pool house. I still had the fake papers in my shoe. I could run. I could grab my grandmother, jump in her newly repaired van, and head for the rehab center. Then I could bribe the guard with a stack of cash and take off. It was the worst escape plan ever. There were vampires stalking my mother and Hawthorn Group soldiers guarding her. I'd either get caught or, more likely, get everyone I loved killed. But for just a second, it was so fucking tempting. 
 
    "You're thinking of doing something stupid. I can see it in your face." Mitch came around the car and crossed his arms in front of his chest. 
 
    “What would happen if I ran?” 
 
    "The HG would catch you before you left the property. If you somehow made it past them, the vampires would track you down and kill you before you left the city limits. It's a coward's move anyway, and you're not a coward." 
 
    "Careful, Mitch, that almost sounded like a compliment." 
 
    Mitch tilted his head. "If you're not going to stay for yourself or your family, do it for fucking Justin." 
 
    "Do you really think that your brother is going to give Justin up after this hunt when he went to all this trouble to frame him? What is Sebastian going to say? Oops, I accidentally fabricated evidence framing Justin, but now I'm clearing his name, and everything's fine? Justin is gone for a reason, and that reason isn't going to evaporate." 
 
    "Fuck no, Sebastian isn't going to give up Justin. But Justin did everything in his power to keep you safe and throwing that away would be a damn shame. Sebastian isn’t the only one who asked me to look out for you, okay? And as long as you're going about your regular schedule at Blackburn Academy, my brother can't just shove you into a van. Too many questions will be raised if a student vanishes from campus or heads off to her internship and never returns. You run into the forest; all bets are off. Sebastian can say you ran away, never to be seen from again. Fuck, he'll probably have witnesses. As of right now, Sebastian has to hide that he's murdering people left and right, or he's not going to stay in power very long. Even he understands that. Every time he kills someone, there's enough doubt to get him off the hook. Play my brother's twisted games or tell him to go fuck himself but keep the Academy's protection around you while you do it. That's what I fucking do. That's how I made it through the last two years. Never fall completely into my brother's power. Do you know how quickly Sebastian could make you disappear?" 
 
    "Maybe he'll take me to Justin." 
 
    "January." Mitch rubbed his chin, almost violently, but when he talked, his voice was softer. "We both know that Justin is probably dead." 
 
    "No." A hard lump formed in my throat. "I don't know that." 
 
    "What use would Sebastian have to keep Justin alive? I knew as soon as Sebastian hinted that he took him. He was taunting you to see your anguish, knowing that you couldn't do shit about it. Sebastian set the whole situation up so the truth would die with Justin." 
 
    Mitch's words made so much sense, but everything in me rebelled against them. "No," I managed, my voice coming out harsh. "You're wrong." 
 
    Mitch held up his hands. "Maybe I am." He didn't sound like he meant it, and I knew that this was probably the first time that Mitch was deliberately kind to me, and I wanted to hit him for it. "I could be wrong. I guess you could win the hunt and see if Sebastian gives him up. Now, can we stop talking out in the open?" 
 
    Sebastian could probably hear our whole conversation. And yet, I didn’t care what Sebastian heard any more. I hoped that didn’t mean that some part of me agreed with Mitch that Justin was dead. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
      
 
    The best thing about the Friday of the Senior Hunt was that I knew that I wouldn't have to go to my internship with Sebastian Holter. It was a grim sort of comfort as I walked around my Supernatural Anatomy lab with the rest of the class, looking at different samples from various types of shifter blood. Apparently, dragon shifters, wolf shifters, and bear shifters all lived in North America. Professor Hamilton also mentioned that these were the most common of the local shifter groups, which could mean that there were more than these. 
 
    I peered into the lens and watched as the blood cells slid across the sample. The bear and wolf had subtle differences in the oval maroon clusters, but the dragon blood was bright green and a fraction of the size of the other blood cells. 
 
    After returning to my seat beside a snoozing Mitch, I was only half paying attention as I sketched the blood onto my data sheet. Usually, a lesson like this would be the highlight of my week, but it was hard to enjoy anything while tension thrummed through every inch of my body. 
 
    “So, blood really does it for you?” 
 
    My head popped up from my worksheet, and I stared at Mark Yates' smiling face. “Blood? What?” 
 
    He flicked his hair back and leaned his butt against the edge of our table before setting a hand on my desk. “You’ve been looking so miserable ever since Justin betrayed us, but your frown disappeared.” 
 
    “Oh, uh …” I shook my head, “No, I’m just nervous about this thing tonight.” 
 
    Mark nodded. “Yeah. Everyone knows the Holters are pushing you into it. But, don't worry, I won't let the vampire get anywhere near you." 
 
    I knew that his words were probably meant kindly, but they chafed my pride. It shouldn't have, as I was the least capable person in this school to hunt a vampire, and yet, I didn't really enjoy some guy basically telling me to "not worry my pretty little head, he'll keep the monsters away." That wasn't exactly what he said, but it felt the same. 
 
    "She's going to win," Mitch muttered from where he was laying his head on his desk beside me. "I wouldn't have nominated her unless I thought that." 
 
    Mark nodded. "Yeah, of course. We're all rooting for you, January." 
 
    "Thanks," I said, even though his patronizing statement just rankled my pride more. 
 
    Mark scooted all the way onto my desk. "Are you going to the Hunter’s Ball?" 
 
    It wasn't the first time I'd heard the Hunter's Ball mentioned, but I had completely forgotten about the fact that there was a seniors-only homecoming equivalent tomorrow night. "It sounds fancy." I grimaced. "I definitely don't have a ball gown." 
 
    "I could buy you one," Mark offered with a grin. 
 
    Shit. Mark Yates was asking me out, and I'd walked halfway into saying yes without even realizing. "That's really nice, Mark. Appreciated. But I'm miles away from getting over Justin." 
 
    "Yeah, of course." He held up his hands. "I meant as friends. I just thought it might get your mind off things, is all. I know you're new." 
 
    "Oh. Sorry for assuming." Great. Now I felt like an asshole. 
 
    "This is fucking painful to listen to," Mitch growled from where he lay. "Mark, she's too fucking nice to say she doesn't want to fucking go with you. She has actual guy friends who would take her to the dance and not try to hit on her all night, alright? Fuck off." 
 
    Mark gave me a straight-lipped smile and scooted off the desk. "Didn't mean to pressure you." 
 
    "You weren't. Mitch is just protective of his cousin." 
 
    "And you, obviously," Mark added as he backed away and headed for the other side of the class. 
 
    "You're welcome," Mitch muttered. 
 
    "I can handle my own business, Mitch," I said as I started writing out the properties of the dragon blood. "But thanks for the thought." 
 
    "Yeah, you can handle your own business, but did you want to today? I'm thinking no." 
 
    He was right. I didn't want to deal with Mark, and I'd genuinely felt relieved instead of annoyed when Mitch told Mark to fuck off. 
 
    "So, are you going to take me to the Hunter's Ball? Because you're weirdly like my closest friend here at Blackburn." 
 
    "Fuck no. Get a Baldwin to take you or some shit." 
 
    His answer almost had me laughing. Almost. I couldn't quite summon up anything close to mirth right now. "You know that if I go, you'll have to. So you might as well go with me as friends." 
 
    "Well, it's probably good that you're too poor to buy a fucking ball gown then." 
 
    "Point taken." 
 
    "And, I don't do friends—especially not with some hobo chick." 
 
    "Accept the inevitable, Mitch, and stop pretending that you judge people on their socioeconomic status when you clearly despise rich people just as much, or more than poor people. I see right through your barbwire heart. And that's why you're not going to let me die today, even if your brother tells you to." 
 
    Mitch didn't respond, but I was pretty sure that I had the guy right. It took one person with a barbwire heart to spot another, and I could see straight past all the twisted metal he wrapped around his feelings to the shattered soul beneath. It didn't make the abuse he inflicted on others okay in my book, but I couldn't help but care about him either. 
 
    As opposed to yesterday, where time had slipped past, today, every moment of school dragged on. Literature was by far the worst. Usually, English was one of my favorite classes, but the hour-and-fifty-minute period had become the most boring block on my schedule. The problem was that after I'd discovered that I was a vampire, I studied every piece of classic literature that my local library had on anything to do with the supernatural in-depth—from Shakespeare to Bram Stoker. As it turned out, that was the name of this class, Literature from Shakespeare to Bram Stoker. There was one book on the syllabus I hadn't read yet, and we didn't read that one until right before Christmas. The clock ticked so slowly, I could have sworn that the second hand stopped a few times completely. 
 
    A crackling sound came over the loudspeaker, interrupting Professor Duff as she wrote on the board. Our English teacher was a large, muscular woman with soft, blue eyes that always seemed to be smiling. 
 
    "All Senior Hunt teams are to meet in the chapel directly after school for updated rules and procedures." 
 
    Mitch peered over from the side of his eyes. Across the classroom, both Amber and Mark glanced at each other and then back at us. 
 
    "Is this really weird?" I asked Mitch. 
 
    "That they change the rules five hours before the Senior Hunt? Yeah, that's got to be Sebastian fucking with us." 
 
    As we headed through the wide wood doors of the school chapel, I just narrowly missed careening into Susie. 
 
    "Whoa," I said as I jumped out of the way. 
 
    Tears coursed down her face, and she muttered, "Sorry," like she didn't even know it was me before rushing past. 
 
    I spun on my heel and called back, "Mitch, go on in, I'll be five minutes." 
 
    "Can't do that," he called, but he stayed by the open doorway. 
 
    I jogged after Susie, and when I was only a few feet behind her, I called out, "Susie, wait up." 
 
    She halted, letting me catch up. I headed around her to see that tear streaks coated her cheeks. Quiet sobs escaped from her trembling lips. 
 
    "Hey. Let's go into the bathroom, yeah?" I threw my thumb behind me toward the nearest restroom. 
 
    "Okay," she whispered through a sob. 
 
    Thankfully, the three-stall bathroom was empty and clean. The room smelled cloyingly like floral air freshener covering up grimier smells, but I guessed it was better than the alternative. I wiped down the wet counter with a paper towel, and we both sat on it while Susie continued to cry. 
 
    "Want a hug?" She nodded, so I leaned over and hugged her as she continued to sob. 
 
    "Zack knows. Everyone knows, and a couple of members of the BBC are saying that I cheated on Zack, even though I didn’t. Zack seems like he believes them. Mia doesn’t even want to look at me." Susie sniffed. "I saw it coming, and I still screwed up so much." 
 
    "Fuck," I whispered. "Susie, I meant to tell you that Zack was asking questions about you and Richard last Sunday, and then so much happened, and I completely forgot to give you the heads-up. I told him that he should talk to you instead, but I was getting the feeling that he was more looking for confirmation than just sort of wondering. I didn't absolutely tell him no, though, I just said that I didn't know." 
 
    "This is not your fault, at all, okay?" She sniffed and grabbed a paper towel from the sink and started dabbing at her face. "It's not even Richard's fault. He wanted to tell them, and now everyone is mad at him too." 
 
    "Where is he?" 
 
    She blew her nose and tossed the paper towel in the trash bin. "He hasn't gotten here yet. The news broke at lunch. Zack told Patrick, and Patrick told everyone else." 
 
    "I really see absolutely no redeeming qualities in that guy." 
 
    "Says someone who's dating Satan and is like best friends with Mitch Holter." Susie giggled, though she didn't sound all that happy. "I shouldn't tease you." 
 
    "You can tease me all you want. Mitch is in full denial that we're friends, by the way." 
 
    "Well, you guys act like friends, and everyone in the academy is too scared to talk behind your back. And if they can do that about someone, they will. Trust me, that's not because you're friends with me, the Baldwin brothers, Richard, or Mia..." Her voice broke on Mia's name. "I'm sorry, it's just she's so mad at me. Honesty is so important to her, and I think I destroyed our friendship." 
 
    I squeezed Susie to my side. "What happened?" 
 
    "Mia says that she can't trust me—and that she doesn't want me in the hunt with her. She kicked me out." Her voice broke again. "Patrick is going in there with her instead." 
 
    "I'm sorry," I said, not really meaning it this time. A sudden, heady relief was surging through me, and I had to fight a sigh. Susie had rated within the top five percent of three hundred competitors in athletics, academics, and ethics to get into this Academy, but she was a fairy and angel-loving, sweet, giggly human being. She brightened every room she was in. Lucas was the same way. They were two bright spots in a world of shadows. 
 
    A knock came at the door, and I opened it to find Richard there. Worry rode his handsome features, and his blue eyes immediately found Susie. 
 
    I gave Susie one more hug and Richard a smile before I left the two to talk. 
 
    Richard and Lucas were the only ones missing from the chapel. Everyone else sat in the first few rows. Principal Chambers stood at the pulpit, and she was literally wringing her hands. Professor Sharp and Professor Titus huddled in next to her, and they all spoke in low voices. Everyone else watched me approach up the center aisle. I slowed by Mia, who sat next to Patrick two rows from the front. 
 
    "She's really hurt." 
 
    Mia's brown eyes met mine. "Stay out of it, January. You just arrived here, and this goes really deep. They betrayed our trust." 
 
    "They're the real deal." 
 
    "Please," Mia said, "it's complicated, and I don't feel up to fucking explaining it right now." 
 
    Patrick glared over, but he ducked his head down and didn't say a word. I was guessing that was directly correlated to the fact that Mitch sat in the row directly behind him. He could probably feel the guy's looming presence. 
 
    I rolled my knuckles on my leg. "I feel like this hunt might be even more dangerous than it usually is, and I don't want her in there either. But she obviously lied to you guys because she didn't feel safe telling you the truth. They didn't do anything wrong." 
 
    Mia sighed. "Just ..." she held up her hands, "Just back off. It's between her and me, and it's not really any of your business. I like you. And I respect that you're standing up for her, but I want you to butt the hell out, okay?" 
 
    "Fair. That's fair." I fell into the seat beside Mitch. A few minutes later, Lucas slipped in next to me. 
 
    "What'd I miss, Trouble?" He breathed hard as water droplets rained down around him. 
 
    "Nervous whispering. Tension." I gestured up to the front. "Why are you wet?" 
 
    "Been training hard all day, and I went for a shower—didn't even realize there was a special assembly until Richard called me. Where is he?" 
 
    "Comforting Susie," I said. 
 
    "Why? Did something happen? Isn't she supposed to be here?" 
 
    Patrick turned around from a row up. "She's been dating Richard in secret." 
 
    "Yeah?" Lucas asked. Opening a water bottle, he downed the contents and sighed. "I could see that one coming. Where are they?" 
 
    "It's not just that they're together. It's been going on a while, probably since before Zack and Susie broke up." 
 
    “That is a vicious, baseless lie,” I snapped. 
 
    "You really are a piece of shit, aren't you, Patrick Alby? Turn around and stop talking shit about whatever the fuck her name is," Mitch said as he twirled a finger in the air. 
 
    "Susie," I said. "And you're wrong, Patrick. It started after Susie and Zack broke up. Stop starting rumors, thanks." 
 
    Patrick turned to the front before I was even done speaking, but I didn't flatter myself that he did it because of what I said. 
 
    "People are pissed at Susie and Richard about it?" Lucas asked as he wiped away water dripping from his forehead. 
 
    "Apparently." 
 
    "Drama, drama, drama." Lucas pulled out his phone and shot off a text. "I'm guessing Zack knows." 
 
    "Yeah. He told ..." I nodded to Patrick and rolled my eyes up to the ceiling in exasperation. 
 
    Lucas shook his head. Richard arrived a few minutes later, and we all scooted down toward Mitch to make room at the end of the row. I could practically feel the crackling tension between Mia and Richard right behind her. I was pretty sure that they were good friends, if not best friends, and she didn't so much as look over at him. 
 
    Richard just looked exhausted as he took the seat beside Lucas. "Do we know what this is about?" 
 
    "Principal Chambers," Amber called from the first row. "All of us are here. Can we get on with this? Some of us have places to be." 
 
    All three of the teachers looked over, but no one called Amber out on her rudeness. This undue obeisance to the Elites was something that I really doubted I would ever get used to about Blackburn Academy. 
 
    Principal Chambers sighed and patted her short, dark bob, which was perfectly neat. She returned her hands to the pulpit, and though her expression was easy, her posture was tense. "The Academy is going to be running the Senior Hunt a little different this year." She swallowed hard. "Instead of having you all hunt one vampire, this year you’ll each slay a vampire independently. You’ll be scored based on the time it takes you and if you sustain any injuries. This way gives all of you a fair chance.” 
 
    “Principal Chambers,” Richard called out. “Doesn’t this give the Elites an advantage?” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Because,” Amber said as she tossed back her red hair. “The only chance they have is by getting in our way or by killing the vampire while we distract them.” 
 
    “It’s called strategy, and it’s all by the rules,” Richard explained, not sounding the least bit flustered. “This way ensures that only Elites can win.” 
 
    Patrick turned and looked back straight at me. He didn’t say anything, but I knew that he was trying to communicate that he’d told me that Sebastian would rig the system so I’d win. 
 
    The principal pinched her lips together, looking like she was trying to prevent herself from talking. “There’s a second change as well. The hunt support team has to watch from the bleachers.” 
 
    Everyone in the room erupted into cries of outrage. 
 
    “We will be taking every safety precaution. This is to keep everyone protected. With only two bodies in the arena, it’s much more likely that the vampire will attack the support team member. We want to minimize that risk. If anyone wishes to withdraw from the Senior Hunt, we will explain to the school that the rules changed abruptly, and you didn’t agree with the modifications.” 
 
    Lucas leaned in. “Do you know what’s going on?” 
 
    “I think it’s Sebastian. He’s making it impossible for me to escape fighting a vampire.” 
 
    Lucas rubbed the back of his neck. “Are you ready for that?” 
 
    “No. She’s not even close to ready,” Richard said from the other side of Lucas. He leaned out. “I’m saying this as your friend and with the utmost respect for you. You need to withdraw, January. Please.” 
 
    “I can’t,” I whispered. "If I withdraw, the Hawthorn Group will stop guarding my grandmother and mother against the vampires. They're repeated targets, especially my mom, and she's stuck in court-ordered rehab." 
 
    Lucas' brow furrowed. "They can't do that." 
 
    "Of course, they can," Richard said on a sigh. "They're not threatening to hurt January's family. They're threatening to withdraw their protection. The Hawthorn Group does things like that all the time. How do you think all of its leaders are so rich and powerful?" 
 
    Lucas shook his head. "No. No. Nah. The Hawthorn Group isn't the mafia. There has to be someone you can talk to." 
 
    "Maybe," I said, even though what I wanted to ask was who Lucas thought I could report it to. Not only did Sebastian own the Hawthorn Group, answerable to no one but his fellow Elites, he had taken over my conservatorship for the rest of my existence. The only choice I had was to get to a position where I wasn't relying on Sebastian's protection. 
 
    "If you go into this hunt, there's a very good chance that you'll be seriously injured before Mitch realizes that he has to immobilize the vampire," Richard said. 
 
    He was right. And I would get seriously injured, and then if I had a few minutes to heal, I'd go into a blood frenzy. Was that what Sebastian wanted? 
 
    "Do you really think your mother or your grandmother would want you to take this risk?" Richard asked as he continued to watch me. 
 
    "Fuck no. They'd tie me down and sit on me. It would be the first thing they agreed on probably in their whole lives. But vampires are stalking my family members, and neither of them knows it. They're sitting ducks. They'd just die. And, I'm going to be in a controlled environment, and while I might not be a good fighter compared to any of you, I'll have weapons, and I'm a helluva lot better prepared than my family. I'm hopefully going to get disqualified quickly." Even as I said the words, I knew that it wasn't what I wanted. It was just plain idiocy to trust that Sebastian would give me Justin if I won the hunt. And yet, I couldn't give up on that hope. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    The roar of the crowd echoed through the stadium tunnel. The cement passageway was dark, with only a few halogen lights illuminating the faces of the other Senior Hunt competitors in a greenish glow. No one looked nervous, and I had to wonder if the anxiety spiking in my chest was evident on my face or if I was managing to look as impassive as everyone else here. 
 
    Lucas had thrown an arm over both Mia and my shoulders, and we leaned against one wall. The three other contestants stood near the front of the hallway where a metal door waited open. Amber looked bored, playing with her phone. Mark shot a couple smiles my way, which I pretended not to see. 
 
    I laid my head against Lucas' arm, soaking in his comfort. The guy really was a gentle giant, and it was hard for me to fathom why he’d want to be part of something so violent as what we were about to do. I knew that Lucas truly believed in the honor of his Academy and their mission. He’d told me more than once that Blackburn was the best place on Earth. But, could any glasses be so rosy as to obscure the depravity in what we were doing here today? We were competing to end lives. Yes, they were immortal murderers, but taking a life under any circumstance shouldn’t be a spectator sport. 
 
    Then again, I was here—going through with it even though I witnessed the corruption at the heart of the Hawthorn Group and, by extension, Blackburn Academy. 
 
    "All right, students, just a couple more minutes," Professor Whitney said. She was flanked by the other two physical education teachers. I'd only met the large men once before when they held me down through my Character Trial. Tonight, they had greeted the other students warmly and introduced themselves to me as if they didn't remember who I was. I shook their hands and bared my teeth. 
 
    Mia leaned out to look at me and crossed her arms over her chest. "Who are you going to the Hunter's Ball with, January? We were talking about going as a group, and I'm assuming that's still happening." 
 
    “I don't see any reason why the BBC can't go together. We've never turned our back on one another before, and it would be just plain ridiculous to start with this. Zack can handle it.” Lucas squeezed me to his side. “And we’d love it if you came with us if you don’t have other plans.” 
 
    "Thanks, but I don't have a ball gown," I said. 
 
    Mia leaned forward. "I'm sure Susie has something ..." She broke off in a wince. "Well, she probably does. I think it's supposed to be a requirement for us hunters to go to honor the Senior Hunt winner unless we're in the fucking hospital or something." 
 
    Lucas' eyes smiled as he leaned out and looked over. "You know that Zack and I are fantastic dancers. Do you really want to miss that?" 
 
    "Mitch would have to come too and be grumpy about it," I warned. 
 
    Lucas' brow furrowed. "As long as grumpy isn't another word for violent, then we can make it work. I mean, the guy is terrifying, but he's never attacked anyone from the BBC." 
 
    "Amber has," Mia said. “Most of them tried last year. They didn't do it to me but messed with Zack, Braiden, and Patrick. Mitch likes to beat up legacy kids and other Elites, mostly. You should come, January.” 
 
    As much as I wanted to spend time with these guys, there was no way that I was going to a Ball while Sebastian still held Justin captive … or worse. 
 
    The crowd outside roared with applause. 
 
    “That’s your cue, hunters,” Professor Whitney yelled over the thundering ovation as she made a shooing motion toward the doorway to the stadium pit. “In the order you were nominated now!” 
 
    I took my place at the end of the line behind Mia and Lucas, and we all jogged up into the stadium. Bright white lights blinded me from seeing the crowd, but their roar increased in volume as we headed into the center of the pit. Around the elevator where the vampire had been transported up from underground in the video, the metal structures spread out, creating a small open area. We stopped there, our feet sending up red clouds of fine dust. ﻿ 
 
    Professor Titus' voice called over the speaker system, "We give you our Senior Hunt Competitors! Mark Yates ..." 
 
    Applause rose along with a few people chanting Mark’s name. 
 
    Professor Titus called down the line, getting a loud cheer for each new competitor, but when he called out Mia's name, the applause was so thunderous, my ears started ringing. Everyone in the stadium pounded their feet and clapped. ﻿﻿ 
 
    Mia beamed and waved out at the crowd that clearly adored her. 
 
    The noise subsided some when they called out Lucas' name, but his smile never wavered. When Professor Titus called out my name, the applause petered out even more. 
 
    Professor Titus announced that we were going to do things differently this year before he gave us the signal to go back underground. 
 
    My lungs felt winded as we arrived back in the tunnel, and I tried not to hyperventilate. Seriously? How I was going to face down a vampire when running three hundred feet across flat ground defeated me, I had no idea. In the tunnel, a rack of swords and stakes waited for us next to a ready stretcher. Six men and women wearing purple shirts with Blackburn Academy Medics emblazoned on their breast pocket stood at the ready by the stretcher. 
 
    "Mark, pick your poison," Professor Whitney said with a nod to the rack of weapons. 
 
    Mark stepped forward and selected a long machete and an equally long light wood stake. He fisted the handle on both and turned with a smile. "Good luck, everyone." 
 
    Only Lucas, Mia, and I returned the wish for Mark's luck, and then he headed out the metal doors, and Professor Whitney closed them after him. 
 
    "Can we watch the other competitors?" Lucas asked as he stepped up beside me. 
 
    Professor Whitney tapped her foot. "Yeah, that’s fine. But if you're not here for your turn, you're out." 
 
    Lucas twisted and lifted his dark brows. "You want to head up?" 
 
    "Not even a little bit." I pushed my back into the cement wall and slid down onto my butt. "But, would you mind texting me updates if anyone gets injured—like as soon as it happens?" 
 
    Lucas grinned. "Everything will be fine, January. But yeah, I'll text you the moment something happens." 
 
    Only Amber and the muscular guy I didn’t know stayed, but their concentrations were deep in their phones. My phone buzzed, and a series of texts arrived from Lucas. 
 
      
 
    Lucas: I just got up here. They’re letting out the vampire. 
 
      
 
    Lucas: They just announced that it was one of the vampires that attacked the school. 
 
      
 
    A loud cheer rose up, and I could hear the thunder of feet stomping from directly above. 
 
      
 
    Lucas: That was quick. He killed it. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t help but stare at the word it in Lucas’ text. Would they consider me an it if they knew the truth, or would I gain some sort of special status like the Blackburn Academy teachers hinted? I couldn’t help but think that Bernard, the now-deceased fifth-floor guard, had treated me a lot like an it because of what I was. Sebastian definitely treated me like an it. I was a valued possession, like an expensive car. The other professors at the academy acted like I was a special human. They were definitely going out of their way to help me. And yet, I didn’t want or deserve contempt or special treatment. 
 
    Only two people knew what I was and treated me like I was any other person, and that was Justin, and if I was honest, Mitch. When I told Mitch what I was, he had just walked over to get more beer, but otherwise, he didn’t act like I might burst into a murderous rage or do some special trick at any moment. 
 
    A pounding came on the metal door, and Professor Whitney pushed it open. The lights of the stadium blasted in, blinding me. When my vision cleared, the hallway was again low lit, and Mark stood just inside, beaming like he’d already snatched the hunter trophy. 
 
    Was there a trophy? 
 
    I had no idea. 
 
    “One minute, forty-eight seconds and not a scratch on me.” Mark held out his arms, and I couldn’t help but notice a splatter of dark crimson blood across his running shoes. As we all wore black on black, there could be blood spray all over him that I couldn’t see in the low light. 
 
    Professor Whitney clapped Mark on the back. “Good job, Markus.” 
 
    “The record is actually one minute and twenty seconds—made by my brother,” Amber said as she tucked her phone into her back pocket. “I’m aiming to beat him, not you.” 
 
    Mark nodded, and his smile visibly dimmed. “Well, best of luck, Amber.” 
 
    The other professors and medics clapped Mark on the back, and when he drew level with me, I gave him two thumbs up. “One-minute forty-eight sounds pretty unbelievable to me. Congrats.” 
 
    He breathed a laugh. “Thanks. Good luck with yours. I’ll be watching from above.” 
 
    I could see Mark glance back at me a few times as he walked away in the tunnels, but I focused on the muscular guy who was stepping up to the metal doors. 
 
    Lucas texted sporadic updates on the next fight, which was over in three minutes and twenty seconds before the guy returned and stalked out of the tunnel without a word. 
 
    “Good luck,” I called to Amber as she stepped up to the doors. 
 
    “I don’t really need that,” she said. As if she remembered something, she spun back and looked at me. “You know that you can call for them to stop the vampire. Charlotte would be devastated if you got hurt. She keeps texting me about you.” Amber rolled her eyes to the ceiling. “Don’t die, please, or I’ll never hear the end of it.” 
 
    I almost wanted to laugh. Was this Amber’s fucked-up version of good luck? But I managed a shrug. “I’ll be all right.” 
 
    It was probably the biggest lie I’d ever told. Whichever way I came out of this stadium, no part of me was going to be all right with what was happening here. A cheer rose up, and Professor Whitney opened the metal doors again. This time I was ready and shaded my eyes against the glare. 
 
    A foot gently kicked my shoe, and I looked up to find Mia standing over me. She crossed her arms over her chest. “I just wanted to make sure to tell you that you're one tough bitch." 
 
    I laughed, and the sound echoed through the tunnel. "Thanks, but I'm the only one here sitting on the floor on the verge of a panic attack." 
 
    She tilted her head. "I overheard what you said in the chapel. You're also the only one here who's doing this for someone other than themselves. Which makes you one tough bitch in my book.” 
 
    "Thanks ... hey, Mia," I said. 
 
    She held up a hand. "I know what you're going to say, and I'm not quite ready to hear it. I will tell you that you might be right that part of the reason I kicked Susie off my team was that I didn't want her in the arena. I realized that it was true when they announced that the support team wouldn’t be in the arena anyway, and a fuckload of guilt hit me." She touched her chest over her heart. "But I'm also angry, and it's hard to be around Susie while I'm feeling that way because she's so sensitive to other people's feelings, and ... I'm not sure I'm in the right, but I can't help that I feel deceived." 
 
    "Maybe you just need some distance?" 
 
    “Yeah. I do.” She adjusted her gold nose ring and used the motion to flick a tear from her cheek. "The friendships we make at this school, shit ... We're all planning to live and die together. It feels deeper than family. Lines get blurry." Mia nodded back out of the passageway. "You sure you don't want to watch?" 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mia. I want to support you, and I hope you’re not offended. But no.” Mia had opened up to me, in a small way, but I had a feeling that, to Mia, it had been big. I wanted to reciprocate in kind, so I admitted, "I don't want to kill vampires or watch them die. I like the idea of rescuing vampire victims, but the killing part still doesn't sit right with me." 
 
    "Yeah. It takes time to forget the rules of the human world and what's supposed to be right and wrong. They look and feel human until they don’t. It didn't sit right with me for a long time either, and my family is part of this world." She patted my shoulder. "It will come more naturally than you think. Trust me." 
 
    Damn, I hoped not. 
 
    My phone buzzed with a text. 
 
      
 
    Lucas: They’re bringing out the vampire. 
 
      
 
    I held up the phone for Mia to read. 
 
    Mia sighed and lifted a shoulder. “Well, this will probably go fast. Amber is a soulless bitch, but she’s the best in the school.” 
 
    “So, is bitch a good thing or a bad thing with you? Because bad bitch and soulless bitch sound pretty similar.” 
 
    Mia smirked. “They’re at complete opposite ends of the bitch-spectrum. Bad bitch is like equivalent to a queen where soulless bitch is more like a demon spawn—actually half-demons are saints compared to Amber. Full-demon, all the way.” 
 
      
 
    My phone buzzed, and a series of short texts popped up on my screen. 
 
      
 
    Lucas: Amber leaped from behind. 
 
    Landed wrong. 
 
    The vampire got her. 
 
    She’s bleeding. 
 
      
 
    “Shit.” I held up the phone. 
 
      
 
    Lucas: The Professors are trying to get Charlotte to stop the vampire, but Amber gave Charlotte the order not to buzz under any circumstance. 
 
      
 
    No wonder Amber wanted Char as her support team. Char was obeying Amber instead of the professors’ orders. 
 
    “Out of the way!” 
 
    I jumped up, and both Mia and I flattened ourselves against the wall as the paramedics and stretcher moved past. They charged toward the metal door but squeaked to a halt as Professor Whitney raised a hand. She listened to the crackling feed of a two-way radio. “We have to wait until the vampire is down.” 
 
      
 
    My phone buzzed with another text. 
 
      
 
    Lucas: she killed it. 
 
      
 
    “Now!” The PE teachers shoved open the doors, and the paramedics rushed through. Their footfalls echoed around the hallway even as they emerged into the bright arena. Before they’d neared the closest structure, a figure blurred past them, and then Amber was suddenly before us. 
 
    Blood dripped in long streams down her arm, dripping to the floor. 
 
    “I’m fine. Just give me a clean towel,” Amber demanded. 
 
    As soon as the first paramedic reached her, Amber grabbed some plastic-wrapped supplies from the stretcher and headed out of the tunnel with a scowl on her face. A couple of paramedics followed her, but they returned a minute later. 
 
    Mia shot me a grin as she grabbed up a sword and stake from the weapons rack. “You going to wish me luck even though this isn’t your thing?” 
 
    “It might not be my thing, but I still want you or Lucas to kick ass.” I tried to give her a smile, but nerves were riding me so hard, it probably came out closer to a wince. 
 
    Light and thunderous applause blasted into the tunnel, and Mia shot a smile back at me as she headed out the metal doors. My heart pounded against my rib cage as the door swung closed behind her. All three Athletics professors closed their eyes and bowed their heads, and I was pretty sure they were praying. Professor Whitney had fingers crossed on both hands. 
 
      
 
    My phone screen lit up with a text. 
 
      
 
    Lucas: they’re letting out the vampire. 
 
      
 
    Me: Please tell me as much as possible. Thank you. I love you. I owe you. 
 
      
 
    Lucas: Mia looks confident. 
 
    She has this. 
 
    The vampire is crawling out in mist form. 
 
    She kicked it, got it in the side of the head. 
 
    The vampire lunged. Mia dodged and sliced his leg. 
 
    She got him with the stake, but it’s still moving. 
 
    It’s down. 
 
    Head is off. 
 
    And … one minute thirty-eight seconds. She beat Markus. 
 
      
 
    A sound very like thunder erupted over us, and everyone in the tunnel started cheering before they quickly quieted. 
 
    “Now we don’t pick favorites, January,” Professor Whitney called over as she beamed. 
 
    I motioned zipping my lips and throwing out the key. 
 
    Feet came thundering down the tunnel from the other side, and both Baldwin brothers and Patrick rushed toward us. At the same moment, the doors to the amphitheater opened, and Mia strolled inside, dripping blood. No one seemed to notice as the physical education teachers, Baldwin brothers, and Patrick all competed to congratulate and hug Mia. 
 
    “I haven’t even fucking won yet, guys,” she said with a laugh. When Lucas hugged and congratulated her, Mia smacked him in the arm. “Don’t you congratulate me. Go out there and try to beat me.” 
 
    Lucas held up his hands and grinned. “I’m going to go out there, but I don’t have a chance to beat what you just did, and I am completely okay with that.” 
 
    They hugged each other tight again, and then Mia wrapped her arms around me and squeezed me quick before she leaned up against the wall and tried to catch her breath. 
 
    Lucas held out his arms. “Wish me luck?” 
 
    “All the luck in the world.” I squeezed him tight around the middle and whispered, “Be safe.” 
 
    The moment Lucas stepped out of the wide metal doors, Professor Whitney kicked out everyone who wasn’t in the hunt. Mia offered to stay with me, but I told her that I was fine, and they should all head out to watch Lucas. As Zack hugged me and wished me luck, he said into my ear, “Sorry for dragging you into my stupid problems the other day.” 
 
    “You’re not mad at me for keeping their secret?” I asked. 
 
    He leaned back and shook his head. “Nah. I’m not mad at them either. Just …” He shrugged a shoulder. “You know.” 
 
    He didn’t need to say it out loud; I could see it in his expression. Zack was hurt and a little heartbroken. 
 
    He pointed two fingers at me as he walked backward up the tunnel. “I’ll text you a blow-by-blow of what’s going on with Lucas.” 
 
    I sighed. “Thank you.” 
 
    “It’s going to be fine, Blondie!” 
 
    The next two minutes were agonizing. My stomach felt like it was literally twisted in a knot, and I held my waist and stared at my phone screen. I’d only been friends with Lucas Baldwin for a little over a month now, but already the idea of Lucas getting hurt was too painful even to consider. 
 
    I almost jumped when my phone lit up with Zack’s first text. 
 
      
 
    Zack: Vampire is already out here with Lucas. 
 
    The ugly twin is taking his sweet time. 
 
    They’re circling each other. 
 
    Not sure if he’s going to kill it or ask it to the Hunter’s Ball. 
 
    Fuck. The vampire grazed Lucas’ face with its claws. 
 
      
 
    Me: What? Is he okay? 
 
      
 
    Zack: He’s fine. I’m pissed. Now he’s going to have some sexy ass scar on his cheek, and I’ll officially be the ugly twin. 
 
    FML. There are chicks here literally swooning already. 
 
      
 
    Me: Zack! What is happening? 
 
      
 
    Zack: They’re still circling. 
 
    Oh, the now better-looking twin hooked his leg around the vampire, and it's down. 
 
    Staked. 
 
    Dead. 
 
    Two minutes and a second. The boy did well. 
 
      
 
    My vision blurred, and I clutched my chest as relief warred with sheer terror in me. I was comforted that Lucas made it while at the same time panicking that it was my turn. I had to kill a vampire. 
 
    The metal doors opened, and the paramedics rushed out, examining Lucas’ face as he walked in across the red clay. Two long gashes dripped blood down Lucas’ cheek, but he was grinning wider than I’d ever seen him do before, and that was saying something. 
 
    When I offered him a hug, Lucas scooped me off my feet and squeezed me tight. “I’ll be right here waiting for you, okay? And you can stop this at any time, just yell out for Mitch to buzz the vampire,” Lucas said as I hugged him. He set me down and grinned again, his face still dripping blood. “You sure you want to go through with this?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me,” I managed. “Go get your face stitched up.” I patted him on the shoulder as I held my breath and approached the weapons table. Swords lined up next to shorter blades. They shone green under the artificial tunnel light. Each looked razor sharp. 
 
    Professor Whitney scooped up the one blade that lay there in a leather sheath. “I brought this one for you. The Hawthorn Group wouldn’t let us disqualify you from this competition.” She pointed between us. “That’s just between us here. Almost every teacher in this school signed a petition to have you disqualified from this hunt, but it was dismissed by the Hawthorn Group. But there’s no way that I’m going to send you in there with a lethal weapon you don’t know how to use. This here is a sharp, one-sided blade. Only take it out of its sheath after you’ve staked the vampire in the heart.” 
 
    I swallowed hard and nodded, taking the knife and wrapping the leather belt attached to its sheath around my waist. When it was on, I picked up one of the stakes. 
 
    A tear leaked onto my cheek, but I wiped it away with my wrist. 
 
    Professor Whitney gave me a straight-lipped smile and clapped me on the shoulder. “I’m hoping Mitch Holter is trigger-happy with that buzzer. Don’t be afraid to call for him to do it early.” 
 
    I nodded, even though I knew that I needed to see this out or Sebastian Holter would punish my mother. 
 
    I stepped to the doorway and squeezed my eyes shut. I could do this. This was what I was born for, wasn’t it? 
 
    The whole world felt as if it was tilted, just slightly off its axis, and when light blasted into my closed eyelids, I wondered if I could even make my legs walk out onto the clay. 
 
    Shading my eyes against the overhead lights, I took my first step into the stadium. My vision cleared, and the metal structures took form before me. My palm began to sweat around the stake, and I squeezed my fingers into the wood until it bit into my skin. 
 
    I somehow managed to put one foot in front of the other, heading out across the stadium floor. The night air felt absolutely still like some almighty power hit the pause button on the world. If only that were true. 
 
    The structures somehow seemed taller, and when I stepped out before the freestanding elevator, I felt completely walled in. 
 
    The whole world seemed to fall away, and there was only me and those metal elevator doors. Water dripped down my face, but whether it was tears or sweat, I had no idea. I wiped at my cheek with my free hand and felt a layer of grainy clay on my face. 
 
    The elevator doors slid open, and my heart jumped. I expected smoke to pour out like in the video or for someone to leap out and attack. Neither happened. 
 
    Instead, the vampire stood there in the metal elevator box, watching me, and a sob ripped through my chest as I stared at his familiar features. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Somehow, I wasn’t even surprised to see my father standing there. It was as if a part of me was steeling myself for this; the moment I saw the destroyed house with the claw marks on the walls. 
 
    He was huge and muscular. Blond hair a similar shade to mine lay disheveled around his sharp features. He looked maybe mid-twenties in the light, the age he was when he died. His eyes were an ice blue that seemed to freeze my insides. 
 
    Dante Mortus clearly wasn’t surprised either. His shoulders were slumped, and his gaze roamed over my face like he was memorizing the details. He raised his hands, holding flat palms out toward me, and stepped out of the elevator slowly. 
 
    My mouth dried and started to ache, and I realized that Sebastian had never given me the blood he promised me so I wouldn’t go into a blood frenzy if my father injured me. 
 
    Prime Evil was understating Sebastian Holter’s depravity. There were no words for a man who’d force a girl to kill her father to protect her mother and grandmother. He’d even promised to give me my boyfriend back if only I killed my own father. Anger boiled up in my chest, burning away the fear that had gripped me. 
 
    If Sebastian Holter stood before me now, I’d tear his head off with my bare hands. 
 
    “Are you going to attack me, Dad?” I asked, my voice coming out rough like there was truly a fire crackling in my throat. 
 
    He clenched his jaw and shook his head. “Never.” 
 
    I didn’t know this man. I’d seen him twice in my entire life, and both times were terrifying, but yet, I knew that I would rather die than murder him. 
 
    I released the stake in my hand, and it thumped onto the clay and rolled away. My father didn’t even look down; his gaze continued to fix on mine. 
 
    “I’m so sorry that I failed you.” 
 
    “Do you know what happened to Justin?” 
 
    He nodded. “Sebastian Holter met me last night. He says that a clock started the moment these elevator doors opened. You have five minutes to kill me, or Justin dies.” 
 
    A ringing sound rose in my ears, and the corners of my eyes darkened. The warm air thinned, and I couldn’t pull enough of it into my lungs. “No,” I wheezed. “Hell no.” 
 
    My father worked his jaw back and forth. “You’re going to have to kill me. I’m sorry. This is the punishment. You have to kill me, or he’ll first kill Justin, and then he’ll let your mother and grandmother die tonight.” Dad dropped to his knees, and red dust sprayed up around him. “Listen to me, January—” 
 
    “Fuck that. No.” I staggered back a step. “Stand up.” 
 
    His blue eyes met mine. “I have killed hundreds of innocent people, maybe a thousand, maybe more. The only drop of goodness in me is that I remember how much I loved you and your mother. If you two die, there will only be the monster. But … we both know it won’t come to that. There’s no way that that fiend is going to let me out of here—he made that very clear when he visited me last night. You still can.” He gritted his teeth. “You just need to do it—kill me.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Did the Hawthorn Group do this to you? Are they the ones who turned you into a vampire?” 
 
    He squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head. “It’s better if you don’t know.” 
 
    He might as well have confirmed my suspicion. I knew it in my heart—the Hawthorn Group was behind my father’s transition into a vampire. They turned him into a monster. I just didn’t understand what could possibly compel them to do that to one of their own agents. “Why did they do this to you? What’s the point of all of this?” 
 
    His eyes snapped open, and he fisted his hands at his side. “Stop looking for answers. Do what Sebastian tells you. Then, you need to go back to school and keep your head down. That’s how you’ll be safe when I’m gone.” 
 
    “No.” I held out my hands. “I’ve been doing everything he tells me. Do I look safe?” 
 
    “No. You’re not,” he said it right away. “But to Sebastian Holter, the benefits of keeping you alive will outweigh the risks of having you survive. If you knew why this happened to me, that hope would vanish.” 
 
    “Are vampires evil?” 
 
    “Yes,” the vampire king snapped the words at me. “I never hesitated to feed and kill. I feel no guilt, no remorse. I don’t even love you. I just know that in the beginning years of becoming what I was, when there was still lingering humanity in me, I did. All that’s in my head now is strategy and survival.” 
 
    If that were true, he wouldn’t be on his knees, waiting for me to kill him. 
 
    A loud banging echoed through the stadium, and I turned to see the stadium door exploding open and slamming back into place. There was a blur of motion of someone zipping through the arena, and dust exploded out into my face. I tasted dirt, and then my father’s body went flying through the air, crashing into the structure across from us with a loud bang. 
 
    Suddenly, Mitch stood before me, his breaths coming hard. He looked back. “January. You have to end this.” 
 
    I lunged between them and grabbed Mitch by the shoulders. “Stop … wait … please.” 
 
    Mitch held up a phone, and I could see ‘Sebastian Holter’ at the top of the screen. Sebastian’s voice crackled out of the receiver, “January has forty-five seconds to kill her father. Forty-three…” Mitch threw down his phone and scooped up the stake I dropped. He pressed the wooden length into my hand. “I can’t do it for you. Please, don’t let Justin die—please.” 
 
    Tears coursed down Mitch’s cheeks. 
 
    I loved Justin so much, but I couldn’t do it. 
 
    I couldn’t kill my own father. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Mitch.” I shook my head. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Mitch broke away from me. “Fuck!” His voice echoed around the stadium. “Fuck!” 
 
    I spun back to my father, who stood a few paces away. He approached slowly, reached out, and wrapped his hands around my wrist. A jolt of electric heat licked across my skin, and he morphed. The smooth skin of his face changed to leathery and gray. Long fangs descended from the top and bottom of his mouth, and sharp ears grew up over his head. His fingers around my wrist lengthened into talons. His skin felt scaly and cold against mine. 
 
    I wrenched away, but he held firm, pulling my wrist up until my hawthorn stake was just over his heart. “Do it.” His voice was barely understandable through his fangs. “End this.” 
 
    From the clay at my feet, Sebastian’s voice counted down out of the receiver. “Ten, nine, eight—” 
 
    “Do it,” Dad said again. 
 
    I knew that no matter what choice I made, I would regret this moment for the rest of my life, but there was only one choice. 
 
    I tugged back my hand, and my father’s grip fell away. I looked at my father as his face returned to human flesh and teeth blunt enamel. He nodded. 
 
    Then, I pulled back my hand and threw the stake as far as I could. 
 
    Sebastian said, “Three, two, one.” 
 
    “No. I’m not murdering my father as part of one of your twisted games. If you plan to kill Justin, you’ll do it no matter what I do here. You will never turn me into your monster.” 
 
    Mitch’s phone screen returned to a home screen. The call had ended. 
 
    Vomit surged into my mouth, and I leaned over. Acidic liquid burned up my throat and splattered onto the clay. “I’m so sorry,” I screamed. “I killed him.” 
 
    “Hey. No.” Tears streamed down Mitch’s face as he crossed the distance and wrapped me in his arms. “It’s not your fucking fault.” His whole body was shaking as he squeezed me to him. The rank odor of my own puke burned my nostrils and snot and tears streamed down my face. My whole body felt shaky and empty. 
 
    Screams echoed all around us. We were in the center of an amphitheater full of students, and, until this moment, I had completely forgotten. 
 
    Mitch broke away from me, pushing me behind him so hard, I had to slam my hands into a metal wall to catch myself. I turned around, only to see that the elevator had opened again. Mist poured out, and people scuttled in the fog crawling across the red clay ground. Eight vampires stood simultaneously. Their glowing red eyes fixed on me. 
 
    “We could really use some fucking help from our teachers right now!” Mitch yelled, but from what I could tell, our teachers were running for their lives along with the students. 
 
    “We’re here for the dhampir,” one of the vampires said as his bluish-black hair reflected the lights above. He wore a suit and a red silk shirt, but even his fancy human clothing somehow looked unnatural and wrong. “We don’t want to fight you, Dante.” 
 
    “Then why are you here, Anthony?” Dad hissed, baring long fangs at the approaching vampires. The vampires moved slowly, seemingly in no hurry to get closer. 
 
    Mitch backed toward me slowly, scooping up my stake as he passed it. “We need to get to those metal doors.” 
 
    “Except that only works if someone is on the other side of them.” I fumbled out the knife at my belt. Gripping the handle, I held up the sharp cleaver. Cleaver was an exaggeration. 
 
    “Where’s your sword?” Mitch asked as he drew level with me. 
 
    “This is what they gave me.” There was a rack full of swords, and Professor Whitney gave me a kitchen knife. 
 
    “I’m going to protect you. Give me the knife.” Mitch reached out, and I hesitated only a second before handing it over. As loathed as I was to be weaponless, I saw Mitch move in mystical arts and when he fought off the attacker outside Gregory Hall. He knew how to kill with this weapon. I was more likely to hurt myself. 
 
    “Let’s play a game,” my father hissed through his fangs as he widened his stance before Mitch and me. He held up two clawed hands. “How fast can I rip off your limbs?” 
 
    The vampires fanned out, sidestepping around my father. Their human features morphed, ears growing into sharp points, and fangs elongating. 
 
    “We just need the girl,” the one my father called Anthony said, and then he snapped his fangs, spraying frothy spittle down his chin. “She’s a risk to yours, Dante. Step aside.” 
 
    “She is mine,” Dante snarled. He didn’t look human anymore. His nose was two skeletal slits. His eyes bulged, glowing red. Massive claws curled down from his fingers. He looked like a meld of man and enormous leathery bat. Even his elbows jutted out, sharp and wing-like. Across from him, Anthony’s sharp elbows burst through his suit jacket. His back bowed, and eyes bulged. 
 
    Mitch’s jaw dropped. “They’re both fucking master vampires.” 
 
    I had no fucking clue what that meant. I’d been so focused on the mechanics of killing the vampire this week and figuring out what happened to Justin that I learned almost nothing about vampires themselves. 
 
    “Elite, take the dhampir out of here. I will not let these Hawthorn servants give her to their master.” 
 
    Anthony hissed, and spittle sprayed from his fangs. “It’s a temporary arrangement that will end before dawn. The dhampir will be dead, and we’ll have free reign of King Street as it should be. You’ve had us cowering for too long. Hand over the dhampir, and we’ll give you one more chance to lead the coven.” 
 
    Mitch backed up, and his back bumped into my front, and he stepped back again, pushing me with him. “We need to run for those metal doors; it’s the only way out of here. You need to zip.” 
 
    “I didn’t come close to learning how to.” My back hit the metal. “And I won’t just leave my father here to die.” 
 
    “He’s not leaving this arena alive, January. We all know that. Let him die in the way he wants to.” Mitch turned. “If we’re here, he’ll be protecting us. He’ll just end up dying for it.” 
 
    “Fine. The best I can do is run.” 
 
    “Well, then do it. I’ll be right behind you.” He nodded to a space between two metal structures. 
 
    I took one more look at my father, who still faced down the eight vampires alone. Then, I spun and ran into the metal corridor. Growls erupted behind me, sounding like a massive dog fight. As my feet pounded against the red clay, I attempted to dispel my disbelief and zip, but absolutely nothing happened. The corridor veered left and right, and I went on instinct and spun toward the left. At the next fork, I spun to the right, just trusting my gut. There were ramps leading up, but I ignored them, keeping to the lower path. 
 
    A roar erupted behind me, and I glanced back to see furious movement and bodies tangling. I faltered a step and fell to my knees, my hands broke my fall, hitting the clay. Something flew past me, and gray filled my vision. There was a crash behind me, followed by snarling and ripping. The metal doors came into view, only a dozen feet from the end of the corridor. 
 
    Pain exploded in my back, and I leaped. The world blurred for just a moment, falling away, and in the course of a single heartbeat, I was in front of the metal doors. My stomach flipped, but I ignored it and raised my fist and banged, feeling the reverberation up my bones. Where my fist hit, the metal dented in, but the door didn’t open. 
 
    The snarling grew all around me. 
 
    A sudden, searing pain licked up my back. My fangs filled my mouth, cutting into my lip, and the now all too familiar craving for blood burned up my throat. 
 
    I banged again, feeling the reverberation all the way up into my joints. The door pushed open, just a crack, and I wrenched it open more and looked into a horribly familiar face. The corridor was empty, save for one man. 
 
    Sebastian Holter smiled and lifted a gun. There was an earsplitting bang, and my chest exploded with agony. The world faded away, and another bang split the air. Then everything went black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    A faint echo of voices reached my ears, muffled syllables that made no sense. The metallic taste of blood splashed down my throat, but it was too little and too slow. My bones ached and eyes burned, and there was only one desire raging through me—blood. I tried to turn my head toward the source of the blood, but a thick length of material wrapped around my forehead and held it still. When I writhed, trying to push my way up, thick straps bit into my shoulder, wrists, and ankles, holding me tight to a taut, plastic bed. I fought, trying in vain to get closer to the dripping blood, but my skin only burned under the straps, raw and tender. When I forced my eyes open, the world was a blurred mess of light and darkness. 
 
    More blood splashed over my tongue, and I swallowed so fast that it stuck in my throat, and I gagged. 
 
    "She's awake again. How much longer is this going to take to work?" Hearing Sebastian Holter’s voice made my stomach clench to the point of pain. 
 
    “It should have worked already, and we're almost out of anesthesia. I told you that this might not work as she drank hybrid blood only seven days ago.” The male voice was vaguely familiar. "If this were a vampire transformation, she would have drunk every last drop of your blood to the point of death, mingling all of her blood with yours before feeding you your converted blood." 
 
    “You don't need to explain basic concepts to me,” Sebastian growled. “You told me that this would work. Aside from one feeding a week ago, she’s drunk two bags of my blood every day for two weeks without a break. Her blood is mingled with mine.” 
 
    Suddenly, the blood slipping down my tongue burned like poisonous acid sliding into my throat. Sebastian Holter had been mingling our blood in some sort of sick plot? I gagged, trying to spit it out. "Get it out of me," I sputtered. "Out." 
 
    “She’s choking,” Sebastian said, and a second later, his blurry features moved before my eyes. 
 
    “Dhampirs can’t choke. They can drink in their sleep.” 
 
    “Well, she’s choking,” Sebastian snapped. "This won’t work if she’s dead." He reached forward, and his nails scraped across my chin. Tape ripped away from my skin, leaving a raw line from my lips down to my throat. 
 
    Spitting out the rest of the blood, it dribbled down my chin, and I gasped air into my burning lungs. 
 
    “It’s because she’s awake.” The unknown man stepped over me as he talked. Like his voice, his features were vaguely familiar. He had bushy eyebrows that connected at the center and dark, military-short hair. When he leaned in closer, I realized who he was. He was the medic that showed up at my room after the scion attack, right after I drank from Justin and before Justin vanished. “She needs to be drinking blood while this is happening. Otherwise, her heart will stop before you can pull out all of her blood. Fuck. The anesthesia is wearing off.” 
 
    As my vision cleared, the water-stained and peeling ceiling above came into view. A repetitive beeping blared from my left, sounding like a heart monitor repeatedly echoing through a long tunnel. Beeping. A pinching feeling stretched up the length of both of my forearms. The air felt damp and cold, but it reeked of old blood and decaying bodies. I could taste the decay on my tongue. When I tried to see more, the strap around my head bit into my skin and wouldn’t let me so much as turn my head. 
 
    “What are you doing to me?” I rasped. My fangs cut into my lips as I spoke, and hot blood dripped down my cheek. 
 
    Sebastian stared down at me, his demon eyes filled with more life and vitality than I’d ever seen before. “Put her under again.” 
 
    “This is the last of the anesthesia. I’ve been pumping it into her nonstop since we left the Academy. The problem is that her body is treating it like an injury and healing it.” 
 
    "Put her under and pump the blood in and out of me faster." 
 
    Exhaustion trickled down my face and suffused through my limbs, as if my energy drained out of my body, leaving me empty. My eyes forced themselves closed, and the world slipped away once more. 
 
    My eyes snapped open, and this time, I was completely awake, and hot fury boiled in my chest. I bared my fangs and screamed. Other voices filled the room, but my scream drowned them out. I would not give Sebastian Holter my blood. He was not going to have a single drop of it. I fought against my restraints, knowing that they weren't enough. They were fabric, and I would cut right through them. There was a loud rip, and then my arms were free. Fingers wrapped around both of my wrists. One set of hands were strong enough to hold me down; the other wasn't even close. I broke out of their grip, wrapped my fingers into the strap around my head, and tore it like tissue paper. 
 
    I rose, feeling like I was emerging from under a tide. We were in a dingy room with peeling walls and stained carpets. There were beds with straps and other bodies. Sebastian and the medic struggled to hold down my arms. Red tubes ran from my forearm and into Sebastian. More tubes ran out of him, filling a large bag with blood. Sebastian had paled, his skin turning waxy. 
 
    "Get off me," I yelled as I lifted my hand and shoved the doctor. His hands ripped away from my wrist. A loud crash rang through the room from the direction I'd pushed the man, but my attention was all for Sebastian, who gritted his teeth as he held down my arm. Reaching over, I ripped out my IV. Blood squirted from my arm and splattered onto Sebastian's forearm. His eyes fixed on it and widened. His nostrils flared, and his hand reached up and squeezed around my forearm, fingers dripping in blood. 
 
    "That’s not your blood, you sick fuck." 
 
    Sebastian's demon eyes met mine, and he bared his teeth—his fanged teeth. Two long fangs led down from his teeth, just like mine. He'd stolen my blood and made himself into a dhampir. 
 
    "You would have never been strong enough to take on the vampires,” he said as his hand squeezed around my wrist. “Your sacrifice here today will save thousands of humans—" 
 
    "Liar. You just want my powers." I reeled back and swung. My fist smashed into his chin, and his jaw cracked to the side. The reverberation ricocheted up my arm. 
 
    Sebastian's hands ripped away from mine, slamming my elbow the wrong way. A loud crack ripped through the air, followed by the thud of Sebastian Holter hitting the cement. The IV stand and blood bag toppled forward, and I just managed to grab the plastic edge of the bag. I ripped the tube free from Sebastian with numb fingers. Blood squirted from the end of the tube, Sebastian's blood. My throat involuntarily gagged as I brought the end to my lips and started drinking like a straw. 
 
    My left arm was useless, and I couldn't move my middle finger of my right hand, but I scooted down and fumbled with the straps at my ankles. 
 
    Fire licked through my body, spreading up through my injured elbow and hand in a blaze of agony and then vanishing. Blood. The need for it consumed my mind, and I drank faster and deeper, inhaling the bag. The plastic crinkled, sticking together and turning transparent. My hands ached as I pulled at the straps around each of my legs. The strength that had allowed me to snap my wrist and head bindings deserted my fingers. Both men were stumbling to their feet beside me. The medic rushed over, and his rough hands wrapped around my wrists and squeezed until my fingers tingled. 
 
    I twisted furiously, trying to break his grip. 
 
    The man gritted his teeth and called over to Sebastian, "Get the chains." 
 
    Sebastian paced over slowly, his chin dripping blood. He wasn't looking at me. His focus was entirely on the medic. Sebastian stepped behind the soldier-looking man, leaned in, and sniffed the medic's neck. 
 
    "Wha—?" The man didn't even have a chance to finish the word before Sebastian struck like a cobra, burying his fangs into the medic's neck. The medic screamed and released me, and his fingers fumbled at a holster at his waist. His hands shook as he struggled to pull a black revolver free. Sebastian continued to feed, biting down again and again like he was trying to chew through the man's neck. Blood sprayed, soaking the medic’s shirt. My mouth filled with saliva, while at the same time, my stomach churned and threatened to expel its contents again. The medic kept screaming and jerking. He finally managed to pull his gun free, but his arms spasmed as he raised his gun and pointed it back over his shoulder. 
 
    The medic's finger moved, and an earsplitting bang echoed through the room. 
 
    I ducked, throwing my arms over my head, and when I looked up, neither man stood there. 
 
    Blood pounded in my ears as I scooted forward on the bed and peeked past. The moment I saw the blood and gore, I slammed my eyelids shut. I wanted out. Out of these binds, out of this place. Why couldn't my stupid super strength work on my command? I leaned in as much as I could and felt around under the table. I pressed my finger on every ridge, pulled at everything that wasn't attached, and then finally my fingers wrapped around a metal box that flipped open. Inside, my fingers found a stiff metal switch, and I flicked it open. 
 
    The binds released, and my feet tingled and ached as I pulled them free. I slipped off the table, and the moment I put weight on my feet, my ankle threatened to roll. Laying halfway on the table, I caught my breath, and then I stumbled away from the plastic hospital bed. The office building swayed around me. 
 
    The smell of decayed flesh was almost unbearable as I stood straight. There were seven tables in the room, and there was a vampire on every one of them. Their chests rose and fell. Their ears were pointed, and faces were leathery and gray. Only slits remained where noses should be. Masks covered the vampire’s mouths and connected to thick red tubes. More tubes connected to their arms led away from them into one long metal box. On that box, the word "Alphastrain Blood XNFSB" was printed in thick black letters. 
 
    At the end of the bed, I crouched down and did my best to ignore the state that Sebastian and the medic were in as I grabbed a set of keys and a phone from where it had spilled out of the medic’s jacket. Then I reached forward and pried the gun from the medic's twitching fingers. He tried to fight me for a second but gave way. 
 
    "Don't kill me," the medic whispered through a gasp. "Please." 
 
    The man peered up at nothing through glassy eyes, but breath still rasped in and out of his lips. 
 
    I pointed the gun down toward the man's head, but he didn't so much as flinch. "Where is Justin?" I asked through gritted teeth. "Did you turn him into that?" 
 
    "Help me," the man whispered. Frothy blood trickled out of the man's lips as he spoke. "Call Jameson Holter." 
 
    I pointed the gun straight between the man's eyes. I didn't know how to shoot, but I doubted that the man could observe much in the state he was in. "What is Alphastrain? What did you do to Justin?" 
 
    "We make Alphastrain XNFSB," his words were so slurred, I could barely understand them. "Take hybrid humans ... turn into vampires. Elites. Make Elites." 
 
    "You take hybrid humans and turn them into vampires, and then bleed the vampires to feed to the Elites?" 
 
    "No ... no. Program ... Holter ... inject the fetus to ... " His breaths quieted, and chest fell still. 
 
    "Hey. No. What did you do to Justin?" I nudged him with my foot, but he only flopped over and remained still. His eyes stared at nothing as a widening blood stain spread over Sebastian's collared shirt. He was dead. They both were. 
 
    I pointed my gun at them and backed away. Hell no. After three steps back, I sprinted across the room. The door opened, and I shot one quick glance over my shoulder, only to see Sebastian still lying there, dead. 
 
    I rushed through the door and slammed it closed behind me. The pitch-black hallway immediately glowed to my dhampir vision. The peeling walls were a soft purple color, and the cement floor beneath was a deep blue. Little yellow bugs skittered across the floor at my feet. I ran, opening every door. Most rooms held plastic bins of medical supplies and machinery. Some sat completely empty. As I ran through the halls, I slid my finger over the touch screen of the man's phone to the emergency calling and dialed 9-1-1. 
 
    The phone didn't even ring once before I heard a voice on the line, "Nine-one-one, what's your emergency?" 
 
    Their voice seemed to echo around the empty hallway. "My name is January Moore. I've been kidnapped, and..." 
 
    There was a click, and then the line went silent. 
 
    "Hello?" 
 
    "January? This is Agent Commander Miller with the Hawthorn Group," the vaguely familiar female voice came over the line. "We're tracing your location. Are you in immediate danger?" 
 
    I remembered the agent. She'd been the one to tell Mitch that no one was above the HG laws, but from what the medic said, this was how the Hawthorn Group made Elites under the control of the Holters. 
 
    "January, are you in immediate danger?" Agent Miller asked again, and this time, her voice was much softer. 
 
    "I'm trying to decide if I can trust you." I wrapped my hand around another door handle and turned the metal, only to find it locked. Quickly, I went through the medic's keys. 
 
    "Why wouldn't you trust me? Is it me personally or all of the Hawthorn Group?" 
 
    I didn't answer, instead, focusing on maneuvering one key after another into the lock. Finally, one turned, and I pushed the door open. A staircase glowed a deep blue, leading down into a basement. 
 
    "January. We need to know what we're heading into," Agent Miller said over the phone speaker. "You're calling from the last number that called Justin Roberts before he disappeared. Is it your father's number?" 
 
    "No," I said. 
 
    "Did you recognize the people who took you?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "January, did ..." she paused for a second, and then asked, "Did Sebastian Holter take you?" 
 
    "Yes," I whispered. 
 
    "Are there vampires on the premises?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Are you somewhere safe?" 
 
    "I don't know," I whispered before hanging up and pocketing the phone and walking down the stairs. I lifted up the gun. It was tacky with blood, and I didn't slip my finger around the trigger for fear it would slip. Stopping at the bottom of the stairs, I pressed my shoulder into the wall and peered out of the stairwell into a dark room. On the other side of the space, six figures stood, all of them glowing in reds and yellows. 
 
    "Where the fuck is she?" a male voice bellowed out. 
 
    "Mitch?" I called. "Is that you?" 
 
    All six of the figures rushed forward and stopped when long purple glowing horizontal bars blocked their approach. 
 
    "January," both male and female voices called at once. 
 
    "How many of you are there?" 
 
    "There are six of us." The voice sounded like Lucas', and from the person's size, it very well could be. I searched the wall for a light switch, finding one a few paces away from the stairwell. 
 
    I checked that the stairwell was empty once and examined the room, and then I called, "I'm turning on the light." 
 
    Long industrial lights flickered on over the space, illuminating a concrete basement room. Horizontal metal bars bisected the room. Standing behind them, Mitch, Lucas, Zack, Mia, Susie, and ... 
 
    "Holy shit, you're okay," Mia called as she reached one hand through the bars. 
 
    I couldn't answer her, because a knot caught in my throat as my eyes landed on the sixth person standing in the cell. His golden eyes caught on mine, and his lips fell slightly apart and eyes wide. He looked at me like he couldn't believe his eyes, as if he knew I was a mirage and would vanish at any second. 
 
    Hot tears coursed down my cheeks as I stumbled across the room and fell into the bars. "I thought they killed you ... that I ..." 
 
    Justin reached through the bars and wrapped his arms around me while I sobbed. 
 
    "Hey," Justin said, reaching up and wiping my tears away with his thumbs. He pressed his forehead against mine. 
 
    “January,” Mia said, "let's get out of here and back to somewhere safe." 
 
    "Yeah. Sorry. I ..." I handed off the keys to Mitch who stood a short distance away. His face was purple and yellow from bruises. When I glanced around, I realized that Susie's eye was swelling, Mia had a split lip and bleeding eyebrow, and both of the Baldwin brothers had swelling eyes and noses. A bandage covered the claw marks on Lucas' cheek, but it was stained red with blood. 
 
    "What happened?" I asked. I couldn't seem to let go of Justin, and I couldn't stop the tears that dripped from my eyes. He held me too, touching my arms and sides as if he couldn't quite believe I was real. 
 
    "These guys tried to stop the vampires and my brother from shoving us into a van," Mitch muttered, while his concentration was fixed on the massive lock between two bars. "So, we were all shoved into a van together." 
 
    "And my dad?" I asked. 
 
    "Your dad?" Mia asked. “Was he there?” 
 
    Aside from Justin and Mitch, they all peered at me expectantly, as if they had no idea who I was referring to. With all that had happened in the stadium, it seemed impossible that the identity of my father could remain a mystery, but clearly, it still was. 
 
    “No,” I said. “Never mind.” 
 
    A crashing came from upstairs followed by the sound of boots thundering down the stairs. The footfalls ceased suddenly and simultaneously. 
 
    "Hawthorn Group," a familiar female voice called down. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
      
 
    The Blackburn Academy staff had completely transformed the school chapel. Black draperies covered the hellish graveyard battle paintings along the wall matching the long tables overflowing with cakes and punch. Pop music pumped through the air, and multicolor lights flashed over us. 
 
    Central on the floor, Mia, Susie, Lucas, and I danced around each other in our dresses and tuxes, singing along to a pop song at the top of our lungs. I didn't even know the words, something about rain and love, and I didn't care. After the month I had, all I wanted to do was dance with my friends, sneak my boyfriend up to my dorm, and pretend that I was a normal human. 
 
    A week had passed since the Senior Hunt and everything that came after, and somehow, my life had remained strangely the same. I visited my mother and grandmother last weekend, as usual. I attended classes, and after school, I headed off to the Hawthorn Group. The only major difference was that instead of undergoing tests at the Hawthorn Group in Sebastian Holter's penthouse, everyone who’d been kidnapped went together each day and talked for hours with Agent Commander Miller. At first, they tried to separate us, but we’d stood strong. They’d interview us together or not at all. We sat around a large oval table and explained every detail of our past month. 
 
    Justin explained about his private investigation into his cousin's murder and how he took pictures of every record he could find in the medical department that was marked Alphastrain or Alphastrain XNFSB. Justin didn't understand why Elites were marked with the letter combination, while others were simply given the word "Alphastrain." The information that I gave along with the rooms of files and documents the Hawthorn Group discovered in that office building made that clear. 
 
    Thirty years ago, when the Elites powers were starting to go extinct, the then CEO of the Hawthorn Group, Jameson Holter, had begun the Alphastrain project. They took hybrid humans, turned them into vampires, and harvested the vampires to create Alphastrain XNFSB. They had then started injecting that serum into the pregnant bellies of the Elite families. They injected every child that they believed came from an Elite Bloodline. Justin had only been spared because Gina Roberts had a bodyguard with her at every prenatal appointment. People with hybrid blood were marked Alphastrain; those who were given the serum to become an Elite were marked Alphastrain XNFSB. 
 
    Meaning, Marisa had been given that serum Alphastrain XNFSB. She hadn't been harvested like the other hybrids. Sebastian had simply killed his half-sister because he wanted to. I could tell from Mitch’s expression that it wasn't the explanation he had hoped for. 
 
    Everyone in our group except Mitch and I had been marked as hybrids and potential Alphastrain serum factories. According to Justin’s research, more than half of the school were hybrids, but Agent Miller said that what a hybrid actually was, was privileged information. 
 
    The only thing that we avoided discussing in our group interview was that I was a dhampir, and the king of the vampires was my father. Justin simply said that Dante Mortus told him about Sebastian’s partnership with the vampires and that they planned to attack, and that Dante was going to help Justin and me escape. He’d once been part of the Hawthorn Group and was now working to take down the Holters. 
 
    That part wasn’t a lie. My father's name was one of the first marked Alphastrain just before his disappearance. Documentation found at the site confirmed that he was one of the first in the Holter family's little Elite experiment, but he'd escaped. 
 
    There was a very real and clear reason why the Elites born in the last twenty-five years were the most powerful to have ever existed. So far, only Sebastian Holter and his father Jameson had been implicated in the Alphastrain Serum Project, as the Hawthorn Group now labeled it. Someone tipped off the former owner, and when the Hawthorn Group showed up to arrest the Holter patriarch, the man was gone along with his wife, son Tyler, and their entire household staff. 
 
    The only good news was that my father’s body was also missing after the fight, but he’d left six vampire corpses in the stadium pit. No one knew if he was alive or if the remaining vampires had carried off his corpse. 
 
    With a jolt back to reality, I realized that I’d stopped dancing and I was simply standing in the middle of the dance floor like a weirdo. I shot a glance behind me to where Justin and Mitch sat at a table, surrounded in legacy students. The two might be at the center of the buzzing crowd, but they were focused only on each other. They both wore black, shiny tuxes. I had to say that I'd never seen a crowd of teenagers so comfortable in formal wear. It was as if their school uniforms were playing dress-up, and the ballgowns and tuxes were everyone's true attire. 
 
    As if sensing my gaze, both of the guys looked over at me. A frown sat heavily on Mitch's features, but a smile spread over Justin's lips as he saw me. 
 
    I waved and turned away, not wanting to interrupt the pair. 
 
    I started to dance again, bumping my hip against Lucas', when the song died, and the chapel hushed. 
 
    "Everyone," Principal Chambers called from the dais. She wore a loose gray gown that emphasized the silver in her short hair. "Hello, seniors. Thank you so much for your understanding and patience this week as we had to postpone our Hunter's Ball due to unfortunate and uncontrollable circumstances. We are grateful for the safety of our staff who quickly handled the seemly chaotic ..." she paused to hold up a hand. "But controlled vampire attack." 
 
    "Liar, liar, pants on fire." 
 
    I spun to find Zack smirking behind me. 
 
    "But what else is new?" I whispered back. 
 
    Zack threw an arm over my back. "It would be nice if she gave us some credit." 
 
    I squinted up at him. "For what? Getting kidnapped?" 
 
    "Saving your ass." 
 
    Lucas put an arm around my back and leaned in from the other side. "I'm pretty sure that we were locked in a cage and Trouble here got the bad guys to kill each other before she got help and found us." 
 
    "Well, when you put it that way ..." Zack smirked. "I guess only Blondie should get credit." 
 
    The crowd erupted in applause, and we all turned back to the front where Principal Chambers was holding up a long sharp stake made of what looked like polished gold. "This year's Senior Huntress is Mia Acosta!" 
 
    The crowd erupted in shouts and cheers and surged toward the dais, blocking my view. A chant of "Mia" echoed through the throng. Susie spun back and grinned like it was such an amazing surprise, even though we all knew that Mia won the moment she finished. Susie then managed to slip through the crowd and head up to the front. Immediately, the people around us formed a solid wall, and I couldn't see shit. 
 
    Everyone chanted, "Mia!" 
 
    I went to my tiptoes and hopped in place as I joined the chorus calling her name. 
 
    "Want us to lift you up?" Zack asked with his brows lifted. "Maybe we could find you a chair to stand on." 
 
    "Thanks, I'm good," I said dryly. 
 
    "You could get on my back," Lucas offered, sounding genuine about it. 
 
    I glanced down at the tight orange dress I was wearing. Susie didn't have anything in her closet that wasn't bright and colorful. I was considerably taller than Susie, and the hemline was only a couple inches under my butt. If I climbed up on Lucas' back, I was sure that I'd be giving half of the school a full moon. 
 
    "Hey! Hey! Thank you!" Mia called over the speaker system. "Now all you shut the fuck up so I can talk," she said the words on a laugh, and several other people laughed as well. "Hey, so I want to call a couple of students up here with me. Can I do that?" She paused. "You know, I don't even care if I can. I'm going to. Susie, Lucas, Zack, January, Mitch, and Justin, will you all come up?" 
 
    "I guess you're not going to need a chair," Zack said. He put his hands on my shoulders and walked behind me while Lucas pushed his way to the front before us. We hopped up onto the low stage, joining Susie who'd already climbed up. A moment later, Mitch and Justin jumped up from the side. Justin came over and immediately threw an arm around me, and I leaned into him. I was trying to spend as much time with my friends as possible, but when Justin held me in his arms, warm contentment spread through my chest, like wrapping up in a blanket after freezing my ass off for far too long. 
 
    Justin leaned in and whispered in my ear, "Do you know what she's doing?" 
 
    I peeked over at Mia, who stood in a long yellow dress. She was gorgeous with her black hair up in complicated braids and yellow flowers decorating her coiffeur. She looked like a queen, and the crowd stared up adoringly at her like she really was one. 
 
    I shook my head. I had no clue why she was calling us up here. 
 
    "Hey everyone, I need you to be really quiet and listen," Mia said as she leaned into the mic. 
 
    Shushing sounds rippled over the crowd. "So, this year, I'm your Senior Huntress. Those of you who are close to me know that I value truth and honesty over all else. It's how I work. It's how I operate. Sometimes that can be a fault. I can be too honest with people when silence is best, and I can hold my friends to impossible standards and ignore the emotions that fuel dishonesty." She shot a smile over at Susie for that. "But as your Senior Huntress, my main goal for us this year is to bring some fucking honesty to this place, because I for one, am tired of getting lied to." 
 
    A cheer rose up through the crowd. At the other end of the dais, Principal Chambers and a few of the teachers shot each other looks. 
 
    "Hey, ya'll, I still have more to say," Mia said with a grin. When the crowd quieted, Mia called out, "All right, so, two weeks ago, Hawthorn agents showed up to arrest Justin Roberts for handing over our personal information to the vampires. One week ago, they told us that Sebastian Holter, owner of the Hawthorn Group, fabricated evidence and that they were wrong. The manhunt for Justin was a mistake as was the kill order they had after they believed he helped in the vampire attack. And we're all supposed to accept their word." 
 
    Justin stiffened at my side. His teeth were clenched, and a muscle ticked in his jaw. Where the hell was she going with this anyway? 
 
    "See, what the Academy and the Hawthorn Group aren't telling us is that Justin and Mitch here started an investigation after what happened in the trials three years ago." A murmur ran through the crowd, and Mia nodded. "Yeah. We all know what happened then, but they don't want us to talk about that." She nodded toward the teachers who huddled on the far side of the dais. 
 
    Principal Chambers had her arms crossed over her chest, and her lips pinched so tight they were turning white. 
 
    "These two guys took it upon themselves to look into our medical records, and they found out that—" 
 
    "Your time is up, Mia," Principal Chambers said as she crossed toward us. And as if we practiced it, we all closed in around Mia, forming a circle and blocking the principal. 
 
    Mia continued, "Justin and Mitch found out that a lot of us are hybrids. What this means, we don't know exactly. They won't tell us." 
 
    This pronouncement was met with absolute silence. It was so quiet that I could hear Mia clear her throat before she continued. "Justin and Mitch also discovered that Sebastian Holter and his father were taking hybrids and turning them into vampires. They had a factory where they held vampires strapped down to hospital beds and bled them to make a serum called Alphastrain XNFSB." 
 
    "That's enough!" Principal Chambers called. 
 
    "No, it's not. It's really fucking not. What Principal Chambers doesn't want me to tell you is that Jameson Holter had this serum injected into the Elites fetuses while Mr. Holter was the owner of the Hawthorn Group for almost thirty years. The Elites were getting weaker and weaker, their powers were waning, and this was the solution they found to get that power back." 
 
    "What the fuck?" a guy in the audience yelled. Voices rose all around us. Near the front of the crowd, someone shoved Mark, and he fell into Amber who stood nearby. 
 
    "Wait," Mia said. "Don't turn your anger on the Elites, okay? Listen to me. It was two Elites and a legacy student that found this information and shut it down. Also, you see us six up here. Two of us are Elites, two are legacy students, and three are here on scholarship. We were the project's next victims. All seven of us barely escaped with our lives. Mitch Holter, an Elite and their direct kin, was nearly killed along with us. Okay, this isn't about them versus us. It's not about which of us are Elites or legacies and the ones who aren't. This is about the fact that all of us here together—the Elites, legacy students, and scholarship students alike are going to be inheriting the Hawthorn Group very soon. We're going to be the ones living and dying for them, and they're lying to us. They're lying to us about our very genetics. They're covering up the fact that their owner did horrible experiments on our classmates to keep powerful. They're lying about the fact that they did experiments on the Elites, while they were fetuses, injecting them with mutated vampire blood so they could be better tools. It has to stop. The lying has to stop, and we need to work together—all of us, to make this community something worth living and dying for."﻿ 
 
    The cheer that rose up was so loud that my ears immediately started ringing, but I was cheering too. 
 
    "And I'm not blaming the teachers or the soldiers. They're doing what they have to. But things need to change." I could barely hear Mia's voice over the tumult, and I was standing a few feet away. 
 
    "Guys! Guys," she called, and finally, the crowd quieted. "That's why my first act as Senior Huntress is that I'm forming an after-school club in the library, every day from six to eight, where we will eat pizza and seek the answers that the Hawthorn Group are keeping from us. And the first order of business is finding out what being a hybrid is and what that means. It's time to demand the end to the lies!" 
 
    The crowd took up the chant of, "No more lies!" 
 
    I turned to Justin, feeling a strange sense of unease at their words. I agreed with everything that Mia said, but tension was clotting in my chest, and my palms were beginning to sweat. 
 
    "I think I need some fresh air," I whispered to Justin, and when I made my way off the dais, he kept pace with me. 
 
    Justin and I stepped out into the night, but outside seemed like it was almost warmer than the ball. We wandered out onto the front stoop of the school and sat side by side on the pavement. 
 
    "Hey," Justin said as his fingers webbed through mine. 
 
    I turned fully toward him. "I feel like I've spent the whole week with you and somehow not a single moment." 
 
    He nodded. "That's because we're always surrounded by people. January… I have a question for you." 
 
    I curled into his side, and his arms wrapped around me. 
 
    "Can you ask me while we're doing this?" I slipped my hand across his abs and under his jacket. 
 
    "Well, this pretty much answers my question." 
 
    I leaned back and furrowed my brows. "What was your question?" 
 
    "If we were still together." 
 
    I shook my head. "Why was that even in question?" Fuck this. He was too far away. I climbed into his lap. The teachers could write me up if they caught me. I didn't care anymore. "From the moment you disappeared, I was trying to find you." 
 
    His arms wrapped around me and tugged me closer. "I guess it's not in question." He brushed some loose strands of my blond hair behind my ear. "I feel like it's my fault you almost died—the shit you had to suffer—" 
 
    "Wasn't your fault. And I refused to murder my father when Sebastian said he'd kill you if I didn't. So, if anyone should be breaking up with anyone, it's you with me." 
 
    He stared up at me and squeezed me tighter. "I guess I'm just trapped in a pretty big mindfuck storm, and I'm afraid I've fucked this up. I lied to you and went behind your back, talking to your father." 
 
    "To save my life." 
 
    "I should have told you. Also, I'm pretty sure my cousin Mitch is in love with you." 
 
    I rolled my eyes. "The only chick your cousin Mitch is in love with is St. Pauli Girl." 
 
    "She's hot." Mitch fell onto the stair beside us, pulled a flask out of his pocket, and took a long sip. 
 
    "Mitch, we're busy," Justin growled. 
 
    "I'm not here for you. I'm just out here thanking my lucky fucking stars that I don't have to follow Dirtbag around anymore." Mitch took another deep swig of his flask before screwing on the top. 
 
    "Well, don't be too much of a stranger, Mitch," I said as I leaned back to look at him. "You're one of my best friends here, and I have a feeling the attitude toward Elites is about to change pretty drastically." 
 
    I didn't mention the fact that the attitude toward Mitch was already changing drastically. The fear that used to fill people's eyes when Mitch walked through a room had changed to a healthy dose of scorn. People were saying that Mitch's property and wealth had been seized by the Hawthorn Group. Mr. Roberts was again CEO, but there was talk that Amber's father, a powerful Elite, might be the next owner. 
 
    Mitch stood and headed down the steps. "Yeah, Mia's little speech did us no favors. We're about to head out into a shit storm." 
 
    "Together, okay?" I called after him, but he only waved and kept going. 
 
    Justin shrugged and squeezed me tighter. "He's fine." 
 
    I leaned back a little and narrowed my eyes. "Are you feeling threatened, Justin Roberts?" 
 
    He lifted his dark brows. "Should I be?" 
 
    "No." I grabbed his jacket and tugged him closer. "Do you want to crouch over me and growl if anyone gets too close?" 
 
    His fingers squeezed around my hips. "You'd let me do that?" 
 
    "No, seriously," I laughed. "You never seem jealous when I hang out with Lucas and Zack, and they're super physical people." 
 
    "Yeah, but they're just your friends. Mitch wants to be sitting where I am right now." 
 
    "No, he doesn’t." I rolled my eyes. "But he is becoming one of my friends, whether or not he admits it. I really hope you'll be cool with that." 
 
    "Of course. His feelings might bug me—" 
 
    "He doesn't have feelings." 
 
    Justin continued like I didn't interrupt, "But I trust you, and I trust him, and I won't give you a hard time about being friends even if you guys end up getting close. Just, if you ever want out of this, please tell me first." 
 
    "Shut up and kiss me," I whispered over his lips. 
 
    His mouth slanted over mine. Our lips slipped over each other's slowly at first, before pressing harder. My hands caressed up and down his chest, feeling the ridges of muscle under his shirt. Justin broke off our kiss. "I want to do so much more with you than we can do sitting here on the school steps." 
 
    A thrill ran through me and tingling heat lit low in my belly. "Do you want to sneak into my room?" 
 
    His gaze heated. "I can get Mark to sneak me up." 
 
    Damn. I winced. 
 
    "He... kind of asked me out while you were kidnapped." 
 
    "Really?" Justin drawled. "Then I'd say that the guy owes me a big fucking favor." 
 
    It wasn't ideal, but beggars couldn't be choosers. After what Justin said about Mitch, I didn't feel comfortable asking him for this. It was ridiculous, but I still didn't want to do it on the minuscule chance we'd hurt Mitch's feelings after the week he had. 
 
    Even though it would have been much less suspicious for me to go in second, Justin insisted that I headed up to the room first and he and Mark followed after. Justin's soft knock came at my door only a few minutes after I'd arrived. 
 
    He slipped in, and I immediately leaned into him and pulled up his tuxedo coat. 
 
    “You don’t mind missing the party?” he asked. 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” I slipped the coat off his arms and draped it over my entrance table. Clearly, the table actually had a use. My fingers went to Justin’s buttons, and a thrill of anticipation thrummed through me. 
 
    His hands slipped over my back and up to my zipper, but then he paused. Justin leaned in, kissing me lightly on my lips. When my breath caught, he asked, “Have you ever done this before?” 
 
    “Once. One forgettable time. How about you?” 
 
    He nodded. “A couple of times but never like this.” 
 
    “Do you have a … condom?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he admitted with a grin. 
 
    “So presumptuous.” I unbuttoned down his front. His shirt fell open, showing the corded muscle beneath. He was so much bigger and taller than me, and that had never been so obvious as when I peeled off his shirt. Justin unzipped my dress slowly and slid the material down. 
 
    When I stood there just in my bra and panties, he scooped me up onto him and carried me into my bedroom, kicking the door closed behind us. 
 
    He froze and looked around. “Wait, where’s Bailey?” 
 
    “Professor Gene, who takes care of the kennels, took her for the night. I kind of wanted her out of the apartment for this.” 
 
    Justin chuckled. “Who’s being presumptuous now?” 
 
    He jumped back on the bed, taking me with him. I landed crouched over him on hands and knees and couldn’t help but laugh. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Justin leaned up and kissed my neck. “Do you want to drink from me before, after, or during?” 
 
    My gaze met his, and a tingling sensation spread through every inch of my body. 
 
    “That is a very wicked question,” I whispered, my voice going hoarse. 
 
    He pillowed his head in his hands, and his eyes sparkled with mischief. “I guess I’m a little wicked. I am a hybrid. That could mean that I’m part demon.” 
 
    I poked him in the chest. “Or part troll.” 
 
    “Oh, you’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Justin grabbed me around my waist and flipped me under him, pressing his body weight up the length of me. “Answer the question, January,” he whispered in my ear. “Do you want to drink from me before, after, or during?” 
 
    My breath caught, and every inch of my body grew hypersensitive to where his bare skin pressed against mine. I almost couldn’t find my voice, but when I managed, my answer surprised even me. “During.” 
 
    The heat that entered his eyes at the word told me that was more than okay with him. 
 
    When I lost my virginity at fifteen, the sex itself had been fumbling, painful, and quick. I’d ended up breaking up with the guy a few days later, just to close the possibility of it ever happening again. Sex with Justin was none of these things. We kissed and touched and licked each other, savoring every sensation. When he finally entered me, we moved at a slow rhythm while our lips connected and hands pulled each other ever closer. 
 
    The sensations thrumming through every inch of my body were almost too much, and we quickened our pace. 
 
    “Bite me,” Justin whispered as he moved above me, his hands to either side of my head. He tilted his head, showing me his neck. 
 
    I felt my fangs filling my mouth and pricking into my lip—two spots of pain in a world of pleasure. 
 
    I licked along his neck, tasting the salty sweat there, and then I slid my fangs into his skin and pulled them out. 
 
    “I love you,” Justin moaned as his metallic blood filled my mouth, and pleasure exploded through my body. 
 
    After we were finished, and Justin’s wounds had closed, we lay there naked, holding each other and breathing hard. 
 
    A warm, unexpected tear slid down my cheek, and a second later, two more tears followed. 
 
    “Hey.” Justin brushed my tears away with his thumb. “You okay?” 
 
    “You were dead … for a few minutes, you were dead, and it was my fault.” A small sob escaped my throat. 
 
    “No.” Justin combed his hand through my hair and cradled my head with his fingers. There was no humor in the expression he shot at me, just intent and serious. “Even if I did die, it would have never been your fault. Sebastian just wanted to break you so he could kill you easier, and you wouldn’t break. If you had murdered your father, Sebastian wouldn’t have spared me, and you knew that at the time. Don’t feel guilty for being too smart to play into his games.” 
 
    “It just felt real.” I leaned back into his hand. 
 
    “Well, it wasn’t. You saved my life. First, you saved your own and then you saved mine and everyone else in that cage. You might have even saved your father’s life.” He rolled me until I lay sprawled over his massive chest. 
 
    “Maybe.” It all felt like such a big accident. The only thing I did was have a short episode of super strength where I managed to attack Sebastian and send him into a blood frenzy. If that hadn’t happened, I’d simply be dead and drained of my blood. Sebastian would have turned all of my friends into vampires, strapped them to tables and fed their blood to the serum, and then he’d have gone about his day as head of the Hawthorn Group. 
 
    “Well, it’s over now,” Justin said as he brushed my sweaty hair out of my face. 
 
    I covered his mouth with my hand. “Don’t. Those are like the epitome of famous last words.” 
 
    He smiled under my fingers, but I was dead serious. “I’ll take my hand away, but you better not jinx us again, mister. All I want is to settle into a normal year at Blackburn Academy with no more disasters.” 
 
    “Okay.” He chuckled and stretched up his arms and settled into my pillow. “No more disasters.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
    Mitch Holter 
 
      
 
    I glared down at an empty fridge. There wasn’t enough beer in the world to get me through this fucking night, and I had found all of two in my apartment. Two. Fucking. Beers. 
 
    It was just enough to give me a headache and make my throat itch for more. Slamming the fridge door closed, I crossed the room but hesitated before my front door. I didn’t want to go out there. If I went out there, I knew where I would be heading, and it wasn’t like January would have beer. 
 
    She was probably still sucking face with Justin at the Ball anyway. What reason would I have to go over there? It wasn’t like I could ask her to spot me a ten for a six-pack. She was fucking broker than I was. Well, we were equally broke now. My father’s and brother’s crimes were the great social leveler. 
 
    Fuck it. I’d go over there because I was bored. 
 
    I headed out of my door and crossed the hall, stopping with my hand raised. And then I stood there, not knocking, not doing anything. Shit. 
 
    Just to do something, I took a look at the door, examining the patch job they did after the vampire punched through the wood. It looked good. There was no seam around where the hole had been. The only thing that showed that there was a patch was that the wood changed its grain. 
 
    I was being an idiot. I turned and headed down the hall a few doors and pounded on Mark’s door. When he didn’t answer right away, I pounded again. I was just about to write him off when the door swung open, and Mark leaned out. He still wore his tux and looked a little rumpled with his light brown hair sticking up in all directions. 
 
    “Not the best time, Mitch,” he said as he peered back behind him. 
 
    “Give me your booze, and I’ll get out of your hair.” 
 
    “Yeah. Just a minute, man.” Mark shut the door in my face and returned a minute later with a bottle of merlot. 
 
    “The fuck?” I asked as he handed it over along with a corkscrew. 
 
    “It’s what I have, friend. You have a good night.” 
 
    “Hey,” I said, maybe just to bug Mark a little bit. “You were at the Ball longer than me, do you know if Justin is still around?” 
 
    “Yeah … uh, he’s with his girlfriend in her room, but I’d give them some space.” 
 
    It felt like Mark had slapped me upside the head. Of course, Justin was in there with her. What was I even thinking heading over there after the Hunter’s Ball like she might just want to shoot the shit with me or watch a movie or something? I felt like the biggest fucking idiot in the world. 
 
    Mark started to close the door when a very familiar voice called out, “What is taking you so long, Mark?” 
 
    Amber. She walked out in a lacy black bra and thong. Her gaze fell on me, and her eyes widened just a little too much to be a genuine show of surprise. “We’re busy, Mitch.” 
 
    “Yep,” I said, turning around and heading for the elevator. There was no way that I was going to hang out in my room when my cousin was bumping uglies with his girlfriend across the hall. His girlfriend. They could do whatever they wanted together, and it was no business of mine. It looked like I was going to be drinking this bottle of fancy-ass wine alone in a bush. 
 
    I ended up finding a spot behind the dorm and leaning back against the building. Chugging the thing was out of the question, so I ended up swigging the bitter liquid in as big of sips as I could handle. After half a bottle, a familiar warmth finally surged up in my chest. 
 
    “Who needs fucking friends,” I said before taking another swig. 
 
    I sure as hell didn’t want them, especially not some scrappy chick who couldn’t stop running her mouth, even if it was to save her own damn life. With the amount of shit January talked, it had never been a question of if Sebastian would try to kill her, it had always been a question of when. Marisa had always stood her ground with Sebastian. It was that and that alone that probably got her killed. 
 
    I had wanted it to be more. 
 
    My biggest fucking regret is that my parents took Marisa’s mother into hiding with them. They probably didn’t even think twice about it. They’d probably said they needed her to come with them on vacation and never mentioned that they were painting a big fat target on their back. 
 
    I took another swig, hating the chalky taste but forcing it down anyway. 
 
    The soft fall of footsteps approached from the path, and I quickly shoved my bottle behind the hedge and leaned back. 
 
    The patter grew louder, mixed with the scratching sound of nails on paving stones. There was a rustle nearby. Suddenly, a furry dog face was inches from mine, and a rough tongue started lapping at my cheek. 
 
    “Bailey?” I asked, recognizing the massive shepherd. My heart leaped in my chest as I realized who was probably going to appear on the other side of that leash. I was never going to hear the end of this, drinking in a bush like a hobo. 
 
    But January didn’t come around the corner. Instead, Professor Gene stepped out. He was a short bald man with more muscles than someone twice his size should have. 
 
    “Mitch?” He said as he leaned back a little, squinting at me in the low light. “Is that you?” 
 
    Bailey pounced on my legs and rolled over, showing me her belly. 
 
    “Yeah.” I scratched the dog’s chest. “Just sitting out here getting some fresh air.” 
 
    “You know there are benches just a couple of feet away.” He gestured down the path. 
 
    “I didn’t know that,” I lied. 
 
    “Hey, you’re friends with January Moore, right?” 
 
    Part of me wanted to say fuck no. I don’t have friends, and that’s how I liked it. But, I ended up just saying, “Yeah, she’s my friend. What’s up?” 
 
    “Well, I told her that I’d take Bailey here for the night, but I’m afraid that my Trixie is getting a little aggressive toward Bailey. We tried to separate them, but it doesn’t seem to be working. I haven’t been able to get through to January. Do you know what room she’s in?” 
 
    A wicked fucking idea entered my head, and I had to fight back a smirk. “She’s in room five-hundred-and seven.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Professor Gene smacked his leg. “Bailey, heel.” 
 
    Bailey rolled off me, and her tail wagged as she trotted over to the teacher, but when he started to walk, the dog rooted to the spot. 
 
    “Bailey,” the kennel master called. “Come.” He gave me a half-grin. “She doesn’t want to leave you.” 
 
    I looked at the damn dog and realized … shit. I couldn’t send the kennel master up there to catch Justin in January’s room. I was an asshole, but not quite that big of one yet. 
 
    “I’ll take her.” I reached out for the leash. “If January isn’t answering, she’s probably asleep. Bailey can spend the night in my room; it’s just across the hall.” 
 
    The kennel master hesitated a moment. “You think she’d be okay with that? I see you together all the time … You guys are really close friends, right?” 
 
    “Something like that. Just text her that you left the dog at my dorm, and she’ll get it when she wakes up.” 
 
    The professor sighed as he handed over the leash, and Bailey immediately came to sit beside me. He took a step and then paused. “You doing okay, Mitch?” 
 
    The look of pity in his eyes turned my stomach and threatened to send my wine back up the way it came down. I remembered that look. Every person in the whole damn school had it on their face for the entirety of my sophomore year. Marisa had made no secret of how close we were, and after she died, it was as if all people could do was relive her bloody death when they looked at me. I was the remnant she left behind. Sometimes, I swore that people still looked at me that way. 
 
    The half-wince this professor was giving me held a shit-ton of pity but very little comfort. I was the sole remaining Holter in a family of serial killers. I was pretty sure the only reason that they hadn’t arrested me was that one of the vampires in the arena narrowly missed slicing my head off, and I’d ended up in the same cage as everyone else. The face full of bruises that my brother regularly sent me to school with probably helped convince people that I wasn’t exactly close with my family. 
 
    I had taken too long to answer, and the guy’s enormous leg muscles were flexing under his warm-up pants like he was forcing himself not to run away. 
 
    “I’ll be all right. I got my cousin back, and he’s all the family I need.” 
 
    “Good. Well, goodnight,” Professor Gene said, and then he literally sprinted away from me like his fucking ass was on fire. 
 
    Sighing, I scratched Bailey behind the ears as I reached back into the bushes and wrapped my hand around the neck of the wine bottle. I gave the professor a minute to get far enough away not to spot me, and then I maneuvered the bottle back through the hedge and took a swig. The Merlot tasted a little better, fruitier, and a little less tart like it had gained something by hiding in the bushes for a while. Maybe something fell in it, not that I gave a shit. 
 
    “You know, Bailey, she’s probably going to yell at me for kidnapping you instead of thanking me for saving her bacon tonight.” 
 
    Bailey’s rough tongue licked my ear. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Knock that off.” I took another sip and watched the moon rise over the academy. Just as I was taking the last swig of the bottle, I heard the crunch of approaching boots again. 
 
    Beside me, Bailey perked up. Her attention snapped to the path. 
 
    I set the bottle behind the bush carefully. The dog wasn’t growling, so clearly, there wasn’t a vampire or scion nearby, but her attention was fixed in the direction of the footsteps. The footfalls halted. The hedge blocked my view, but I knew whoever was there had to be a couple feet away. 
 
    “Just sitting here, minding my business,” I called out in case someone was afraid I was here lying in wait. 
 
    The person didn’t come forward, and I climbed to my feet and whispered, “Fuck.” 
 
    When I was sitting, I’d only felt a slight warmth in my face and chest, but as I stood, the wine went straight up into my brain. The whole world tilted a little, and I had to grab onto the hedge to catch my balance. 
 
    “I’m coming out,” I said. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    The voice raised the hairs on the back of my neck. My brain was playing tricks on me. It had to be a fucking mistake. Holding the leash out, so Bailey was still tucked in a bush, I peered past the hedge and gaped. 
 
    The nearby streetlamp illuminated Sebastian’s chillingly familiar features. “Hello, little brother.” 
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