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Chapter 1   
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Ren Worthington is a pus-filled boil on the buttocks of society.

That’s what I’d stupidly written inside the back cover of my trigonometry book. The very book that was not in my backpack. 

If I didn’t find the book, I could dig my grave now. I’d be handing out ammunition and painting a target on my back. I’d end up like that kid who’d “accidentally” fallen into the school moat. And all he’d said was that Ren Worthington was no Justin Bieber.

Not many of the other students at Edgewater Academy shared my thoughts on Ren Worthington. Most of them thought Ren Worthington was more like the sun shining out of society’s buttocks. The absolute worst, most bully-attracting crime you could commit in this school was not considering Ren Worthington a god.

Stay under the radar, don’t attract attention. Be invisible. Those words had been my mantra for the past two years. I couldn’t screw all that up now.

I upended my backpack on my bed, hope in my heart that I’d just overlooked it. 

Five other text books, a ton of stationery and a couple of overripe bananas but no trig book.

The hope in my heart died and left a nasty ache behind.

Rushing to the wardrobe at the end of my bunk, I tripped over my shoes and kicked them across the room. It might be in there. It just might. Wishful thinking, since I’d just been using the book in math class five minutes ago.

I pulled out my clothes, my shoes, all my meager possessions. Nope. Nothing.

The dull ache in my stomach grew. I’d left it in the class room. And I needed to find it. Now. Before someone else did.

I rushed from the dorm.

“Cherry!” My dorm mate Polly yelled. “Clean up that mess before you go.” 

“Later.” 

A messy dorm meant black marks for all of us, but right now I had more pressing issues.

Before I hit the back stairs, I stopped, cursed under my breath, and ran back to the dorm. I’d been halfway through changing out of my uniform and still only wore a bra on top.

I threw on a t-shirt and my favorite hoodie then opened the drawer and swept all the mess off my bed. I’d sort it out later.

I stumbled down the stairs. Tripped. Grabbed the hand rail before I went flying. Lucky. I needed luck. I needed all the luck in the world.

If I found that book, I’d rip off the back cover. Shred it and destroy it. I’d never let my thoughts leave my head and take material form again. In my head, they were safe from prying eyes.

I must’ve left my book sitting on my desk, or under my desk, or somewhere near my desk, and I needed to get it back before anyone else found it.

I had ten minutes to find it, save my life and get to the meeting. Being late would get me another black mark, one for every minute. Too many black marks meant expulsion — and I skated way too close to that edge as it was. 

Where the heck had I put that book? Why the heck had I put those words into writing in the first place?

Frick. Frack. Bollocks. 

The book wasn’t on my desk or in the shelf under it.

PMS, that’s why. PMS combined with Ren’s stupid face. The Ren fan girls at this school called his face a national treasure. More like the face you see on a wanted poster, a face with the cold eyes of a serial killer. I had no idea what they saw in him. I guess having bottomless pits of money made any face much more attractive.

The last straw had been the sneer on that “national treasure” face. I’d been called up to answer a question on the board. I didn’t ask to be called up, did everything I could avoid it. It wasn’t my fault Ren had tried and failed. I’d been tempted to fail myself, just make one tiny error. Stay under the radar. But my hand didn’t obey and I’d got it perfectly correct.

A sneer from Ren Worthington could cause a hundred annoying bullying tactics from his stupid minions. Anything from being tripped over in the dining room with a tray full of food to having nasty surprises dumped in your bed. Ren didn’t even have to lift a hand to make my life hell. 

He might not be smart at math but when it came to getting others to do his bidding, Ren was a genius.

I searched under my desk, in case the book had slid out of my backpack. But nope, no book under there.

My blood hammered through my body. Maybe someone had seen it and set it on the shelf.

I’d just stood up when I heard his voice in the hallway, as though my thoughts summoned him. That drawling voice everyone thought was so soothing and wonderful. Then someone else, more high pitched. Oscar. Probably both Blake and Oscar. The golden trio with Ren as their leader. Blake provided the muscle and Oscar... I’m not sure, maybe comic relief.

They would not be heading in here. No way. But why were they even in this part of the school when classes were over?

I jumped away from the shelves and slid back under the desk. I couldn’t risk being seen.

That crappy old desk might not provide adequate cover for most people, just a wooden top with spindly iron legs. For a fancy academy, we sure had low-rent classrooms. But that desk threw shadows, and I could hide in the shadows like no one else.  That’s how I’d survived a string of foster homes, that’s how I survived at this school. I blended in, undetectable, becoming a shadow myself.

The door creaked and my heart hammered. 

I folded the bulk of me up into as small a ball as possible, wrapping my hoodie over my knees, staying within the shadowy bounds. 

As a little kid, I’d thought I was just really good at hiding, like some kind of hide-and-seek genius. Eventually, I worked out it was more than that. A preternatural ability. A pretty lame one compared to the other scholarship kids but it came in handy.

Their footsteps drew closer.

“What do you think?” Oscar snickered.

Ren snorted as though the question wasn’t worth an answer.

“Come on, she’s hot stuff. Surely you've considered it.” Blake’s voice put me on edge. 

“Britney.” Ren’s voice dripped with condensation. “Can you see me with a girl named Britney? Commoners date girls named Britney.”

They were discussing the new girl. But why do that in an empty classroom?

“You could call her by a nickname. Like Petal or Kitten.”

Ren snorted again. “A nickname wouldn’t disguise her lack of class. Is her hair color even real? And the way she dresses, too loud and attention-seeking. Another poor-as-dirt scholarship girl to mar the place. How that girl scored a scholarship, I’ll never know. No brains, no breeding, no taste. Maybe she gave special favors to the scholarship committee... but she sure won’t survive until graduation. I can read her future. Knocked up by sixteen, working as a pole dancer at a roadside strip joint to support her pile of brats by twenty.”

I pressed my nails into my palms. Nothing about Britney said she’d end up as a stripper. And no woman should be talked about like that. I wanted to slam my fist into his face. A right hook for looking down on women. A left for looking down on pole dancers. Another right for looking down on single moms. Rich kids like him never considered that when you had an empty belly, you played the cards you’d been dealt.

So far, I’d only caught a glimpse of Britney but everyone had been talking about her. A new girl starting semester a week late made big news around here.

She’d been waiting in the hallway outside a classroom. I didn’t want to join the sea of faces staring at her but, when I’d turned my head, she showed none of that newbie awkwardness. I’d have been all beetroot red and avoiding stares but Britney beamed a smile and scrunched her hand into a tiny wave, like a beauty pageant winner. With her face, she’d be used to attention. I picked her as a scholarship girl immediately. Her white blond hair and pale skin already set her apart but she had an ethereal beauty that said she wasn’t fully human.  

She’d be at the meeting and I’d find out more. 

“I wouldn’t mind being the one to knock her up.” Blake across the room, coming closer to me. 

“I wouldn’t want to plant my seed in her, but I’d pay good money for a lap dance.” Oscar chuckled. “Hey, do I have to wait for her to get knocked up before she strips for me? Maybe I could offer her a few bucks now. Everyone knows those scholarship girls will do anything for money.”

I dug my nails in deeper. I held my breath. I wouldn’t say a word, and I wouldn’t swing my fist. The metal desk leg dug into my back and the wooden floor chilled my butt but I’d stay here perfectly still until they left.

“At least she’s better than the last one.” Ren scoffed. “Cherry Love, even her name is a joke. That girl lost her cherry a long time ago.”

Blood pounded in my ears. I wanted to kill him for saying that. I’d fought long and hard to make sure none of those shitty foster dads got near my cherry. And I sure as hell didn’t want Ren Worthington thinking about my girl parts. People laughed at my name all my life but still it grated, especially from Ren Worthington.

“Great tits, though.” Oscar paused. “What...? Well she has. Don’t say you’ve never looked.”

I practiced the deep breathing exercises I’d learned in anger management class, not easy when you’re trying to stay silent, and prayed those bastards would leave quick smart. I didn’t have time for this, and why the hell where they hanging around in the math room anyway?

“You got it?” Blake asked.

Got what? Hopefully not my trig book. Their rich boy legs moved closer to the desk. All perfectly pressed pants with the dry-cleaning smell still on them. No secondhand uniforms for them, no hanging your uniform over the radiator to get it dry for class the next day.

“Yeah, I’ve got it.” Ren’s laugh chilled me.

Ren rummaged in his pocket and pulled something out. From my position under the desk, I had no idea if it was a bag of high-grade cocaine, an assault weapon or his penis. 

“Whoa,” Oscar said.

It could be a wad of Ren’s belly button fluff and Oscar would still be impressed. Everyone knew Oscar had a massive man-crush on Ren. 

“Put it away.” Blake tapped the toe of one foot impatiently on the floor boards. “If you get caught with that, not even your daddy’s money will protect you.”

Something metal clinked on the floorboards. A ring rolled across the floor, landing way too close to my knee. Sweat broke out on my body. Even if they couldn’t see me, they could hear me or sense the warmth of my body if they got close enough.

Ren bent down, his face coming into view. 

I didn’t blink. I didn’t breathe. I tried to hold myself perfectly still.

He reached out for the ring, his hand coming way too close to my knee. Almost grazing my skin. I couldn’t pull away, not without risking exposing myself.

For a second, his gaze locked onto mine. The usual coldness in his eyes turned to something else, they seemed to sparkle. I could swear he saw me, but that was impossible. 

A glint of light hit the ring as Ren’s fingers curled around it.

My heart chilled. 

That ring. Farran Quiller’s ring.

Everybody knew his ring. He never took it off. Ever. Not when he showered, not when he slept. Not when they made us do those stupid cross-country time trials in the middle of winter when everything got caked in mud.

He got constantly teased. “Take it off and give us a look,” someone would say in almost every class. 

Farran didn’t know my mantra. He didn’t stay under the radar. 

But then everyone in this school had things from home, small mementos. I guess if you actually had a family, and that family cared about you, you’d want to think about them. Like my best friend Lucas with his wolf plushie that he hid in his wardrobe. 

I had nothing from my parents, nothing except a weird mark on my hip. Not a ring or a photo, not even a chewed up plushie.

Why did Ren have Farran’s ring? I’d have to discuss this with Lucas in the meeting. The meeting that started in... yikes, two minutes’ time. 

I couldn’t leave, not until Ren and his creepy friends did. The forest of legs around me moved away but they hadn’t left the room.

“What’s so special about it?” Oscar asked. “Dude loves the heck out of that ring. Is it super valuable?”

“Nothing.” Ren’s voice sounded flat. “Nothing at all. It’s cheap silver. Old but not expensive old. Maybe Farran was just a weird freak.”

“No maybe about it.” Blake laughed. “We knew that for sure.”

“What are you going to do with it?” Oscar asked.

I didn’t hear Ren’s answer just a muttering from the hallway. They’d left. I hoped. It could be a trap.

Only when their footsteps echoed down the hallway did I climb out from under the desk. I could make it to the meeting in time, if I ran really fast.

They’d definitely left but — huh? My trig book now sat on my desk. 

My stomach tightened as I picked it up. That had not been there before.

Maybe it had been a trap. Maybe they’d seen me come into the classroom, followed me in and tried to be as offensive as possible, taunting me to lose my shit. Typical Ren trick. He’d report me to the principal then put on his innocent face and be all “Cherry is scary and violent” but laugh as they escorted me off the school premises.

Thank goodness for anger management.

I gave myself fifty points for not falling for it then grabbed my textbook. Before I fled, I couldn’t resist flipping to the back. I needed to scrub out that line. 

But someone had already erased it.

Society is a pus-filled boil on the buttocks of Ren Worthington, it now read.

What the hell did that mean? No time to think. I had one minute to get across campus.
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Chapter 2   
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I rushed into the scholarship room, panting and sweating, and slid into the empty seat next to Lucas. 

To keep our activities secret, we got assigned a space at the back of the building where most of the older classrooms had been turned into store rooms. 

A cracked window made the room even colder than normal.  Edgewater Academy might look impressive with its ancient stone walls and Gothic architecture but there were things more important than a fancy facade. Like central heating. The sun barely penetrated most of the classrooms and even in summer, you could get hypothermia if you weren’t careful.

For the meeting, the guys had set up the folding table and chairs. The crappy chair creaked as I threw my weight on it.

Looking to the front with a grin meant to appease, my gaze met empty space.

“Where’s Mr. Norton?” 

“Not here yet,” Lucas said. 

Yes. I almost punched the air. No black mark today.

I let out a sigh as I sunk back in the chair. In this room, I could be myself; my snarky, mouthy self. No need to wear the mask of politeness I wore the rest of the time. The ragtag bunch of students on the scholarship program might not be my friends but they were my people. 

“I’ve got to tell you something important, after the meeting.”

Lucas mumbled without really answering.

“Are you listening to me?”

No, he wasn’t. That drooped head and the way he rubbed the back of his neck meant one thing, and one thing only. It was then I noticed her across the table from me. Britney. The rest of the guys were being less subtle, openly staring.

I shot her a smile. I’d been the only girl in this group for way too long. 

The sea-green sun dress she wore matched the color of her eyes. How was she not freezing to death?

I’d have to tell her about my ‘stay under the radar’ mantra, although with her hair and skin, that might prove impossible. Not only did she have a natural radiance, but Britney was lithe. That was the perfect word to describe her. I wasn’t lithe. I was... I guess the word was lithe-less. Even the cheap fold up chairs wouldn’t creak under her weight.

“Fae,” Lucas whispered at me.

Lucas had an encyclopedic knowledge of all paranormal types but I’d guessed as much when I’d first seen her. Of course she wasn’t full blooded fae, none of us were full blooded anything, but we were tinged with enough paranormal genes to make us powerful hunters. 

Well, most of us. One of us let the team down. 

Me.

Crappiest hunter in the history of Edgewater Academy scholarship kids. My shadow hiding ability didn’t help much when it came to fighting.

Britney’s head perked up. “Yes, I’m part fae. Not many people guess that. They just think I’m Scandinavian. But the most Scandinavian thing about me is the Ikea bookcase in my bedroom.”

She smiled, a smile of sunshine and rainbows, and even with my lowly abilities, I picked up Lucas’ racing heartbeat.

“Lucas loves guessing what types we all are. The same way some people love guessing star signs.”

“I’m werewolf.” Lucas stared at his hands. I couldn’t see his face but his pink tinged ears said enough. 

I jumped in, not sure if she’d been introduced. “Mark, the guy at the head of the table—” 

“Don’t tell me, I’ll guess.” Britney peered at Mark. “He’s all muscles and fierceness. Some kind of warrior... demon, definitely demon.”

Mark gave us a flat handed wave.

“War demon.” Lucas mumbled without looking up. “Next to him, Seth... well you just have to take a close look at his ears.”

“Elf?” She smiled that smile again. 

“Elf.” Lucas nodded in agreement, his heart hammering now.

“He looks like...” Britney didn’t need to finish for us to nod.

“Yep, watched Lord of the Rings one too many times.” I rolled my eyes. “You can be an elf without, you know, the hair and all that but he loves flaunting it. Of course, the human students notice the resemblance but would never think he had actual elf blood in a million years.”

Tarragon gave us a quick half-smile.

“And Tarragon is a witch.” Lucas now stared at the table as though those whorls in the fake wood were the most fascinating thing in the world. 

“Werewolves are the coolest.” Britney smiled again.

Lucas’ ears turned from pink to glowing red. I didn’t need to see his face to know that his mouth twitched into a grin. But I’d have him at me for the rest of the night, talking about the awesomeness of Britney. Not that she didn’t seem awesome but when he crushed on girls, he never did anything but talk—to me, not them. I tried to tell him girls liked action, maybe a “hello, how you going?” as a start, but he rarely even got that far. He’d already been far more articulate with Britney than with most girls.

The shrimpy Lucas I’d known in first year had disappeared, almost overnight, but then he’d gone through an awkward stage. All gangly limbs and a mouth that looked too big for his face. Now he towered over me, and I wasn’t exactly short. His body had filled out, not to Mark’s crazy bulk but Lucas had broad shoulders and nice collar bones and floppy hair that girls seemed to like. I tried to tell him he’d turned into a hottie but his mind, and self-esteem, still hadn’t caught up. I just had to get him to see that girls would be interested in him. 

We didn’t mention what I was and thankfully, Britney didn’t ask.

Since Mr. Norton hadn’t arrived, I grabbed my backpack and got out some chocolate. The polite thing would be to offer some to Lucas but then I’d have to include Britney and then the others. Politeness was okay in its place but I had a serious chocolate emergency. And Lucas didn’t even like sweet foods.

Lucas’ eyes bulged when I rammed the chocolate into my mouth. “I might be part wolf but you put me to shame.”

“PMS,” I mumbled through a mouthful of chocolate. PMS and a bad case of Ren Worthington.

Lucas understood. My PMS was bad, but his monthlies were so much worse. All that shifting and howling at the moon.

“How does that work?” Lucas screwed up his face, like he needed to know even though it killed him to ask, while waving his hand in the general direction of my uterus. Lucas’ latest theory, and the most stupid to date, was that I was part vampire. 

As if. 

The fact that I pretty much passed out at the sight of blood proved him so totally wrong. I hated sunlight, sure, but in a normal, human not wanting to go outside kind of way.

And seriously, asking about my period in relation to that... no, just no.

“Not going there, buddy.” Then I flashed my teeth at him to prove they were no sharper than anyone else’s. “And I’m not a vampire.”

Although I suspected my chocolate covered teeth gave a very bad impression.

Lucas winced.

“Cherry. Lucas.” Mark rolled his eyes at Tarragon. “The two of you need to grow up.”

He only said that to impress Britney.

“And you two need to get the sticks out of your butts.” 

It might be harsh but since I had to play nice with the other students, I turned the full force of my snark on the other scholarship kids. Mostly Mark and Tarragon because they were jerks, although a far lesser grade on the jerk spectrum than say Ren Worthington.

“Hey,” I whispered to Lucas. “Do you think Ren Worthington is fully human?”

Even in this group, Lucas was the only one I felt safe voicing my suspicions to. 

“Well, according to 99% of girls in this school, he’s a god. Why?”

Before I could tell him, Mr. Norton walked in. It wasn’t like him to be late. That wasn’t all, either. Mr. Norton’s hair got more unruly the more stressed he became. And right now, his hair stuck up at alarming angles. 

“Sorry, I’m late. We’re got serious business to discuss.” His nostrils twitched.  “A student disappeared on our watch. Do you know how that makes us look?”

That shut everyone up.

“Who?” Mark asked. “Can you tell us?”

“Farran Quiller. He went for a walk in the woods yesterday and didn’t come back.”

I jumped. He didn’t come back because Ren Worthington had done something bad.
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Mark started asking Mr. Norton questions before I could get my head around what I’d seen earlier.

“We don’t know many details, yet.” Mr. Norton shook his head. “The police are searching the woods. No one is allowed in there and if you see anyone trying to break that protocol, do what you can to stop them. Within reason, of course.”

“What do you think it was?” Mark asked.

I got the impression Mark thought Farran was no longer with us. Dead. Gone. No more. I had another theory. He’d run away because of Ren’s bullying. It all made sense, and it wouldn’t be the first time someone had left the school for that reason.

I shot my hand in the air, bouncing in my seat. 

“Cherry, this is a meeting, not a classroom. You don’t need to raise your hand.”

I knew that. I just didn’t want a black mark for interrupting.

“What if Farran’s disappearance isn’t paranormal related?” My voice came out in a rush. In a group of guys, I’d learned to speak fast. “What if his disappearance is human-related instead?”

“That seems unlikely. The school is well guarded.”

That was true. Us scholarship kids were the last line of defense, or maybe second last, third last even. But this school had super tight security against predators of both the human and supernatural kinds. 

None of those lines of defenses would even consider Ren Worthington as a predator, and that was a huge mistake.

“Not against internal threats.” I toyed with the foil on my chocolate. I still had one piece left. If Norton got distracted, I’d grab it. I need chocolate as brain food.

“You seem to know something, so spit it out,” Mark said.

I told them about the incident in the class room, leaving out non-essential details like what I’d written in my text book, and Britney’s future career as a stripper, and being late for the meeting. When I mentioned Ren Worthington’s name, both Mark and Tarragon groaned.

“Wait, there was hard evidence.” I told them about the ring.

“Maybe he found it and planned on handing it in,” Mark said. “You can’t accuse Ren of wrongdoing just because of that.”

Yeah, right. He’d been flashing that ring around like a trophy. The more I thought about it, the fishier Ren seemed, and he’d been as fishy as a giant tuna to start with.

Britney started raising her hand then lowered it. “Who’s Ren?” 

“Tall guy, a bit of a jerk.” How did I even start explaining Ren?

“Face of a god,” Mark added. Wow, I could add him to the Ren boy-crush list.

“Perfect skin, perfect teeth, perfect hair.” Okay, Seth too.

“Brown eyes like molten chocolate.” Of course Tarragon loved Ren. Everyone knew that. “Dreamy eyes. Bedroom eyes, the kind of eyes that would gently but firmly judge you as you slowly undressed in front of him.”

“Jeez, Tarragon, just shut up now. No one wants to know about your Ren fantasies.” 

Were Lucas and I the only students in this whole school not in love with Ren Worthington?

“You forgot the lip curl.” Lucas slapped his hand on the table. “The lip curl is the most important, the most defining feature of Ren Worthington. It sets him apart from all the other good-looking guys in this school. It gives him his edge.”

“The eyes,” Tarragon repeated.

“Lip curl,” Seth said.

“Yes, lip curl,” Mark added.

I shook my head.

“Can we stop with this?” Mr. Norton gazed around the room, disgust on his face. Finally some sense. “It’s obviously the lip curl, end of discussion.”

I turned the full force of my betrayal on Lucas. “We hate Ren Worthington,” I hissed.

“Yeah, but you can’t deny the guy’s looks.”

We’d talk about this later. Meanwhile, I popped the last square of chocolate in my mouth without Mr. Norton noticing even though all this Ren talk had made my stomach turn.

“I saw him,” Britney said. “He has the Armani blazer?”

That didn’t help. Everyone at this school wore Armani blazers. They were part of the uniform. Well, everyone not in this room wore them. Scholarship kids didn’t get to wear blazers. Ren had spearheaded that campaign. “Poor kids shouldn’t be expected to buy designer clothes.” That’d been his reasoning. More like poor kids are easier to bully when they’re dressed differently. Ren Worthington knew how to be a shitty douchebag but come out of it smelling like roses.

“He has cold, dead fish eyes.” That was the defining feature.

Britney gave a sharp nod. “His friend with the shaggy hair is cuter.”

Lucas’ jaw clenched.

Oscar? Britney preferred Oscar? How did that work? If she’d heard his thoughts on her lap dancing she wouldn’t think that, but I could hardly tell her.

“Ren isn’t behind this,” Mr. Norton said. “I know that for a fact.”

“How do you know? Does he have an alibi? Because he’s really good at getting other people to do his dirty work for him.” I sighed.

“I can’t go into the details.”

“But he had Farran’s ring.” I tried not to raise my voice. “That is clear evidence.”

“Like Mark said, there might be a bunch of logical reasons why. We can’t start pointing fingers.”

I rolled my eyes. I’d point my finger since I was the only one here not blinded by Ren love. 

“I believe you,” Lucas whispered.

I smiled my forgiveness. 

Mr. Norton went through a bunch of stuff about tightening security. 

“Things have become lax over the past few years, and I’m partly to blame for that. We can never let our guards down.”

I expected him to tell me to take on extra duties in the girls’ dorms but he assigned that to Britney. I sighed. Ever since I’d screwed up the training drill last year, he didn’t trust me. 

I’d probably be assigned to the private rooms on the upper floor. That’s where the super elite hung out. Except they had such high security up there, I couldn’t even get in. Until I started at this school, I never knew the rich came in so many shades.  Old money meant more than new money and how you got your money made a world of difference. Angela Blackstone’s parents got rich with an IT security company which made her better in some way than Penny Smythe with her famous soccer player dad. And the Worthingtons were top of the heap because they’d had their money for literally centuries.  

Personally, I’d be happy with old or new money. Any money was fine by me. So long as it was honestly come by, I didn’t need anything else.

I eyed the crumbs remaining in my chocolate foil. If I picked at them, would Mr. Norton notice? I’d been spoken to before about eating in meetings but technically that would be picking, not eating.

“Cherry, can you stay behind after the meeting?” Mr. Norton shook me out of my thoughts.

I could just imagine. This would be about my poor hunting performance. 

To be honest, before Farran’s disappearance, I’d never really believed what they told us about paranormals preying on the rich kids. I mean, I believed it, I just didn’t think we’d need to protect them.

But that’d been the deal offered to me, and everyone else in the room: get a free ride to this prestigious academy, meals included, and in return use our “special” skills to hunt the monsters.

Demons and all sorts of paranormal creatures liked to prey on rich kids. Your garden variety demons, they were fine with just munching on any kind of human flesh, rich or poor, but the more advanced creatures, vampires especially, wanted better than a quick meal. You don’t get far in this world without cash. I knew that more than anyone, and an easy way to get that cash was from the rich. 

Being confronted by a monsters straight out of their nightmares would have the kids at this academy wetting their pants and in therapy for life. But, even worse from Edgewater’s point of view, they’d drop out of school and there’d be whispers, rumors. Not of demons or vampires or other creatures, just that the school wasn’t right.

That’s what they told each of us before we signed our name on that dotted line. The number one priority during our years at the school was to protect the school’s reputation.

Apparently, going back generations, the school scouted potential hunters to protect the rich kids. Students who’d blend right in. Students like us. And it’d been an easy ride so far.

In first year, we’d battled a few minor demons. Back then, I’d had no training.

“Just stay on the edges and observe,” Mr. Norton had told me. “You’ll have your chance to fight later.”

I’d observed enough to hope that chance never turned up. 

It wasn’t coming face-to-face with demons that scared me, it wasn’t the risks of hunting. What had really freaked me out had been all that energy buzzing around me. I became like an overloaded power socket, ready to fry. Pressure filled my head, starting in my eyes but then expanding and growing tighter and tighter. It became like a tight band of metal, wrapping around my skull. I thought my head would burst like a watermelon and all I wanted to do was run and hide.

Edgewater Academy had wasted their money on me.

Luckily, since then, it’d been just training and drills. They gave us fancy watches when we started and any time of the day or not, an alarm could sound. When it did, we had to jump into action.

“Okay, that’s all for today.” Mr. Norton shoved his hands in his jacket pockets and turned to me.

“Meeting dismissed.” Mark clapped his hands together. He liked to do stuff like that to make himself look like our leader. He most definitely wasn’t our leader.

I’d stood up to leave with everyone else but Mr. Norton stopped me.

“Can someone show Britney to her dorm? Since Cherry can’t take her.”

“Lucas will do it.” I pushed him forward before he could protest then gave him a cheeky wink.

He’d thank me for that. One day.
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“We have to keep this on the down low.” Mr. Norton loved vaguely military sounding phrases. 

He had us learning military hand signals to use in our drills too but everyone messed them up. It didn’t matter anyway. We all had a link, not really telepathy or anything that sophisticated, just a second sense for knowing what the others would do.

“Well, who am I going to tell? I don’t exactly have many friends around here.”

“True, true. Don’t tell Lucas.”

“No problem.” Yeah, right. The first thing I’d do after this meeting was tell Lucas.

He gave me a pointed look. “Don’t tell anyone other than Lucas.”

This might take a while so I leaned back on the edge of the table. It wobbled under my butt but I thought it would hold. Mr. Norton paced the floor with his hands behind his back.

“We’ve discussed this—”

“Who exactly is ‘we’?” I narrowed my eyes, hoping he’d spill the beans.

Some of the others teachers knew about our powers but which teachers, no one ever told us. We could only talk about scholarship business with Mr. Norton but of course we all wondered who else knew. If I got a name or two, I’d score major points with the rest of the gang.

Mr. Norton shook his head. “That doesn’t matter. What matters is this - after Farran’s disappearance, some of the other students have been threatened. I need you to step up and take on extra duties.”

I didn’t like the sound of that. Extra duties would cut into my study time and I made it a point of pride to come second in every class.  I had awesome grade point average and would be in the running for a real scholarship to a good college. Occasionally, I slipped and got first place but first place didn’t keep you under the radar. No one ever cared who came second.

“What’s in it for me?” I asked.

“Extra credit and a room on the upper floor.”

I sucked in my lips, considering. Even though my dorm room wasn’t luxurious, it suited me. It kept me out of harm’s way.

“Sweeten the pot.”

“An allowance.”

“How much?”

I reeled when he said the amount. That was no joke. 

“Hell yeah. You name it, I’ll do it. Bring on the extra duties.” 

One of the cafes in town was famed for its parfaits. Like they were considered the best parfaits in the world by the girls in this school who’d know about that kind of thing. Not once since I’d started here had I been able to scrape up the cash for one of those awesome parfaits. They cost almost as much as a secondhand car.

Now I could almost taste it, the ice cream mixing with the sweet syrup on my tongue. The fruits, the nuts, the little brownie poked on top. I’d peered in the window so many times and studied the menu so I knew exactly what I’d order. 

I salivated just thinking about it. Well actually, I drooled, like a big, drooly dog. Finally, that parfait would be mine.

“All you have to do is tutor Ren Worthington.”

Bam. 

My delicious dream disappeared, leaving a parfait-shaped hole in my heart. It’d been true love, a pure love. A sweet, sweet love. Now I had nothing.

“Nope. No way. Forget it.”

“Any girl in this school would give their right arm to get that close to him.”

“So ask them. You could have a whole room full of right arms. They’ll be happy, and I’ll be happy to stay well away from him.” 

I got up from the desk and grabbed my bag. Conversation over.

“Not so fast, Cherry. You obviously have some kind of issue with Ren.”

He gave me one of those teacher smiles. The “you can trust me” smile. I stopped falling for that bullshit at eight-years-old. I’d tell him all my issues and he’d tell me that Ren wasn’t so bad and I should get to know him.

“Come on, why Ren? Why me? You know I’m not even that good a fighter. Get one of the guys to do it. Mark, he’d be fantastic.”

As much as Mark annoyed me, I couldn’t deny his fighting skills. He had the blood lust and the muscles. I had nothing really except the ability to hide myself. I’m not sure how that would help Ren.

Mr. Norton laughed. “You’ve been picked for a reason.  What would people think if Mark started tutoring Ren? His marks are worse than Ren’s ever could be. You’re the only one in this group who’d make a believable tutor. And tutoring is the only way we can get a hunter close to Ren.”

“See, the whole “close to Ren” thing is what I have problems with. And I’m not the body guard type.”

Mr. Norton pursed his lips. “You wouldn’t be a body guard as such. You probably wouldn’t even need to fight. If there’s any real danger, we’d get the others to intervene.”

I shrugged my shoulders to adjust the weight of my backpack.

“Like a canary?”

“Canary?”

“The canaries they send down mines to test for gas. If the canary dies, it’s not safe.”

“You won’t die, if that’s what worries you. It’d be more like an early warning system.” Mr. Norton’s smiled in a way that was meant to soften the deal. “It’s only for a few weeks, and I know you need the cash.”

True facts. But I’d been poor all my life and I could be poor a while longer.

I crossed my arms. “That’s a few weeks too many. Ren is tied up in this and maybe he’s threatening himself to take the heat off.”

“He’s in danger.”

“Is he at more risk than any other student?”

“Cherry.” Mr. Norton moved closer to me. “Sometimes you can be naive about how the world works. Ren is an extremely valuable member of this school. We can’t have him harmed or missing.”

I pushed myself off the desk. My brain told me to shut up. Smile and nod. Stay under the radar. I didn’t have to agree but I could quietly refuse. 

Sometimes my mouth didn’t listen to my brain. 

“That’s bullshit. You’re saying Ren’s life is more valuable than anyone else’s?  Ren is a worthless dirt bag. He’ll be first against the wall when the revolution comes. I’ll never protect Ren Worthington. Never. If someone comes for him, I’ll throw him under the bus myself.”

I walked to the door.

“Cherry, wait.” 

I wanted to keep walking but I paused. “What? Nothing you say will convince me.”

“You hate Ren. I get that. But if you want to prove he’s guilty of whatever you think he’s done, the best way to do that is to get close to him.”

Sneaky. Very sneaky.

I considered it for a full minute then shook my head. I knew the system. Even if I cut Ren down, someone else would take his place. Oscar or Blake, maybe. Or some dark horse just waiting for the opportunity. The system never changed.

Whatever. I shrugged and left the room.
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I walked back to my dorm turning the weird events of the day over in my mind. I still had a ton of study to get through before dinner but I also wanted to talk to Lucas

“Hello.” Britney’s head popped over the side of the bunk above mine.

I jumped. No one ever slept on the top bunks if they could help it. These bunks were shoddy as hell.

Being the cheapest option in the school, our dorm room stayed half empty. Even though it was an eight-person dorm, it’d pretty much been just myself on this side of the room and Polly and Eri on the other. They spent most of their time in the common room so I rarely saw them.

“There’s a spare bottom bunk.” I pointed to the bed next to mine.

“I like it up here.” Britney swung off the bunk like an elite athlete.

“Ah, yeah, well it’s like this. I’m kind of uncomfortable with you sleeping above me. These bunks aren’t real sturdy and if you move in your sleep or something then...” rather than explain, I wriggled the pole nearest me making the entire bunk wobble and creak.

“Right,” Britney said. She grabbed her stuff and moved to the other bunk, staying on the top bed.

That meant she could see me when I slept, which freaked me out so much that I’d need to scrounge a blanket to make a curtain or I’d never get a wink of sleep. People watching me sleep freaked me out.

Still, I guess she had to sleep somewhere.

Britney hooked her arm through mine. “Let’s go.”

“Go?”

“Go meet people. Hang out, that kind of thing.”

She wanted to hang out with people? On purpose? That went against everything I stood for.

“I don’t hang out. My plans involve staying here, studying until dinner time, then coming back for more study.”

I didn’t want to tell her about meeting with Lucas because I didn’t know her well enough to start blurting out secrets.

“That sounds like no fun at all.” Britney pouted. “I’m not going to meet any cute guys here in the dorm. I’ll see you later.”

She actually flicked her hair before heading off to the common room. I thought of calling her back and warning her, but why put fear into her? She might make friends. She had the good looks and the perky personality to cut through their walls.

Not that I was ugly, well I didn’t think so, no matter how many times I’d been called it. People who called me ugly always had something to gain.  Just that Britney had non-threatening good looks while I had a whole goth vibe going on. Unless I could be bothered tying it back, a curtain of black hair hung in my face and apparently, I snarled a lot.

Once she’d gone, I jumped up and headed to meet Lucas in the stairwell, our usual hangout spot. No one else bothered with the back stairs when there was an elevator and a grand staircase.

“I’m going to kill you.” Lucas leaned on the window sill, scowling at me. “Making me show Britney to the dorm.”

“You needed a push.” I tried not to grin. “Don’t tell me. You couldn’t even say a word to her when you got her alone.”

Lucas blushed. I sat beside him and put my arm around him. “It’s not so hard, you know. Just talk to her like you talk to any other person instead of building things up in your mind.”

He shrugged and asked me what Norton wanted. Nice change of subject but I wouldn’t push it, not now anyway.

“He wants me to tutor Ren.” I didn’t mention the threats on Ren’s life part because I’m pretty sure that’s the bit he wanted on the down low. “Can you believe it?”

Lucas double over, chuckling. “You? You’d kill him.”

Yeah, I would. Or even worse, he’d kill me.

Before I could get into the details of my plan, alarms beeped on both our watches. We stared at each other. Those alarms only went off for an attack. A demon attack.

“It’s another drill, right?” I stared at the red blinking light.

“Even if it is, we’d better rush. It’s so like Norton to have a drill just before dinner, but then it could be for real this time.”

***
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WE RUSHED TO THE SCHOLARSHIP room, to the designated meeting spot. The others stood around waiting, so it was a drill.

“This is not a drill,” Mr. Norton said, but then he always said that. “I mean it this time. The school is being attacked. Are you ready to fight?”

Mark whooped and punched his fist in the air. I hung at the back, hoping no one would notice me. It wasn’t that I hated drills... well, yeah, it was. Drills involved a lot of things I hated — physical activity, getting dirty and pain. I really hated pain.

“Stick with me,” Lucas said.

Even though Lucas’ powers were strongest on the full moon, he could shift at any time. Yeah, I’d stick with him. Having a wolf beside me made this a whole heap less scary.

“We’re heading out to the woods,” Mr. Norton said. “We’re not sure exactly what’s out there but we think it’s vampires.”

Great. Adding the threat of having my blood drained to the other risks didn’t make this any more enticing. Even though I knew hunting was the entire reason for me being at this school, I wasn’t the killer type. 

Mr. Norton went through tactics. Mark and Tarragon to lead the attack, Seth to keep to the treetops with wood tipped arrows, Lucas and I at the rear.

“Britney? Where’s Britney?” His head spun looking for her.

She ran along the hallway, her hair flying around her like a halo and her feet barely touching the floor. “Sorry I’m late. I got chatting and I forgot what this watch alarm meant. Nothing serious, I hope.”

“That’s fine.”

What? Mr. Norton said that? If it’d been me, I’d have black marks and a lecture. Sure, it was Britney’s first day, but to let her off that lightly seemed out of character.

His talkie-walkie buzzed and he spoke into it. All coded stuff like Charlie foxtrot over and out. 

“The student body has been contained,” he said. “Time to head out.”

He handed us weapons; stakes and knives. The sorts of things we couldn’t just carry on us during the normal school day. I shoved the stake in the waist band of my skirt and then yelped. 

“The stake hurt you?” Lucas looked at me expectantly.

“Splinter. Right in my soft belly flesh.”

Then I gave him my “not a vampire” glare.

Mark, Tarragon and Seth pulled up the mat in the middle of the room. A cleverly disguised trap door lead to passages under and through the school. You could get to the woods without being seen that way.

I never used those passages if I could help it. Full of spiders’ webs and darkness and dripping water.

Britney glanced from us to the trap door.

“We’ll go the normal way,” I explained.

Britney gave a regretful grin then took off after the others through the trap door. 

When we got to the woods, I grabbed Lucas’ hand. He’d pull away if he wanted to shift but until then, I needed the reassurance. I hated the woods at the best of times. I hated outdoors, except maybe a nice park where I could curl up and read, with a gentle breeze blowing and an ice cream truck nearby. That kind of outdoors worked for me, not dark woods with tree roots to trip on and horrible spider-filled branches and vampires.

“It’s okay,” Lucas said. “Nothing is going to harm you.”

“Yeah, tell that to Farran. Maybe vampires got him. Maybe he became a vamp buffet. Or maybe he got turned and he’s the one out there.”

Ahead of us, Mark crashed through the undergrowth. We knew it was Mark without needing to see him. Stealth wasn’t Mark’s strong point. He loved brute force, the bruter, the better.

I didn’t mind. The vampires would know we were coming and maybe run away way before we reached them.

As the distance between us increased, his crashing faded. I could no longer hear anyone but Lucas beside me, his heartbeat slow and steady. And some owls hooting and the wind blowing through the leaves. 

“What’s our plan?” Lucas asked. 

“Hang back and let Mark and Tarragon get the glory.” He needed to ask?

Disappointment flickered over Lucas’ face. Was this enough for him, always hanging back with me? There had to be a part that wanted to run free and hunt. The wolf part. 

The rustling of the leaves around us got louder. I reached for Lucas, holding tight to his arm. He clung to me just as hard.

“Shift,” I whispered.

“I’m trying,” Lucas hissed back.

Lucas had an issue. In training, he shifted just fine but, under pressure, he sometimes got stuck. The more he tried to force it, the more flustered he became and the harder it become for him to fully wolf up.

His face elongated and his ears turned fluffy.

“Nice work. Keep going.”

The rustling around us got louder. Then something dropped from the trees.

I screamed and ran. No freaky tree monster would get me today.

Footsteps pounded down the path behind me. I pushed my legs faster and pumped my arms. My lungs burned and I was pretty sure I would throw up very soon.

A good hunter would stay and fight. I wasn’t a good hunter. 

I glanced over my shoulder, wanting to know what chased me. 

The ground smashed into my face as pain shot up my leg. Damn it, I’d tripped.

Something landed on me, hot breath on my neck. I screamed, sure I’d die. 

“Drill’s over.” Mark climbed off me.

“Jerk.” I punched him in the chest. “Bollocky jerk.”

Lucas caught up with us, in human form but still with furry ears.

“Trust Mr. Norton to have us running around the woods until after dinner. All the good food will be gone now. We’ll just have the dried-out meatloaf ends.” Lucas walked with me back to the scholarship room.

“I kind of like dried-out meatloaf ends.” We got to the room as the others arrived. “Hey, Mr. Norton, a fast debriefing is a good debriefing.”

My rumbling stomach reinforced my words.

I didn’t like the look on Mr. Norton’s face when he turned to me. “You’re the weakest link here, Cherry. You ran.”

“I thought I was going to get killed.”

“You need intensive training.”

Hell no, I didn’t. “It’s not my fault I’m crap at this kind of thing.”

He walked over and put his hands on my shoulders. “It’s not just the paranormal thing. Your physical skills are appalling. You couldn’t even run away properly.”

I half expected him to tell me to drop and give him fifty but he moved on to talk to the others. I thought that’d be the end of it, until he handed me a training schedule for the next week. A schedule that would see me dead. 

“Can human beings actually train every day?” I asked him. “I heard you need a recovery day in between.”

“You have Saturday off. That’s your rest day. You don’t seem to understand. Your scholarship here relies on you having specific skills. Skills that help the school. You get five black marks for this. And Lucas, you need to work on shifting. That wasn’t anywhere near adequate.”

“I hate him,” I muttered to Lucas as we walked off. “He’s doing this because I refused to tutor Ren.”

It’d take more than an intensive training schedule to make spending time with Ren appealing. Much more.
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I’d planned to have a Saturday sleep in. It’d been a grueling week of training, like on those weight loss reality show boot camps. One of my foster mothers loved those shows. She’d eat two boxes of donuts while yelling at the contestants to work harder. I didn’t judge her for that, I just wished she’d shared the donuts.

Already, I’d improved. I moved fast and fought harder. But I’d only become a better human fighter. No latent paranormal skills revealed themselves. 

A whole day off. I had to catch up on study and do boring stuff like laundry but, right now, I wanted to rest my weary body to the limits of my resting ability.

Until Britney ripped the curtains open. I screamed as sunlight flooded the room. If Lucas heard that, it’d add fuel to his vampire theory.

I put my arm over my eyes. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Rise and shine,” Britney chirped. She sat on my bed. “I need to go shopping today and I thought you’d like to come along.”

I turned to face the wall and groaned. “I don’t shop.”

I didn’t do girlie friend bonding either and right now, I didn’t do awake.

“You need new clothes.”

“I can’t afford new clothes.” 

Surely Britney understood that. She was on a scholarship, too. Of course, even the other scholarship students weren’t as poor as me. Most of them had families who sent them an allowance. They might shop at chain stores instead of the high-end boutiques but they could afford new clothes. 

“But you live in that ratty old hoodie with the chewed sleeves.”

“Hey, that’s my favorite hoodie.”

Britney sighed. “And I need to go to Maximus cafe. I just found out about their parfaits.”

I turned slightly to face her. “I definitely can’t afford super expensive parfaits.”

“That’s okay.” Her smile beamed brighter than the sun. “I’ll pay.”

I raised myself on my elbows. “You don’t understand. When I say super expensive, I mean it. Like a week’s wages for a normal person. The chocolate in the sauce is like handmade by nuns in some far-flung convent and the berries are hand tended or some crap. You probably don’t want to blow your whole semester’s allowance on one parfait. Well, two parfaits, since I assume you’ll want to eat one too.”

“It’s fine.” She smiled again. “My family give me a generous allowance. We aren’t exactly poor.”

“But you’re on a scholarship?”

“Cherry.” She picked up my hand and patted it. I pulled it away. I’m not a toucher. “I’m not on a scholarship because I need to be. My family want me to have the extra training that a scholarship at Edgewater provides. It’s much more valuable than the teaching at some crappy supernatural academy and I get to live with real humans.”

I sat up and rubbed my eyes. Her talking made my head swim. There were supernatural academies? And people took scholarships even though their parents were rich? I couldn’t figure this out.

“Supernatural academies? You mean like Hogwarts? Why are you here when you could be at Hogwarts?”

Britney sighed. “Those places are nothing like Hogwarts. They’re exactly like here, except the rich kids are even snootier. It’s not like they play Quidditch or have fun adventures. Now. Come on. Parfaits, Cherry. Parfaits.”

I rolled over, my body aching. “I can’t.”

“I know what you’re thinking,” she said. “You don’t want to take charity, but I’ve never understood that. People think Robin Hood is a hero for robbing the rich to give to the poor, but I’m rich and I want to give to the poor without any nasty stealing.”

“No, you’re wrong. I’m totally fine with charity. Robin Hood me as much as you like. But surely you have other friends to go with.”

Britney hung out in the common room every night. Well, I figured she did since she wasn’t around, but then Lucas and I had been training most of the time. 

The way Britney’s lips quivered suggested things hadn’t gone so well for her. Damn it. Now I felt sorry for her, and usually that didn’t end well for me.

“Okay. I’ll go... wait. Is this one of those fae things?”

Her eyes widened and that innocence really kicked in my suspicions. 

“What fae things?”

“Don’t act dumb with me. You offer me food and drink then I have a debt of obligation to pay back.”

She laughed, a sound that tinkled in the air. “Nope. You’re giving up your valuable time to be with me. You could be studying or having fun with Lucas doing whatever you do instead.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Shake on it.”

She shook and I jumped out of bed. Finally, I’d get one of those parfaits in my belly.

The two of us walked to town. I wondered if I should’ve asked Lucas along then remembered he had plans with Seth, learning to use a bow and arrow. And anyway, shopping and eating parfaits weren’t his thing.

“It’s such a nice day.” Britney practically skipped down the road.

“I noticed, when you sprung it upon me this morning.” I pulled my hat down tighter over my eyes and adjusted my sunglasses. I did not like the sun. In a totally human, non-vampire kind of way. 

Edgewater Village was about twenty minutes’ walk from the school. For a small place, it had a heap of designer boutiques. I guess having rich kids with money to burn made that super profitable. Like the school, the village had protections around it that most people didn’t know about.

I lingered around stores while Britney shopped. We even got free cups of tea in one fancy place. I made the most of that.

I’d never enjoyed clothes shopping but mostly she held things up in front of her and I told her they looked fabulous. Which wasn’t a lie. Everything looked fabulous on Britney.

“What about this one?” She held out black dress with cherries on it. It was much more vintage looking than most of the things in the store and not her usual style.

“It’s great,” I said without much enthusiasm. I’d lost my will to shop about a hundred outfits ago.

“Not for me, silly. For you. Cherries for Cherry, it’s made for you.”

“Ah, Britney, here’s the thing. Buying me food is fine but...” I shook my head. “Clothes are a whole other matter. I’m really not comfortable with it. Anyway, I’m not sure that dress will fit me.”

Seriously, I’d only known her a few days and anything in this store would be so out of my price range, it’d be a joke. Also, that strappy dress showed a lot of arm and shoulder flesh. Not to mention cleavage. That went totally against my under the radar mantra. 

Britney held the dress up and then looked at me. “It will totally fit you. I have an instinct for these kinds of things.”

I took it off her and checked the size tag. “It’s about three sizes smaller than anything I wear.”

“Because you normally wear clothes that are three sizes too big for you.”

I liked wearing baggy clothes. Even the clothes I recycled from the lost and found box were mostly guy clothes.

“I don’t want to break it. Then I’ll have to pay for it.”

“Just try it on. Trying on stuff won’t kill you. And when I’ve seen you in it, we’ll go get parfaits.”

That sounded like bribery to me, and bribery that suited me fine.

I ducked in the changing room and hung the dress on a hook. Then I stroked the fabric. Rich people clothes felt different to anything I’d ever worn. I never knew fabric could feel so lovely. I put my face closer to the dress. It smelled better than anything I ever owned, too.

Stripping out of my oversized t-shirt and stretch jeans, I tried not to look at my washed-out underwear in the mirror. 

When I put the dress on, it fit so tight that I removed my bra. There was enough going on to hold up the girls without it and I wouldn’t have dingy bra straps showing.

Yikes. It made me look like boob city. Everything hoisted up and squished together. I did not like flaunting my boobs.

I poked my head around the dressing room door.

“Ah, I’m not sure about this...”

“Come out strutting. You own the dress. Well, figuratively.”

Yeah, there was no being a shrinking violet in this dress, that’s for sure. I dug around in the bottom of my backpack. There was a tube of lipstick in there somewhere. The only makeup I owned, well it’d been an unopened tube left behind in one of the rooms, and I’d never had an occasion to use it. I smeared it on my lips then I took my hair out of the elastic, letting it flow onto my shoulders. It might only be for a minute or two but I wanted the illusion that my lifestyle supported a dress like this.

When I stepped out of the change room, Britney clapped and cheered. 

I paraded down the aisle of the store.

“Twirl,” she called.

Twirl I did. The skirt of the dress floated up around me. Then I stopped and giggled, flicking my hair. Being a girlie girl could be fun sometimes.

Until... holy shit. I saw him. 

Ren Worthington, standing on the other side of the store, watching me with that smirk on his face. Creep. That smirk judged me. It said I shouldn’t even be trying this dress on. 

I’d given him all the bullying ammunition he needed. Stupid poor girl thinking she could wear a designer dress. Not to mention flashing my boobs around. He’d be calling me a future stripper now.

I rushed into the change room and pulled the dress off. I had to get out of this store. Stat. 

When I got changed, I grabbed Britney. “Let’s get to the cafe.”

“Not before I pay for this stuff.” 

With the pile of clothes in her basket, we’d be here forever. 

“I’ll wait for you outside the cafe then. I’m getting a headache. I need fresh air.” With that, I rushed outside. I went into the bookstore near the cafe. That’s one place Ren wouldn’t go and I could watch out for Britney.

By the time she turned up at the cafe, my heart rate had gone back to normal and my cheeks stopped burning. Why the hell had he been in that store? Sure, they sold guys’ clothes as well but still...

“What are you having?” Britney handed me the menu but I didn’t need it.

“The chocolate raspberry parfait.” 

Just the thought of all that goodness cleared my mind. Who needed meditation when you had parfaits?

“You’ve been here before?”

I shook my head but didn’t tell her about pressing my nose to the window, just trying to imagine what the parfaits tasted like.

When the desserts arrived, they were more heavenly than I’d ever imagined. The chocolate layers weren’t sweet but a dark, bitter chocolate that matched perfectly with the tartness of the raspberries. In between, tiny meringue chips accentuated the fluffy cream, adding a buzz of sweetness. The world faded away, to nothing but my taste buds and that parfait. A match made in heaven.

I only looked up when a flash of light alerted me that Britney had taken a photo. 

“I need it for my Instagram. You look so happy.”

“Students aren’t allowed to use social media. You know that.”

One of the rules of Edgewater Academy. If students posted photos on social media, the secret location of the school could be found out, and that would compromise security. 

“A stupid rule.” Britney giggled. “But I guess I should stay out of trouble. Do you want a bite of my salted caramel?”

Hell yeah I did.

I never wanted to finish my parfait. I scrapped my spoon along the sides of the glass until there wasn’t a drop remaining.

“We can come back another time.”

We could? I’d come back every night in my dreams.

The two of us walked back to the school the long way and Britney told me stories about her boyfriends at her old school. 

“Edgewater has the best guys,” she said. “Everyone knows that.”

“Have you made friends?” That didn’t sound right. I guess Britney and I could be classed as friends. “Other friends, I mean.”

Her head drooped.

“Don’t feel bad. There are some snotty bitches in this place.”

“I’ve tried, and normally I made friends easily but every time I go to the common room, everyone ignores me.”

I’d spent so much time around guys, I didn’t know what to say. Punching her in the stomach wasn’t a girl thing, right?

“Probably jealous because you’re so much prettier than them.” That sounded like the kind of thing girls said to their friends to make them feel better. Maybe I was better at this friend thing than I thought. 

Britney smiled. It worked.

“True. Most of those girls are a bit... meh. Like they all want to look and dress the same.”

That was true.

“So, Cherry, since we’re friends, spill it. You’ve got to have someone you like.”

I shook my head. I didn’t have time to think about romance.

“Come on. Friends tell friends secrets. Like... umm... Lucas?”

“Hardly.” I shook my head vigorously. “He’s like a brother, or a pet.”

She didn’t look up but she smiled as though she wanted to hear that.

“What about Oscar?” I needed to find out her feelings about him if I was going to encourage Lucas to make a move. I didn’t want him getting hurt.

She shook her head. “He looks cute but he’s such a jerk. You only have to talk to him for like two minutes to figure that out. So, if it’s not Lucas, who do you like? There must be someone.”

There was one thing, not a romance not even close to it, but something I hadn’t told anyone. Not because it was a dark secret but because I’d never had a girl friend before. I didn’t think Lucas would care and, if I told him he’d laugh at me.

“There is something...”

Britney looked up. “Yeah?”

“It’s stupid and even worth mentioning. But when I was a kid, when my parents were alive, there was a boy. I told you this was stupid, we were little kids. But one of the few things I remember is my parents saying we were promised to each other. I guess parents say that kind of thing if their friends have kids around the same age.”

Britney’s eyes widened. “It’s not stupid. It’s a promise. For humans, that might mean nothing but your parents must’ve been paranormal. A promise like that means something. Have you ever looked for him?”

“They died when I was five-years-old. I got thrown into a bunch of orphanages and foster care. I don’t even remember what he looked like or who his parents were. Finding a needle in a hay stack would be easier.”

Britney put her head to the side, studying me.

“You’ll find him,” she said. “Promises like that hold a lot of weight. When the time is right, he’ll turn up.”

But Britney would say that. I’d known her well enough to realize she was a hopeless romantic. I guess if anyone was going to believe in fairy tales, it’d be a fae.
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We reached the fork in the road back to school and we could either take the usual road or a path going through the woods. 

“Let’s go back the long way. There are a few plants growing in this area I want to check out.”

I didn’t mind the woods during the day and I was in no hurry to get back. Britney stopped a few times to investigate flowers, telling me all about their special properties. 

“How do you know all this?” I asked, my mind boggling with the information.

“I’ve been learning since... well as long as I can remember. My mother took me into the woods to gather plants ever since I could walk.”

Intense envy burned through me. Britney might be prettier than me, she might be more popular and she was definitely richer. I didn’t care about any of that stuff, but the way she lit up when she talked about her family was something I’d never have.

“Can you hear something?” she asked.

We both stood for a moment, listening, but heard nothing. Still, as we walked along the secluded path, I had a prickling at the back of my neck.

We turned a corner and the school came into view, taking my breath away. On a sunny day like this, Edgewater looked so impressive. Most of the time I took the place for granted, moaning about the lack of heating and the huge distances between classes. It wasn’t like I had time to sit around gazing at the majestic facade. The stone building on top of the rise seemed more like a castle than a school with the two stone towers at the front of the school reflected in the moat. 

A scrambling noise behind us made us both spin around.

“Probably some animal.” Britney grinned. “We’re a bit jumpy.”

I grinned back, hoping it wasn’t some dangerous kind of animal.

“You’re not wrong, especially after that drill the other night. I thought I was going to die.”

“The drills are an important part of our training.” She would say that, since she’d done brilliantly. 

A gatehouse marked the edge of the school grounds. Back in the olden days, this had been the main road into the school. Way, way back before cars and stuff.  The gatehouse stood neglected now that we had a fancy paved road and high-tech security. It’d have been a lonely job way down here, far from the main building.  I guess the guard could’ve bought a book with him. There was a grate for a fire in the little house and room for a comfy chair. I’d explored it once when I first started at the school. Actually, sitting in a warm little house like that without having to talk to a soul sounded like my perfect job.

The scrambling behind us grew louder. I exchanged glances with Britney. She’d heard it too.

It wasn’t animals and very few students came this way. 

Nope. It was worse.

A scream died in my throat as Oscar and Blake rushed us.

They circled around us, trapping us near the gatehouse.

“Well, hello.” Oscar grinned as though he chatted to us every day. “Been shopping?”

Like that wasn’t obvious from the bags in Britney’s hands.

She giggled. “Just a few things.”

I tried to walk away, not wanting to talk to either of them but Blake blocked my way. 

“Look out.” I pushed him aside but he grabbed my wrists. 

“We just want be friendly. What are you rushing off for?”

The way he held me and his hot breath on my skin made me sick. Blood pounded in my ears and memories rose up inside me, memories that I needed to clamp down tight. I tried to slow down my breathing, to hold it together. Maybe, if I didn’t provoke him, we could get away.

I flashed him an apologetic smile. “I’m in a hurry. Got to study and stuff.”

He didn’t let go. 

Oscar had Britney backed up against the wall but she didn’t struggle. Did she still like Oscar? 

“Don’t worry about them. If they want to have a bit of fun, let them.”

“Let me go.” I gritted my teeth. If I punched Blake, all hell would break loose but I had to defend myself. The pounding in my ears got louder as his body pressed against mine. I wouldn’t let him touch me. No one touched me without my permission.

I stomped on his foot, hard, with the full force of my boots. He yelped and loosened his grip on my wrists so I twisted and broke free. Instinct urged me to run but I couldn’t. Not without Britney. 

I grabbed her hand, urging her to run with me back to school.

Except Oscar grabbed hold of her, his arm circling her waist.

“Get off her,” I screamed, letting go of her hand. My vision turned black and my ears buzzed. 

I wanted to kill. That familiar pressure started in my temples, my ineffectual powers rising up inside me.

Blake knocked me so that I fell to the ground. I got up and rushed for him. I’d learned a trick or two in foster care, mostly about fighting dirty. I barreled into his side, knocking him down. 

Then I spun and smashed my fist into Oscar. Hard. 

He reeled, hollering in pain. 

He still hadn’t let go of Britney. She didn’t react. What was going on with her? She stared into the middle distance, her eyes vacant.

Meanwhile, Blake got to his feet. I might be able to fight but I couldn’t take on both of them. I needed Britney to run or fight, not just stand there.

The buzzing in my ears became so loud, I covered my head. Except it wasn’t just me. Oscar and Blake covered their ears too. The air around us turned black. Bees. A huge swarm of them.

I ducked covering my head, muttering curses under my breath. I’d die here, one way or the other. Stung to death by bees.

Blake screamed. Oscar threw himself on the ground. The bees went straight for them, leaving Britney and I alone. 

She covered her mouth, giggling. 

Then she grabbed her shopping bags and the two of us ran.

“Did you do that?” I asked when we reached the school.

She nodded. “I’ve got a trick or two. But you were pretty cool.”

She held her hand up and stared at it, not sure what she intended 

“High five,” she said. 

I’d never high fived before but it seemed an okay thing to do. I grinned at Britney. It seemed we’d become friends.

***
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I RUSHED DOWN TO THE gym, hoping to get in an hour of training before dinner. Day off be screwed. I didn’t have time for rest, not with creeps like Oscar and Blake in this school. 

On my second round of sprints, my phone beeped. I knew better to check messages while on the treadmill but I’d hoped Lucas would join me for at least part of work out. 

Nothing from Lucas but a broadcast message from the school.

Farran has been found. Search called off. 

I stopped running. The treadmill didn’t. 

My legs flew out from under me. I grabbed the handrails, scrambling to get my footing. Hopefully no one had seen that. 

Ren had bullied him into leaving. Obviously. And he’d get away with it. No consequences whatsoever.

What the hell had he done to Farran?

I guess it was better that Farran left. Maybe he’d be safe from Ren’s torment. But why had he left his ring behind? 

I ran thought various theories as I finished my workout then showered. Nothing I could think of made sense.

When I got back to the dorm, a parcel sat on my bed. I eyed it suspiciously. There was no name attached, nothing to identify it.

I poked it and I shook it. It seemed harmless. I made a little hole in the paper and nothing happened. I picked the hole to make it larger. 

Still safe. 

It didn’t blow up or emit weird smells or seem volatile. 

Finally, I opened the package enough to look inside. 

The cherry dress. 

I let it fall onto my bed.

No matter how cute that dress was, I could never wear it. Britney must’ve bought it for me when I’d told her not to. 

I put the dress back in the packaging and stored it in the drawer under my bed. Next time I went to town, I’d return it to the store. No point having an expensive dress go to waste. 
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The next morning, I planned to ask Lucas his thoughts on the dress thing. He might not be a girl but he had this whole human interaction thing down pat compared to me. Well, as long as it wasn’t human interaction with the opposite sex. When it came to that, we were both about as awkward as human beings could get.

I’d just grabbed a juice and croissant when Mr. Norton approached me.

“You need to come with me.”

“Can I finish my breakfast first?” My stomach rumbled as the waft of freshly toasted pastry hit it.

“No.”

Yikes. I wrapped the croissant in a napkin to eat on the way and gulped down my juice. This had better be important.

I trailed down the hallway behind him. My briskest pace couldn’t keep up with him and I had pretty long legs. 

All the stuffy old people in the paintings on the walls seemed to glare with disapproval as I stuffed food in my mouth. They had a point. I left a trail of crumbs behind me, like a modern-day Gretel. 

He kept walking past his office. Where the hell was this meeting?

As we hit the front part of the school, the carpet got nicer and the hallway warmer. Even the faces in the portraits seemed friendlier and the wood paneling looked richer. This was the part of the school visitors and parents saw.

“Ah, Mr. Norton, where are we going?”

“Principal’s office.”

I gulped, a lump of croissant sticking in my throat. Was I going to be expelled or something even worse? I should not have hit Oscar. That’d been a big mistake.

We walked down the grand staircase and across the ornate entrance hall. I’d finished eating but crumbs fell off me onto the checkerboard tiles.

I’d been to Principal Murphy’s office once before. The day I got offered my scholarship.

That had been the strangest day of my life. Someone arrived at my foster home, saying they were from child protection and they had to take me. I assumed they were moving me to another foster home.

Then I got outside with them, taken one look at their car and almost bolted. People who work for child protection don’t drive fancy new cars. They drive beat up old Toyotas with paperwork and old coffee cups littering the floor. That suit he wore was mighty expensive and well-fitting too now I thought about it. 

“I don’t do this often but it’s an emergency,” he’d said.

I’d assumed he meant the fact that, while my mind screamed at me to run, my feet kept walking to his car. Back then, I’d thought he’d drugged me. Now I knew better. Mind control; it’s an extremely difficult skill to learn and difficult to maintain, but that’s what he’d used.

I wanted to throw up the entire time we were in his car. He drove though back roads and any identifying features seemed to get fuzzed up in my head as soon as I noticed them.

“Don’t worry. You’re perfectly safe,” he said. But then people would say that if you were being sold into something dodgy. “It’ll all be explained when you get there.”

Even though that dude dressed like a rich businessman, a few times when the arm of his jacket pulled back, I saw tattoos on his wrists. Tattoos that seemed like they’d go all the way up his arms. Not even regular tattoos but the kind of thing you see in movies about demons and Satan worshippers. 

When we’d driven up to Edgewater Academy, I tried to scramble out of my seat, out of the moving car. That place looked like a haunted mental asylum from some kind of creepy movie. The kind of place where I’d be strapped to a bed and probed.

At least I had control of my body again but even if I jumped out, we’d driven for hours and I had no idea where I was. It hit me then that no matter what happened to me, no one would care. No one would even know. Mrs. Potter assumed I’d gone back into the care system and if she kept getting her payments, she’d happily keep her mouth shut and accept them. If child protection noticed, they’d assume I’d ran away. They didn’t have the time to track down every street kid. I had no close friends, not a single person in this world who’d miss me or alert the people who should be alerted. 

“You’ve made a mistake.” My head throbbed with panic. “I don’t belong here.”

As we’d walked into the entrance hall, I rethought the mental asylum thing. This was no place for the poor. Random thoughts raced through my head. What did these people want with me? To be a guinea pig in weird experiments? To harness my internal organs? To sell me as a sex slave? 

The pounding in my head became shriller.

Then two girls dressed in fancy uniforms walked by. A school? Only then I noticed the banner with Edgewater Academy written across it. 

But why had that guy lied and then drugged me and forced me to come here?

“Any funny business and I’ll bust your balls.” I’d followed him down the hallway, not having many other options.

The man laughed. “You are being offered a scholarship.”

That made no sense to me. People didn’t kidnap you to give a scholarship to a fancy school. Surely you had to apply first then jump through a bunch of hoops. And seriously, he couldn’t have told me that in the car?

“That sounds fishy as hell.”

“It’s complicated.”

We’d gone into Principal Murphy’s office and I got made the offer.

My life had changed that day. No matter how difficult Edgewater Academy could be, it was a vast improvement over what had gone before. As a student here, if I studied and kept my nose clean, I had a future. 

My stomach clenched to think that future could end today.

Mr. Norton knocked on the principal’s door, then entered without waiting for an answer. I brushed the pastry flakes from my sweatshirt and plastered on a smile. 

That smile soon dropped when I entered. 

Principal Murphy sat behind his desk. He seemed to aim for a welcoming smile but it seemed slightly off. He sat behind a giant desk surrounded by bookcases. Ugly knickknacks covered his desk, award plaques, sports trophies and those things of things that probably impress rich parents. One particular ugly trophy took pride of place in the center of the desk, probably solid silver but all pointy and weird.

The only comforting thing about this room was the bookish smell.

An older man sat in a visitor’s chair, waves of richness wafting off him. He ignored me and kept reading his newspaper. Something about the way he sat and the expensive suit screamed he was no regular rich dude. He was the kind of rich dude who owned entire countries, and exploited the people for his own amusement, and that he could kill you without anyone blinking an eye. Evil rich, the worst kind.

He folded his paper and looked up.

When I saw his face, I wanted to flee. This guy was beyond evil rich. He had the cold, dead eyes of Ren Worthington.

No matter what happened today, I was screwed.
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“I’m not tutoring Ren Worthington.” I spun to face the rich dude. “Sorry, don’t want to bad mouth your son or anything but I’m just really busy.”

That dude had eyes like lasers and he wasn’t used to people saying no but, from the time I’d walked into this office, my blood boiled. They’d assumed I’d jump at the chance to get some one-on-time with Ren and a bit of extra cash. Like Oscar had said, us scholarship kids would do anything for cash. That’s how they thought of us.

It didn’t take a lot to work out where Ren got his bullying attitude from. The guy didn’t say anything, barely glanced at me even, but he didn’t need to. Principal Murphy did all his dirty work for him.

“You don’t seem to understand, Cherry.” Principal Murphy got up from behind his desk. “You don’t have a choice. You assaulted another student. Normally, you’d be asked to leave the academy.”

They’d pulled out the last weapon in their arsenal. Tutor Ren and I’d be let off for punching Oscar, otherwise I’d be out on my butt.

“He and his buddy assaulted us.” I jumped up and slammed my hand on the desk. “Are you going to do anything about that? Sexual assault should never be taken lightly.”

The principal stood awkwardly, his arms out as though he was going to touch me, maybe force me back in my seat, but then he thought better of it. 

“Come now, I think you’re getting a little bit overexcited.” He sat on the side of his desk as though that’s what he’d intended all along. “Oscar is a good student. You probably misunderstood his intentions or it was flirting gone too far. I’m not even sure why you and Britney came in that way instead of sticking to the main road but boys will be boys.”

No.

No way.

He did not say that.

I gulped. I gulped hard, doing that thing where your mouth moves but you are so incredibly angry that the words get stuck in your throat and you only make a gurgling noise. 

The black vision and the pounding in my ears returned, as the thin veneer of nice student slid away. The voice in my head, the one that talked sense, told me to settle down. Every time I’d ignored that voice in the past, things got bad. Still, I ignored it.

Wrapping my hand around the ugly trophy on the desk, I sucked in my breath.

“What are you doing?” Principal Murphy backed away.

I didn’t know myself. All I knew was that he kept talking and I wanted him to stop. I wanted this all to stop.

Then Mr. Norton grabbed me, pinning my arms to my sides.

“I’ll talk to her alone,” he said, dragging me from the principal’s office. 

The whole time old Mr. Worthington hadn’t moved, hadn’t flinched, hadn’t said a word.

When we got out the door, Mr. Norton dropped his hold on me. “Cherry, what the hell were you doing in there?”

I took a few deep breaths. I’d screwed up, I’d really screwed up. Two years of staying under the radar and I’d flipped out in the principal’s office. No matter how much Principal Murphy deserved to be skewered on that trophy, I had to act nice.

“If you’d thrown that trophy, you know what would’ve happened.”

I knew. I’d already taken five hundred points off myself for my stupid lack of self-control but that didn’t help matters any.

I paced the corridor. Sunlight flooded through the huge windows overlooking the car park. Easy to pick out the Worthington car. Who knew they made cars that big?

“He’s a butthole. A big, fat, hairy butthole. With hemorrhoids.” I kicked the wall. That felt good so I kicked it again. “Oscar and Blake attacked us. I had no choice.”

“I believe you but you have to understand, whether you’re right or wrong, they’re using this as leverage.”

I stopped pacing and stared out the window. “It’s not fair.”

“It’s not.”

I inhaled. I hadn’t expected him to agree with me. I assumed he’d argue and try to make me out to be wrong.

“Cherry, you know life isn’t fair. You might despise Ren Worthington but you have to play the long game. You’re a smart girl. Get the free education and all the advantages while you can because otherwise, you’ll be back in foster care and fighting just to hold on. Use them to get what you want. You can be a victim or you can be a hero, but heroes need to make sacrifices and, right now, this is the sacrifice you need to make.”

Mr. Norton might be talking a heap of crap designed to get me to play right into their hands but he wasn’t wrong. It’d be nothing to them to chuck me out on the street right now. And I’d be literally on the street because no way would I go back into the foster system. 

I’d be homeless, jobless and struggling to live through each day. 

But I had my pride and going back in there would be like saying they were right, that Oscar and Blake had done nothing wrong.

I needed a sign. And instantly I got one. A freaky as all hell sign.

Warmth spread over my body, like a comforting hug. A familiar sensation but one I couldn’t place. I had no experience of comforting hugs.

I ran my hand over my hip. That warmth came from the mark I had there. It’d never done that before.

I tested it out.

Don’t agree, leave the school, I thought with all my might. The mark turned cold, so cold I shivered.

Agree to bodyguard Ren. The mark became warm and comforting again.

Don’t agree. Cold.

Agree. Warm.

I couldn’t let a birthmark make major life decisions for me but there was no doubt that mark was trying to tell me something. 

“That allowance still applies, right? They aren’t going to stiff me on that.”

“It does. I’m sure the money isn’t even a drop in the ocean for the Worthingtons. And you’ll get a private room. You’ll need to stay close to him.”

I didn’t want the private room. The elite floor was not a place where I’d stay under the radar. And Britney had really started to grow on me over the past few days. I’d miss her, even if she did do that sunlight thing. 

I wasn’t sure what this bodyguarding entailed. It seemed something I’d be crap at. Really crap.

“That rich dude doesn’t care too much about his son.” I laughed even though I was the punchline in the joke. “I mean, he obviously knows we have powers or he wouldn’t be asking, but does he know I have the worst powers in the history of paranormalling?”

“He’s gone out of his way to make sure you take on this job.”

Why me? I didn’t understand. I’m sure he had more important things to do than trying to make my life a living hell.

“That’s what I mean. If I wanted my son protected, and money was no object, I’d get any of the others on the case. Even Seth. Mark would be brilliant at it. Or Lucas, he has those wolf senses. What am I going to do? Send out a bat signal if Ren gets attacked? Big whoop. He could get a phone app to do that.”

Mr. Norton rubbed my arm. “Don’t underestimate yourself. Some people just take longer to grow into their powers.”

The warmth of the mark throbbed against my hip, as though saying stop piss farting around and agree to the deal already. My heart sunk. As soon as this had started, I knew how it’d end. You never win against people like the Worthingtons.

“Okay, I’ll do it. I’ll sell my soul to them. I’ll hate every minute of it but I’ll do it.”

“You won’t hate the pudding they have up there.”

“Wait... what? They get fancy puddings?”

Fancy puddings might not be adequate compensation for the hell my life would become, but they’d help ease the pain.

Mr. Norton flashed a smile then quickly ducked back in the office, so I wasn’t sure if he was kidding.

I walked meekly back into the office and apologized but I crossed my fingers behind my back so the lie didn’t count. Throwing that trophy would’ve much more satisfying but Mr. Norton had been right.

Principal Murphy opened his drawer and got out a heap of papers.

“What’s this?”  I eyed them warily.

“Contracts. Non-disclosure agreement. You’ll have access to Ren’s bedroom and we can’t have you telling tales.”

That made me wonder just exactly what Ren had in his room — a torture chamber, a bunch of porn or maybe a wall full of Justin Bieber posters?

I read through the papers carefully. I didn’t trust rich people and their contracts.

Mr. Worthington reopened his newspaper and kept reading as though none of this concerned him. I tried to get a good look at the man. 

Principal Murphy cleared his throat and pointed at a paragraph. “Cherry, you must’ve read this but it’s of particular note. Ren is not to find out about your powers or the deal is off. You’ll be out of the school and all the money will be paid back.”

I nodded. “I have a condition of my own. None of those boys, not Oscar or Blake and especially not Ren, will lay a hand on me. One touch and I’ll knock their lights out.”

Principal Murphy glared, not agreeing or disagreeing, but like he didn’t want to make that decision.

I wrote the condition into the contract, trying to keep my handwriting neat and official looking.

A strange sound made me spin to face Mr. Worthington, the kind of sound someone would make if they hadn’t laughed for a long time and had almost forgotten how.

“Trust me, girl, Ren will not lay a hand on you.” Mr. Worthington stood up, folding his newspaper. “As for those other two, take whatever measures you need. You look like you can look after yourself.”

He walked out of the office before I could ask what he meant. Why wouldn’t Ren lay a hand on me? Did he mean I was far too low-rent for his precious son or that Ren was gay? Damn it, I needed to know.

I signed the contracts and handed the pen back to the principal.

“I guess I’ll get back to class.”  I wanted to get out of here quick smart.

“It’s Sunday, remember.” Mr. Norton grinned. I bet he’d get big bonus points for convincing me to do this.

Principal Murphy handed me a swipe card to get upstairs and into my room. Seemed you can’t let just anyone into the elite section of the school. He also handed me another card.

“Do not lose that card. Don’t let it out of your sight.”

I turned it over in my hand, wondering what secret delights this card held the key to.

“It’s Ren’s door key. Only use it in dire emergencies.”

Yikes. I almost dropped the thing. The thought of going into Ren’s room made me vomit a little in my mouth.  

“Hey, it says Blackstone on these cards.” My fingers traced the embossed lettering on the top of the card.

“Yes, Angela’s family owns a security company. The best in the world.”

“Is it a smart idea to give Angela access to the whole school?”

Principal Murphy laughed. “I really doubt she has that. It’s her parents’ company and all above board.”

They probably gave the school a hefty discount, too.

Then the principal handed me a schedule of tutoring sessions. “It’d be nice if that boy’s marks improved while you protect him.”

I nodded, not sure how much smarts I could get into his thick head.

“Can I move tomorrow?” Tomorrow when everyone was in class and I could sneak in through the shadows.

“Today is fine. You’ll have the room next to Ren’s. Oscar already moved his stuff out.”

As if I wasn’t on Oscar’s shit list enough. And, wait, my room was next to Ren?

“The elite rooms are co-ed?” I hadn’t expected that.

“Since everyone has their own en-suite, we don’t feel the need to segregate. Of course, we monitor for after-hours movement but it’s not like we have a boys’ wing and a girls’ wing or any of that nonsense. If you need help, just ask one of the students. Angela should be around and she’s a lovely girl.”

That showed how much he knew. Angela Blackstone was about as nice as an enema.

I’d rate this decision as being worth five thousand points, but I wasn’t sure if I should add them or deduct them. All I knew is that this would not end well.
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“Come and visit sometime,” Lucas said.

“Make sure you write.” Britney’s eyes sparkled with tears.

I punched them both on the arms. “I’m only moving upstairs, not to a foreign country. We’ll still be in classes together, and have scholarship training and all that kind of thing. 

“I’m not even in classes with you,” Britney said. “But we’ll grow apart. You’ll get all high and mighty.”

I scoffed. More like I’d get kicked out of this school.

Even though I had next to no stuff, I’d taken the entire morning to pack. Anything to delay going upstairs. Despite what I’d said, it did seem like moving to a foreign country.

Everything I owned fitted in my backpack and a couple of shopping bags. I hauled the backpack on my shoulder.

“I guess I’m off.” I grimaced, hoping I’d survive upstairs.

“Oh, you forgot something.” Britney grabbed the cherry dress I’d left on her bed.

Lucas raised his eyebrows. I hadn’t had a chance to tell him about the dress yet. 

“Seriously, Britney, I’m grateful but I don’t need it. Take it back for a refund.”

She put her head to the side. “I didn’t buy it.”

“She’s telling the truth,” Lucas said. “I can smell it on her.”

“Well, that’s not gross at all,” I said. 

But, since Lucas had been acting kind of cool around Britney, I didn’t want to tease him too much. He actually managed to talk to her in full sentences.

I stuffed the dress in a bag. I’d deal with it later.

Waiting for the elevator, I almost turned and ran back to the dorm about three times. But I straightened my shoulders. I’d lived in complete hell holes so I could deal with this. I’d deal with it like a champion.

When the elevator doors opened at the top floor, I gazed around. I’d had horrible visions of the doors opening to a fancy common room with rich kids sitting around glaring at me, maybe throwing things and telling me to get out. But there was no common room, just a hallway stretching out with doors each side, like a fancy hotel. Then I flinched. Lights shone so brightly down that hallway. There were no shadows to hide in. I’d always be exposed. 

Well, unless some of those light bulbs “accidentally” got broken. 

There was something different about the air up here. Not only did it smell better but something else.

Heat. That’s what it was.

The upper floors had central heating. Already, I wanted to peel my hoodie off. This would be life changing. Like if I needed to pee in the middle of the night, I wouldn’t have to spend ages debating the horrors of the cold outside my bed versus the needs of my bladder. I wouldn’t have to sleep in three pairs of socks, either. I could walk dressed in a bikini, if I actually owned one.

I found my room and opened the door, gasping in shock. I’d expected it to be much like the dorms downstairs. They’d been the epitome of luxury when I arrived but jeez, this room... was the whole room just for me? I’d get lost.

This room didn’t have the luxurious rich smell of the rest of the floor, though. Before unpacking, I opened the window to get out the lingering traces of Oscar.

Oh my, the bed looked like a cloud of happiness. I pressed my nose to the sheets. Freshly made and thankfully no trace of Oscar there, just something faintly floral. 

Then I stroked the fabric. I’d heard about luxurious bed linen before but it’d just seemed like a total crock marketed to get money out of people. Now, I understood. I totally understood. 

“Hey bed, you and I are going to become best friends over the next few weeks.”

I put my books on the massive desk built along one wall then sat in the computer chair, twirling around. That was some high-quality chair. 

Oh my gosh, the television set was bigger than any I’d ever seen before. 

A door opened into my own private bathroom. En suite, Principal Murphy had said but that bathroom was no en suite. Not with a huge shower plus a bathtub. I picked up one of the jars sitting on the shelf and opened it. More delicious floral smells. I dipped my finger, wondering if it tasted as good as it smelled.

It didn’t.

My few meager clothes took up no room in the wardrobe. Other than my uniform, I owned two pairs of jeans, three t-shirts and a hoodie. I placed my trusty boots on the bottom shelf. Someone had left them behind when they moved out after graduation and Mr. Norton had passed them on to me. I had to give him that, he always looked out for me when it came to hand me downs. What kind of a wasteful idiot would just leave an expensive pair of biker boots behind anyway?

Then I got out that dress. I didn’t want to hang it up because that would make it seem like mine. Instead, I set it on the bookcase too.

I flopped myself on the bed, wallowing in the softness. I had ten minutes before I had to hunt Ren down for his tutoring session. That gave me plenty of time for a nap. I bet he wouldn’t even care if we skipped the tutoring altogether. I’m sure an hour together would be just as painful for him as it was for me. He had important bully work to do.

A knock interrupted me.

I opened the door to Ren. Huh?  Ten minutes early, what was with the enthusiasm?

“There’s a study room down the hallway.” He looked past me, into my room. “I figured you wouldn’t know that so I came to get you. But if you haven’t finished unpacking, I’ll return later.”

“Nope, this is pretty much everything I own.”

His eyes widened but he didn’t say a word. 

This new polite Ren shocked me. I’d play along but I wouldn’t let my guard down.

I followed him around the corner of the hallway, shocked at how much bigger this floor was than I’d initially thought. The hallway continued around a corner with a huge study room at the end. 

He opened the door and it blew my mind. To me, a study room meant a room with some tables and chairs, maybe study carousels. But this was like a bunch of private offices all glassed off from each other. Each room had computers, projectors, everything you could think of. Some things I wouldn’t even think of because I had no idea what they were.

And, in the middle of the offices, there was a chill out area with a bunch of comfy sofas and a coffee table topped with glossy magazines.

Ren walked over to a huge refrigerator. “You can help yourself to drinks and snacks, but don’t go nuts and hoard a ton of food in your room.”

“As if.” 

Damn, was he a mind reader? I’d intended to do exactly that. My time here was limited and I needed to make the most of these freebies. That fridge had a huge range of drinks. Not just regular sodas but freshly squeezed juices, smoothies, all kinds of fancy stuff. There seemed to be a bunch of snacks too but Ren blocked my view of them.

“I just figured that was what poor kids did when they got free food. I think I saw it in a movie. But hoarding food encourages vermin.”

“Hey, the vermin just moved out of my room.”

I covered my mouth. Wrong thing to say. Totally wrong thing. Even if Oscar was a total jerk, he and Ren were friends. But Ren’s mouth twitched as though he wanted to smile.

“Is there any fancy pudding in that fridge?” I’d asked as a joke but Ren pulled out a jar with a custardy pudding in it, one of those fancy hipster mason jars at that. Then he handed me a spoon.

“Don’t steal the spoon either. Oh crap, I didn’t mean that. Just forget I said it.”

I scowled, pushing down the things I wanted to say. Taking free food was one thing but I didn’t steal. Oh well, I wasn’t here to make friends. I just had to make sure he didn’t die.

“If you want something else, a latte or whatever, just let me know and I’ll order one up for you.”

“You can do that?” I carried my smoothie and pudding into one of the rooms. “Like room service? You don’t get anything like that down in the dorms.”

Ren threw his bag on the table, a fancy leather satchel with his initials embossed on the side. Nothing like my ratty old backpack. 

“Of course you don’t.” Ren got his books out. “How could they justify charging us thousands of dollars more unless they gave us extras?”

“Are these lattes included or do you like get a bill for them?” I didn’t want to order a bunch of stuff only to find out I’d accumulated a massive debt.

“I guess my father is paying for all this so just order what you want. It’s no biggie.”

For him maybe. 

“What about meals?”

“Most of us eat in the main dining room. But you know that. Surely you aren’t so oblivious to not notice other students.”

Yeah, what he really meant was that no one would not notice him. I got it. 

“But why would you when you could eat in your room, in private?”

Ren sighed and leaned his hands on the table, then looked up at me as though studying a strange bug.

“There’s this thing called social skills. You should try them out some time. Not everybody wants to hole up in their room. Anyway, the school likes me to be seen. It’s good for morale.”

I itched to call him out on that totally egoistical comment but, to be fair, he wasn’t wrong. Most of the girls in this school were more interested in a glimpse of Ren than their food.

“Before we start, give me your phone number.” Ren picked up his phone. “I might need it if I have to change tutoring times or something.”

“Ah, yeah, that might be difficult but I can give you my email address.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Why email?”

Did I have to explain this to him? I guess I did since he couldn’t take a hint. 

“I don’t have a phone plan. I just use the school Wi-Fi.” I got out my phone to add his email address. “You can Skype me if you really need to get in touch, or use a messenger app.”

He lifted my phone out of my hands. “I know this phone. It used to belong to that Polly chick. She always has cat stickers on things.”

I bet Polly would squeal if she found out Ren knew that much about her.

“Yeah, she gave it to me when she upgraded.” 

I didn’t want to have this conversation. I’d been given three iPhones when the new model came out. I’d sold two on eBay. It blew my mind that people could just chuck out an old phone when you could get hundreds of dollars for it. I got myself a sweet Sonic the Hedgehog t-shirt and a bunch of brand-new underwear, because that’s something I couldn’t scrounge from other students. Even I drew the line somewhere.

I grabbed Ren’s latest test paper from his pile of papers and checked out his mark. “Wow, you really do need a tutor.” 

He snatched it back off me. “You’re here to tutor, not judge.”

“Give it back,” I said. “I have to know where to start. And if you don’t want people to judge, try getting a passing score at least.”

I expected an angry comeback or a glaring look at least but Ren picked up one of the texts and flipped through it, ignoring me. Maybe his bad marks weren’t caused by laziness or arrogance. Maybe he had learning difficulties.

I took some notes. I might be doing this under sufferance but that didn’t mean I’d do a half-assed job. I hated failing.

“Okay, I’ve made a list of your strengths and weaknesses.” I pushed the paper toward him.

“Which side is ‘I hate math’ on?”

“No side, because whether you hate it or love it doesn’t matter, you need to pass. I’m not even sure how you got this far without having to repeat.”

He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table, and locking me in his gaze. I didn’t like how that gaze warmed my body, like laser beams boring into my skin. The intensity of his gaze was not natural. 

“Because my father paid good money for teachers to pass me.”

I gasped. You could do that? But that was just wrong.

“Well, rich boy, your father is sick of footing the bill for his slacker son so listen up.”

He laughed. “Okay, poor girl, tutor away.”

That didn’t annoy me as much as it should. Maybe because he’d lost the snarly attitude, maybe because there was something about the way he drawled out the words ‘paaaaw guuurl’ that hit me right in the belly, and not in a wanting to throw up kind of way. 

Anyway, it wasn’t untrue. I most definitely was a poor girl. I had no shame in that.

I talked him through one of the exercises in the text, confirming he understood each step. Then I marked some of the similar exercises do him to do on his own. 

I sipped my smoothie, waiting for him to complete the work. When he concentrated, Ren’s tongue poked out the corner of his mouth. He looked so goofy that I had to keep shouting in my head, “Ren is evil”. I wouldn’t get sucked in, I wouldn’t be one of those losers sitting around arguing over Ren’s most attractive feature. 

As well as Farran, he’d forced other three students to drop out of school last year. Although, thinking back, he hadn’t actually done anything. Well, at least one had been beaten up by Oscar. Using minions only made him more evil.

He slid the notebook across the table. “Done.”

I got out my red pen. While I did, he stretched his arm across the table, resting his head on it. He peered up at me through his ridiculously long eyelashes. I wouldn’t look at him, I wouldn’t even glance. And my stupid face could stop blushing already. I swiveled my body away from him, focusing on correcting his work.

He did that on purpose. Like he suddenly wanted to charm me. 

“Nice work. You got them all right.”

So, I could rule out learning difficulty. It was definitely laziness or bad attitude holding him back.

“Now we’re finished with that, tell me about yourself, poor girl.”

I scoffed. “Finished? We’ve barely begun.” I flicked through the book and found more exercises for him.

That idiot laid his head down again, watching me. I undid my hair tie, letting my hair fall down over my face. I hated people looking at me. 

If I focused really hard, I could fight the urge to check if he still gazed at me. 

Thankfully, voices outside our room broke the tension. Not so thankfully, one of those voices belonged to Angela Blackstone.

Ren sat up, the snarling lip curl returned to his face. 

She stopped outside our door and waved. As her gaze moved from Ren to me, her hand stopped moving. It hung in midair, shock on her face. 

Not for long, though. She opened the door and popped her head in. 

I stared. I normally saw her in school uniform, which had been tailored to fit her body but at least covered everything it needed to cover. But her after-school outfit — people actually dressed like that to study? That teeny skirt and the cropped t-shirt? She really took advantage of the central heating.

A cloying perfume filled the air as she came in the door, like a million flowers had died in vain. I waved my hand in front of my face so I didn’t choke.

“We’re having a group study session.” She smiled, all fake sweetness, then stretched her arms up, arching her back. Her skirt hitched up even higher. I never needed to know that she wore black lace panties. “I’m sure you’d have much more fun if you joined us.”

Ren gave a half smile. “I’d love to but Papa insists I have a tutor.”

I almost snorted when he said ‘papa’. Who in the world called their father that? Although, after meeting Mr. Worthington, I wasn’t sure what I’d call him. Calling your father scary rich dude didn’t seem right. Instead, I bowed my head, not wanting Ren to see my grin.

“Oh, poor baby. That’s too mean.” Angela’s voice became a purr. “But come and find me you’ve finished slumming it and we’ll have some real fun.”

Ren smiled and nodded. “I’ll think about it.”

When Angela turned to leave, I scowled at her back. A big, angry puke face. Shock mixed with giggles when I saw the same expression on Ren. 

“I thought the two of you were together,” I said when Angela left. That’s what all the school gossip said. Relationship status: unofficially together.

“That’s what Angela wants people to think.”

And Ren didn’t do anything to discourage those rumors as far as I could tell. Made no difference to me. What went on in rich people’s lives was none of my business.

Only five minutes left of the tutoring session and then I could go back to my room and maximize my time with that super comfy bed. 

A thousand points for making it through the first study session.

I grabbed the exercises back off Ren.

“Hey, I hadn’t finished those.”

“Well it’s not like you’d get extra time in an exam.”

He grabbed for the notebook back. As he turned, his knee hit mine. 

I jolted, flying back in my chair.

What the hell happened then? His touch hit me like electricity. Not “love volts to my heart” but literal electricity.  No matter how he tried to hide it, Ren was not one of the human students and I’d do my best to find out exactly what he was.
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“Okay, all over, red rover.” I smiled in a way that totally ignored what had just happened. It’d been static electricity or something. That’s all. 

“Ah, thanks.” He gave me one of those smiles that normal girls squeal over. “When you report to my father, and you will have to report, remember that I’ve been polite, even charming. I’ve gone out of my way to be nice to you.”

I knew there was more to Ren’s politeness than normal human decency. Still, if he wanted me to say that, I would so long as he stayed polite. Made my life much easier.

I nodded. “Sure.”

Ren checked his watch. “Time to go to the stables.”

“The stables? Like horse riding?”

That sounded dangerous. I needed to check that contract. If Ren died of natural causes, did I still get kicked out? People die riding horses all the time and I couldn’t control that.

“Yes, like horse riding. I need to get out into the woods.”

“People die riding horses. And people die in the woods. That’s a double whammy of danger.”

“Oh, you really care about me.” The smug smile returned.

“I don’t care about you... I just don’t want you to die. Or catch cold. It looks like it’s going to rain out there. Really not a good day for horse riding. You should stay inside, watch some Netflix or maybe play games. Yes, games are good. I’m sure you have all the latest games...” I knew nothing about games to be honest. Gaming was an expensive hobby and the one time I’d been given a console, I sold it.

Ren shook his head and walked out of the study room. I ran after him.

“What about Angela?”

He ignored me.

“And I heard the woods are off limits to students at the moment.”

“Not any more, remember?” Ren faced me with a frown. “You really are worried about this.”

“You’re putting yourself in danger. Stop thinking about yourself and think about me.” Shit, I didn’t want to say too much. “I’ve got a nice cushy job here and if you get injured, I won’t be able to tutor you.”

“So, come with me and make sure nothing bad happens.” The snarl on his face challenged me, like I wouldn’t be able to ride a horse.

Wait. I couldn’t, and horses scared the crap out of me. I calculated the risks in my head. If Ren died, I’d be out of school but if I died, that wouldn’t matter one bit. Damn it. But there had to be another solution. I pushed past Ren and ran to the elevator, heading down to the dorms. Technically, girls weren’t allowed in the boys’ dorms but I never let that stop me. The four scholarship boys shared a room so they could freely do paranormal stuff without worrying about being caught. That made it a handy place for training or other secret business.

“Tarragon? Tarragon?” I walked through the dorm. He had to be here somewhere. Unless he was somewhere else in the school.

Something stirred in one of the bunks. “What? Shut up. I’m sleeping.”

His face emerged from under a blanket.

“I need a spell.”

“Keep your voice down.”

“I need a spell.” I whispered this time. Tarragon was right. Someone, anyone could be lurking outside. “Have you got anything to stop someone going horse riding?”

The others didn’t know the exact terms of my contract to babysit Ren but they had some idea.

“I don’t just happen to have a cupboard full of spells for every occasion, you know. That sounds pretty obscure.” Tarragon sat up and rubbed his eyes. “Wait. I have a calming spell. That might work.”

“To calm me? It’ll take more than a spell to do that if Ren gets on that horse.”

“For the horse, idiot. I’ll soak some sugar cubes in it, you feed it to the horse and it’ll barely move. But, before I do that, let’s discuss what’s in this for me.”

Drat it, that’s why I never dealt with witches. Always with the “what’s in it for me?” Since I only had the bare necessities myself, I didn’t have a lot to trade.

“They have this awesome pudding upstairs. Like the most delicious custard pudding ever, in super cute little jars.” I had to hope that pudding was super delicious since I hadn’t actually got to taste mine. 

“Yeah, I’ve heard about that pudding.”

“I can get you one.” I grinned. I had him hooked.

“One? I scoff at your one. I want half dozen or no deal.”

It’d be difficult to sneak out half a dozen of those puddings but time was a-ticking. 

“I can’t get them all at once but over a few days, sure.”

“Deal.”

“Deal.”

“This won’t hurt the horse, will it?” As much as I wanted to stop Ren from getting killed, I didn’t any animal to suffer in the process. It wasn’t the horse’s fault.

“It’s a well-tested spell. It won’t do any harm.”

“Okay then, let’s get started. We don’t have time to waste.”

Tarragon swung his legs over the side of his bed, still covered by the blanket. “Ah, you might want to wait in the hallway...”

I was about to ask why then stopped myself. Whatever the hell Tarragon had been doing under that blanket was his business and I really didn’t want to know.

“Sure.” I walked to the door. “Hey, sugar cubes, though. Where will get them from?”

“I’ve got some here. They’re a great way to administer spells.”

I nodded. That made sense, but I’d never accept food or sugar laden drinks from Tarragon again. 

“Sure thing.” 

I danced from foot to foot, wishing he’d hurry up. I still had to get to the stables before Ren.

Tarragon handed me a Ziplock bag with a bunch of sugar cubes in it. Now I just had to make the horse eat them. Or Ren, that might be easier. 

I had an idea where the stables could be so I ran in the general direction, hoping I’d make it in time. I’m sure Ren would have to change into some fancy horse-riding clothes. With a riding crop. In my head, he most definitely had a riding crop. 

I rounded a corner and could smell those horses. That old stone building had to be the stables.

I walked in and almost run straight back out. The place reeked. I pulled my t-shirt over my nose and went back in. There was no sign of Ren but plenty of signs of horse manure. Stinky, rotten horse manure. 

Yikes, there were a whole bunch of horses in the stables. How did I pick which one was Ren’s? I didn’t have enough sugar for them all.

A couple of guys raked out one of the horse stalls. Stable hands? We had stable hands at this school? It seemed there was a whole heap of stuff going on that I never knew about in my first two years here. I guess if you barely leave your room, you don’t know about things like stable hands or people upstairs having ready access to puddings.

“Hey guys, which one of these horses belongs to Ren Worthington?” I asked.

One of them leaned on his rake. He gave me the once over. “Why do you want to know?”

Crap. I hadn’t thought this through. I needed a cover story. 

I put on my best heart-eyed love-struck look. “Ren’s so awesome. I just want to be near something that’s close to him. Like a horse that he’s sat on. I’d just swoon.”

Maybe that was laying it on too thick but the guy rolled his eyes at his coworker like he’d heard it a hundred times before then pointed to a stall. They went back to their raking. 

Poor guys. I complained about being a lowly scholarship student here but at least I didn’t have to shovel crap, well not of the horse kind. I hoped they got paid well for it.

As I approached the stall, the horse snorted. I jumped in the air and almost dropped my bag of doped up sugar cubes. Mostly, I loved animals but horses were a whole other matter. I might like them, in theory, but they had those teeth. And I’d have to put my hand near them. That could lead to all kinds of horrific accidents.

“Hey, horsey,” I whispered. I got out the sugar cube, sitting it on my flattened palm. I knew that much from watching movies. “Want some tasty sugar?”

That horse looked freakin’ huge. All midnight black with a glorious flowing mane. And those teeth were even bigger than I’d imagined. If I got too close, it could bite my whole arm off.

The horse shuffled over to the stall door.

I looked him in the eye and moved my hand closer but I shook so much that the sugar cube dropped onto the hay. With no time to be wimpy, I picked up that cube and moved closer to the big, scary horse. 

It snorted, hot breath brushing my arm. I bit my lip and stayed my ground.

A howling from the woods reminded me of why I had to do this. Those woods held untold dangers and, if Ren had already been targeted, the best time to get him would be while he was out riding alone. Then I’d be living on the streets. Cold and hungry. 

Maybe the school would give me one of those shit shoveling jobs to keep me alive. Maybe. If Ren’s father didn’t kill me first.

The horse’s tongue tickled my hand as it took the sugar cube from me. I tried not to flinch. Damn, I needed one of those cubes myself.

“Good horsey.” I held out another. That horse was a sucker for the sweet sugar. 

The shuffling stopped and the horse’s eyes drooped in a happy daze. I gave him a third cube for good measure. Tarragon hadn’t actually said how many it’d take but that horse did not look it wanted to be ridden. It wanted to curl up on the sofa for a Netflix and pizza binge. It’d become so gentle that I reached up and stroked its mane while it chomped on the sugar cube.

“I hope someone brushes your teeth, horsey. You don’t want to get tooth decay.” 

Footsteps? I jumped. I should’ve gotten myself well away before Ren arrived. If I ran out now, I’d be seen. Why wasn’t there a back way out of these stables? This might possibly be the most ill-conceived plan ever.

I jumped into one of the empty stalls, the only place I could hide, merging into the shadows.

“Are you taking Thunder out?” one of the stable hands asked.

“Just for an hour or so,” Ren said.

One of the horses neighed. I crouched down, hoping it wouldn’t take Ren long to decide Thunder wasn’t in a rideable condition, then he’d leave and I’d get out of this smelly stall.

His footsteps drew closer. Even if he had the ability to see me when I shadow-hid, he wouldn’t look in this empty stall. 

“Need a hand mucking out the stalls?”

Huh? Ren asked that? High and mighty Ren offered to shovel horse crap? It didn’t even sound like he was mocking them. This conversation seemed wrong. Was it really Ren out there? It sure sounded like his voice.

“We’re nearly done. Go out and enjoy your ride.”

“Sorry about that. I’ve got tutoring sessions to schedule now.”

The stable hands laughed. “Hot tutor, huh?”

I clenched my hands tight, waiting for Ren to say something dismissive, but he didn’t reply. I had no idea of his reaction at all.

“I’ll just put Buttercup back in her stall then I’ll help you saddle up.”

I scratched my leg. All this hay made me itch. 

The door to my stall creaked opened. Crapola, they were bringing the horse in here? Why? There were plenty of other empty stalls. I squished myself into the corner as best I could, hoping the horse wouldn’t trample me to pieces or bite me.

“What’s wrong with Thunder?” Ren asked. “He looks sickly.”

Surely he’d leave now. As the urge to sneeze came over me, I pinched the bridge of my nose. I couldn’t sneeze. One sneeze would ruin everything.

“Buttercup seems a bit spooked, too. Won’t go in her stall.”

Someone walked into the stall. I peered up making sure I wouldn’t get hurt. Ren stared back at me, contempt in his eyes. Any doubts I had about him being able to see me were dispelled when he waved me out of the stall. 

“Run,” he hissed. “Get out of here.”

He didn’t need to tell me twice. I rushed out of the stables and back to school knowing when Ren saw me again, this shit storm would be bigger than anything those horses could brew up.
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I wanted to discuss this with Lucas but something told me not to mention it to him. Not yet. We had training tonight, official training with Mr. Norton, but I’d keep this to myself. Instead, I paced my room.

Bashing on my door interrupted my stressing. I tried to ignore it but that banging got louder and louder.

Ren was not happy. Not all red and puffy like me when I got angry but pretty-angry. His nostrils flared and the way he clenched his jaw only made it look stronger. 

“How could you do that?” He stormed into my room. “You drugged my horse. Are you crazy? There’s definitely something wrong with you. He’d better recover from this or I’ll kill you.”

He didn’t mean kill as a figure of speech either. He’d backed me into a corner, his face right up in mine.

“It’s harmless.” I sputtered the words out, not daring to look at him. Crap. How did I explain this? I couldn’t tell him it’d been a spell, not drugs. “Herbal stuff.”

Ren’s glare burned into me. If I’d thought his eyes were cold before, now they cut like the steel edge of a knife. 

“I knew this was a rotten idea.” He spat the words out. “People like you don’t belong here.” 

“I belong here, buddy. I belong here more than you’ll ever know.” I clenched my fists and did that deep breathing stuff. 

“What do you mean by that?” 

Ren backed out of my personal space, but studied my face in a way that made me shiver. I’d said too much. I needed to think quick.

“Just that I’m an academic achiever and you’re flunking out.” I ducked around him and dusted myself off. “Now, excuse me but I’ve got important things to do.”

Ren’s eyes narrowed and he leaned back against the edge of my desk. His earlier threat of killing me seemed more likely than ever. 

If I could just explain... but nope, I had nothing. I thrust my hands in my hoodie pocket to hide their shaking.  I wanted him out of my room, out of my personal space and preferably out of my life. I couldn’t believe that for a few minutes today, I’d thought he might be less than evil. Even if he was angry about his horse, it didn’t excuse him fuming at me like that.

“Fine, just fine. You stay here. We do the tutoring thing like they agreed but you don’t talk to me at any other time. You don’t come near me. You don’t touch my stuff. I can’t believe you’d take out your stupid girl revenge on an innocent animal. And for someone who thinks she’s so damn smart, huddling in a corner where anyone could see you was pure stupidity.”

My retort stuck in my throat. Anyone could see me? He thought that? I’d tested my powers extensively and no one, not one single person without paranormal powers themselves, could see me in the shadows. 

Ren had powers. That much was certain. But this went deeper. Ren didn’t know he had those powers. He didn’t know I had powers. He just thought I was a nutcase. And the smartest plan of action was to let him keep on thinking that.

The sneer on his smug face annoyed the hell out of me. My fist twitched to knock that sneer right off his face. Maybe if I hit him, it’d reinforce his opinion of me as being a regular nut case. 

But I couldn’t. For some stupid reason, Ren’s opinion of me mattered.

“Hey, I don’t hurt animals, okay. I use cruelty-free shampoo even though it’s expensive...”

He walked to the door, ignoring me.

“...and those extra dollars make a world of difference to paupers like me.”

He slammed the door.

Jerk. 

Double jerk.

I changed into my sweats and went downstairs, marching into the boys’ dorm. Luckily, Lucas sprawled on his bed, reading. He loved shifter romance way too much.

“Get up,” I said. “We need to train.” 

“Training doesn’t start for another hour.”

“We’re starting early.”

“Okay, okay.” Lucas stood up and stretched. “I applaud your enthusiasm but...”

“But I need to punch things. Now. I’ll meet you in the scholarship room.”

I got things set up while I waited. We only had the basics in our training room. The school gym had the best equipment but, on a Sunday afternoon, it’d be crowded. And me going into angry training mode to work off my frustration would definitely not keep me off the radar.

I put down training mats and when Lucas walked in, I threw the boxing pads at him.

“Let’s train.”

I loved the thwomp of my fists and feet hitting that pad. Every kick and every punch drove the thoughts further out of my brain. I became just body parts slamming into the pads.

Five minutes later, Lucas wanted to quit.

“I know you’ve been working out lately but what’s got into you today?”

I shrugged. “Nothing.”

“A Ren Worthington shaped nothing, I bet.”

I heard a giggle behind me and spun around. Britney stood in the doorway.

“Is this a private session or can anyone join in?”

“Join away, and give me a break.” Lucas throw off the pads. “Cherry has a ton of frustration in her today.”

Britney put on the pads. At first, I went easy on her. A tiny girl like her would be knocked into the wall if I kicked at full strength. But, heck, she moved like quicksilver. I’d aim a kick at her and, before my foot connected, she’d be behind me and I’d go stumbling to the mats.

I moved faster and faster, trying to keep pace. Every kick or punch that landed on the pads felt like a victory. I wouldn’t give up. I had to push myself harder and faster. I would not lose.

We only stopped when Mr. Norton clapped his hands. Then I turned to see everyone else had arrived.

“Phoar, that was hot,” Mark said. “We need more chick fights around here.”

Britney and I both spun simultaneously, giving him death stares.

“I mean that in a totally respectful, non-creepy way.”

Whoa, we’d made the war demon back down. We high-fived.

“I don’t want to ruin all the female bonding going on here but we’re working on less physical stuff.” Mr. Norton put the pads away in the cupboard. “Time for a history lesson.”

We all groaned. History lessons, that is history of the paranormal at Edgewater, sucked balls. 

***
[image: image]


ON WEDNESDAYS WE HAD our midweek math test. 

The math teacher returned Ren’s test paper with a smile. “Well done. That’s a drastic improvement.”

I rested my head on the desk to hide my smile. Ren might hate me but I glowed to know I’d achieved something. 

Ren didn’t look at me, didn’t acknowledge my help, but even if he wanted to talk to me in class, it’d be the worst possible thing I could do. I slid my own test paper into my bag. I’d scored a decent mark even though I’d slacked off on my own studying.

That night I settled into my amazing bed, bone weary from training.

I reached that good part of almost-sleep, thinking about that awesome parfait again. Maybe this weekend I could take Britney. I’d have my first payment from Mr. Worthington by then and, even though it’d be a huge dent in my money, I owed her.

A weird scratching jolted me out of sleep. The moon shone through my window, bright enough for me to see my room. I never had problems seeing at night. I had the night vision of a cat but I liked the moonlight.

My room looked empty but the scratching continued. 

I couldn’t place the noise. Why the hell didn’t they have Lucas doing this? He had super werewolf hearing.

I moved to the wall. That noise was most definitely coming from Ren’s room. A horrible, spine-shuttering scratch.

I couldn’t just burst in there. He might be going to the bathroom or getting a glass of water and I’d look like an idiot. But if he got attacked and I hadn’t done a thing about it, I’d be dead. I could hide in the shadows from intruders but not from Ren.

I grabbed the swipe card and tried to steady my breathing. Sneak into his room at night was the thing I’d feared most about this job.

I tiptoed down the hallway, not sure if that helped. If it was vampires, they’d know I was coming. They’d sense my heartbeat. 

Before easing Ren’s door open, I turned off all the hallway lights. I didn’t want to be seen slipping in there.

I peered around the room. Something definitely lurked.

Slipping into the shadows, I hoped to avoid their attention.

The shape hovered at the end of Ren’s bed. Not moving, just lurking. What the hell was it? Not a vampire, that much was clear. No smell of blood or rotting meat or other vampire smells. The creature hadn’t sensed me which seemed unusual for any kind of paranormal creature with superior senses. 

I moved closer. Even if I couldn’t be seen, most creatures would react to my smell or my warmth or my heartbeat. But that creature didn’t move. I wondered if they were faking it, luring me closer.

Then they twitched and made a noise like they were suppressing a cough. That noise sounded definitely human. A human threat I could deal with.

Then it struck me. Succubus. I knew nothing about succubi. Lucas would know. Again, I wondered why they had me doing this, not Lucas. 

The more I thought about it, the more it seemed like a succubus. Waves of lust floated from that creature, thick enough to slice. 

Did I want to be here for this? If the succubus started doing succubussy things, I didn’t want to see it. My contract said to protect Ren’s life, not his life force. After all, he was a teenage boy. He wasn’t likely to pass up on string-free sexual favors even if they were of the non-human kind. 

There’d been no guidelines around sucubussing. 

How did you even stop succubi? Would I have to physically intervene? Yikes, this might get too personal for me. There could be nudity and bodily fluids involved.

The creature shuffled again. If I woke Ren, he’d be safe but I’d have to reveal myself. I moved closer. I could smell that succubus now. 

A strong, cloying perfume.

That perfume. 

I shook my head. The creature was no succubus. Angela Blackstone sat on Ren’s bed.
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I gasped. Angela turned but she couldn’t see me. That didn’t matter when I tripped over the leg of Ren’s computer chair, sending it hurtling. The edge of the chair slammed the desk, knocking down books from the shelf. I crawled deeper into the shadows.

“What the...” Ren sat up, scratching his head. He blinked a few times then stared at me. “What are you doing here?”

“Sorry.” Angela jumped off his bed. 

Ren switched on the bed light and, oh my, that was some skimpy sleepwear Angela had on. 

“Why are you in my room? Why are you both in my room?” He rubbed his eyes.

“Both? Huh?”

“You.” Ren’s gaze turned to me. I’d curled up in the shadows under his desk. “And her.”

Angela followed his gaze then stared blankly. 

“Baby, are you having a nightmare? There’s only me here. But don’t worry, I’ll comfort you.” She threw herself onto the bed beside him. 

Oh heck, I did not want to be in the room for this. I so did not want to be. 

“I’m not having a nightmare and I don’t need you to comfort me.” He jumped up, leaving her alone on the bed. “Let’s start with why you’re in my room.”

“I thought I’d surprise you.” Angela shuffled over on the bed, making herself comfortable.

“I don’t like surprises.”

“Well, since I’m here anyway, we might as well make the most of it.” 

“How did you get in my room?”

Angela pouted. “That’s my secret.”

Ren picked up his phone. “I’m calling security unless you’re out of here in thirty seconds. You know the rules. They have to make an official report if you’re found in a guy’s room after hours. And that report gets sent to your parents.”

Angela jumped off the bed. “So what? You think my parents are against this?”

She moved closer to Ren but he backed away, coming closer and closer to the desk. Blocking me in.

“Your father got you the swipe card to my room?” That cold edge returned to Ren’s voice.

Angela didn’t answer but her giggle said it all.  Wow, it was really unethical for her father to give out Ren’s card like that. So much for Principal Murphy’s faith in the Blackstone family.

She moved closer to him until all I could see were Ren’s legs and Angela’s legs. Angela’s foot twisted around the ankle of her other foot. I’d never noticed what weird feet she had before. 

“Angela, I’ve told you this before. I’m not interested in you. I will never be interested in you. You and I are not going to happen. Do you understand?”

Angela sighed and moved away. “Are you gay? Because I’m okay with that.”

“Huh?”

“You think your father is going to accept a gay son? You need to have a cover, you need to be seen with a girl, and hey, I’m a girl. Babe, I’m also open to possibilities if you want to team up.”

Ren pushed her away. “I’m not gay. And I’m not your boyfriend.”

“Well, what are you then?”

I thought Ren would get mad but he laughed. “Your thirty seconds are up.”

His phone beeped as the number rang.

“You wouldn’t.”

“I am. So, go. Now. Scat, and next time you try to get in, you’ll get a nasty surprise. Maybe you should try chasing after Oscar or Blake instead.”

Angela slammed the door as she walked out. She obviously didn’t care about waking everyone else up.

“Well, that was odd,” I said, getting out from under the desk.

“Now you can explain why you’re here.” Ren folded his arms.

“I was going to the study room to get some snacks and I heard a strange noise.” I marveled at my ability to improvise. “Your door was open.”

He frowned as though he wasn’t sure whether to believe me or not.

“The study room is locked up at night.”

“Really.” I hoped my shocked surprise fooled him. “I was on my way there so I didn’t know. That’s mighty unfriendly of them. Well, I should go let you sleep.”

Before I could leave, he blocked.

“She couldn’t see you.”

“She probably has poor night vision. She should eat more carrots.”

“It’s good enough to let her watch me in my sleep.”

“You know, that’s really creepy. Maybe add some extra security to your room. From a different company. It’s probably not the first time she’s been in here, either. I mean she looked like she knew her way around.”

I tried leaving again but he didn’t move.

“You haven’t explained.”

“Explained what? She didn’t see me. Maybe she was too busy making heart eyes at you to notice or care. I don’t know. Maybe ask her that.” I really hoped he didn’t do that. “Now I’m really tired, so I’m leaving.”

“Thanks,” he said in a voice so low I barely heard him.

“Huh?” 

He let go of my arm and turned from me. “For trying to save me. Even if it was a half-assed attempt and didn’t really do much good, at least you tried.”

What was with this guy? Couldn’t he just be constantly bad so I could hate him? The best thing to do would be leave. Who’d have thought it was just Angela making that scratching sound. Wait... yep, it’d been a definitely scratching and scraping. Would she make a noise like that if she just wanted to watch him sleep?

I walked to the window and opened the blind.

“What are you doing?” Ren asked. “Weirdo.”

I reeled back. That noise hadn’t been Angela. Scratch marks covered the glass and pieces had been gorged from the window sill, not just from the wood but the stone around it. Whoever had done that, couldn’t have been human. Our rooms were on the top floor and it was sheer drop to the ground.

Something had been after Ren, something maybe even more dangerous than Angela Blackstone.
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I figured Mr. Norton would want to know about this as soon as possible so I headed to his office before breakfast.

I filled him on what had happened. Both about Angela and the scratches.

“It’s probably best if you don’t tell the others about Angela.” He ran his hand though his hair.

“Why not? She’s the creepy stalker. And she’d have no problem telling if it was someone else.”

“Does that mean you want to put yourself on the same level as her?”

Damn. I couldn’t argue with that but moral high ground really sucked. 

“Okay, but in return, I want all my black marks removed.” I folded my arms. “Back to ground zero.”

Mr. Norton nodded. Yes. I finally had a clean record. Then I remembered something else.

“Ren has powers. He has to. Otherwise how can he see me?”

“That’s something you don’t need to worry about. I wouldn’t mention it to anyone either.”

I shrugged. “I guess. But his dad surely knows about them. He knows about me anyway. He knows about people like us.”

“Maybe not, but people can be funny about that kind of thing. It’s very complicated. Those old money families have strange relationships with paranormals going back centuries. There might be some paranormal blood in the family but it may not be strong, not strong enough to talk about.”

“Like me?”

“Not like you. You have undeveloped powers. They’re there, but they’re blocked. With Ren, who knows? It’s not as though his father would ever get him tested.”

“I think you’re missing one of the most important parts,” I said. “The scratch marks.”

“I hadn’t forgotten. Now I think you need to get to class. I know I do.”

Arrghh, I hated it when he kept things all vague like that. He definitely had been thinking something about my powers and he definitely knew more about Ren than he said. There’s no way he’d tell me before he was good and ready, though.

When I got to class, people whispered around me. I’d gotten used to that. Of course everyone gossiped. The poorest girl in the school suddenly moving to the elite floor. I’d ignored all the questions but this wasn’t keeping me under any radar. I’d have been able to win the radar high jump the past few days.

Then I realised it wasn’t my name they were saying. “Angela Blackstone” more like it. Surely they didn’t know about her being in Ren’s room.

“Do you know anything?” Eri whispered to me. She loved gossip. “You’re up there amongst them now.”

“I’m not exactly friends with Angela. Why?” Hopefully the mix of surprise and curiosity I tried to show worked.

“She’s been suspended. No one knows why.”

Yeah, I did but I wouldn’t mention that to Eri.

“How long for?” Not having Angela to worry about would be one less thing off my plate.

“Two weeks. Apparently, she was laughing about it. Said her parents would taking her to Europe on a skiing holiday instead of being in boring school.”

Wow, nice to be some people.

“The worst thing is that she won’t be here to organize the dance.” Eri sighed. “Even if she is a bitch, no one organizes things like she does.”

That was the least of my worries. School social events weren’t on my agenda. I’d do practically anything to avoid them.

I got through the day without too many people “accidentally” stomping on my feet or smashing into me. Since I’d moved upstairs, it seemed people suddenly became mighty clumsy around me.

After class, I had to tutor Ren. 

I wasn’t sure if I should mention the Angela incident or not. I didn’t want to remind him I’d also been in his room last night so I kept my mouth shut. He didn’t bring it up either.

“Why were you checking my window last night?” he asked as we packed up.

Why was he asking me that? He must’ve seen the scratches. I’d noticed them in the moonlight and he had the light of day to check them out. That only meant one thing. Those gouges had somehow been fixed. But they’d scored into the stone work. That was no easy fix.

“Just wanted to check Angela hasn’t set up any kind of monitoring system. But it was dark. Did you see anything?”

“Nothing.”

I shrugged and smiled as I left the study room but it made me wonder if Mr. Norton had known about things before I told him.

After that, I had a busy night. Training, more training, and study.

I’d just settled down to sleep when my watch beeped. Another bollocky drill. Surely Mr. Norton could think about our education and our need to sleep instead of sending us running through the forest all the time. I was half tempted to ignore it. So, I’d miss a drill, what would they do about it? I’d get a lecture and then I’d say I was sorry. 

I’d get black marks. I’d get all the black marks. I couldn’t ignore that drill no matter what. And there had been something outside Ren’s window. 
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Light flashed through the trees. Luminescent green and blue.

“Tarragon’s attacking. This should soon be over,” Lucas said.

I shivered, hoping he was right. A fierce wind whipped around us, freezing me to the bone. I wrapped my arms around myself, burying my hands in my armpits to keep them warm. Then I huddled in the shelter of a tree, using it for a wind break.

“I should be fine here, if you want to go off and fight alongside Britney. We don’t want to get you in trouble for failing the stupid drill again.”

“It wasn’t you who got me in trouble. I was the one who couldn’t shift in time.” Lucas shrugged. “And I’m not sure she’s for me. She’s crazy beautiful.”

“You’re not so bad yourself, wolf boy.” I wasn’t just saying that to perk up his spirits either. “You like her, so go for her. What’s the worst-case scenario? She breaks your heart, you hurt for a while then you recover. That’s got to be better than wondering what could’ve been.”

Lucas laughed so hard he doubled over. I didn’t know what he found so funny. 

“You’re giving love advice.” Lucas pointed at me. “You.”

“Yeah, that’s nothing to laugh about.”

“Are you talking from your years of experience? I’ve never seen you talk to a guy since you’ve been here.”

“I talk to you, I talk to Tarragon and Mark and Seth.”

“Not in the way a girl talks to a guy, you don’t. It’s more like the way a girl talks to annoying insects buzzing around her. Usually with swatting thrown in. Outside our group there’s only been one guy you’ve ever mentioned in all your time at Edgewater Academy. In fact, you seem a bit obsessed with him.”

“Huh?” What kind of fool idea did Lucas have in his head? Something to do with vampires, no doubt.

“Ren Worthington.”

I glared hard while my brain caught up with his words. Maybe being out under the moon made him lose all common sense because he’d know I wouldn’t take that. I charged at him, smashing him into a tree.

“Take that back. Take it back now.”

Lucas laughed. “Cherry loves Ren.”

“I swear, I’ll punch you.” I jumped as he scratched my neck. “And get your wolfie claws off me.”

Wait. I’d pinned Lucas’ arms. It wasn’t him scraping my neck. But if it wasn’t Lucas... a twig or some nature thing... The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. 

Whatever scrapped my skin wasn’t part of nature. So not part of nature.

Lucas stared over my shoulder, eyes agape. He tried to scream but it came out as a gurgle.

I slowly turned around, my feet scrunching on the wet leaves as my chest tightened. The woods went silent. No owls, no wind, no scampering animals. Only the sound of my pounding heart.

Shadows covered this forest. I could run, I could disappear into any one of them. Only, I couldn’t disappear from the real dangers. And even without seeing, I knew this was a very real danger.

Goosebumps covered my skin as a cold arm tightened around my neck. 

I inhaled, waiting for a laugh. Mark or Seth to yell at me. But Lucas could see what stood behind me and the way his eyes bulged said this wasn’t a drill.

“Va-va-vampire,” he stuttered.

The word hammered in my head. 

What? No. 

A stench like rotting meat made me reach.  Bile rose in my throat, panic along with it.

We’d done this in drills. I knew how to fight. I just needed to reach my stake. And keep a clear head. I could do this.

I fumbled in my waistband. My stake? Where the hell had it gone? 

I must’ve dropped it. That never happened in drills.

“Shift!” I screamed at Lucas.

Lucas shook free of his stupor but we had no time. His shift started. Yes! His fur grew, his nails turned to claws. 

But could he shift fast enough?

We should’ve been alert. We’d been told. In every single training session, we’d been told. 

Concentrate. Focus.

But I’d never listened. Now I’d die here in the woods.

Chilled fingers traced my neck, sweeping back my hair. I shivered, screams dying in my throat. Flailing, twisting, struggling, I tried to escape his grasp.

His teeth scraped my skin like a whisper. He toyed with me, letting me know he could kill me at any time.

If my latent powers were going to emerge, now would be the time. I tried. I pushed with all my might. Stupid powers, all they ever did was crush me with pain.

Every sensation grew stronger. The reek of blood and decay, the howling, the prickling of my skin. The cold, cold arms. The teeth against my neck.

Lucas growled, a low wolfy sound. He’d shifted?

Before he even moved, I sensed what he’d do. 

As he sprung, I ducked out of the vampire’s grasp. Lucas’ teeth clamped onto the vampire’s arm, leaving me free to hurl my body along the path.

“Vaaaampiiiiire!” I yelled, to Mark, to Britney, to anyone who could help. 

Wet branches whacked me as I ran, my feet sloshed in the mud, sticking so I couldn’t move fast.

As a heavy weight hit my back, my stomach dropped. Those cold arms wrapped around me once more, chilling me to my center.

“Lucas!” 

I flailed, trying to see Lucas, knowing he was my only chance of survival. Cold mud squished under me and the studs of that vampire’s leather jacket jammed into my side. I’d kill this damn vampire if he’d get off me and let me get a shot at him.

The vampire reared back his head, his fangs fully extended. The force of his fetid breath hid me. I shut my eyes up tight, praying for something to save me. 

My heart pounded and that’d just make it easier for him to drink from me. The band around my head squeezed so tight I wanted to scream. Fangs pressed tighter into my neck, piercing the skin.

Then suddenly, nothing.

He disappeared.

I pressed my hands to my neck. Had he drained me? Was I undead? My hands came away clean and I definitely had a pulse, because it raced like crazy.

Lucas?  He must’ve scared the vampire off. But Lucas, in human form, came pounding down the trail.

“What was that about?” I got to my feet and brushed myself off. “How did you scare him?”

Lucas shook his head. “Not me.”

“Well who then? Tarragon? Mark?”

Lucas picked a leaf out of my hair. “Cherry, it was weird. From what I could see he started to bite you and then stopped and ran away.”

“Like he’d remembered he’d left the kettle on the stove...” I tried to smile to lighten the mood.

We both started walking. The general consensus in the air was that this fight was over. My bond with the others wasn’t as strong but even I got that message.

“Like he realized you couldn’t be bitten.”

“Yeah right.” I turned to Lucas. “This isn’t one of your stupid ‘Cherry is a vampire’ things again, is it?”

“Vampires don’t eat other vampires.” Lucas scowled. 

“If I was a vampire, he’d have known before he attacked me, so don’t start with that nonsense. He probably saw you shift and got scared off. And seriously, buddy, that shift was much faster. Nice work.”

“There are theories, schools of thought, that vampires can exist for years in their pre-vampire state. The change needs to be triggered.”

I picked up my pace, wanting to get back to the school. That pressure on my bladder hadn’t let up even if I was safe now. Of all the paranormal creatures I could be, vampires had to be the worse. Except maybe trolls or orcs or sluggy things. 

Tonight hammered one thought into my stubborn head: No more fooling around in training. Shit was getting real, with attacks on the school and scratch marks on Ren’s window. I never again wanted to be vulnerable like I’d been in that vampire’s arms. 

Starting tomorrow, I’d turn myself into a killing machine.
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We needed to have a debriefing with Mr. Norton.

“I know, Cherry, you want to wash the mud off. We won’t take long.” Mr. Norton’s hair had gone crazy again.

Then Lucas and I started telling him what happened. Britney came in and interrupted us.

“You got attacked by a vampire?” She made a move like she wanted to hug me so I got up and paced.

“I did but I’m fine now. Well, muddy but fine otherwise.”

Then the others came in. Mr. Norton got them to do another sweep of the woods to make sure the vampires had completely gone. I had a feeling he didn’t want them around while we discussed this.

“He had hold of you but ran away?” Mr. Norton frowned.

“Yep. That’s about it.”

“And at no point you felt any kind of paranormal power?”

“I felt it but...” I put my hands around my head to imitate the band. “You know how it is.”

Mr. Norton nodded. ”Even when you thought you’d die, it didn’t ease up?”

“Not at all.”

Lucas started telling his pre-vampire theories.

“I don’t think so.” Mr. Norton asked Lucas and Britney to get me a cup of hot tea. Again, I think he wanted to get rid of them. “Make it extra sweet.”

Once they’d gone, I sat on one of those cheap folding chairs and started picking flakes of dried mud from my legs.

“There was no other sensation? Did your body get warmer? Any buzzing in your stomach?”

“Other than pure fear, nope.” I flicked a big flake on the floor. “If anything, I got colder with that freaky vampire’s body touching me.”

“His teeth grazed your skin and then he run off?” Mr. Norton stared at the mud flakes around me on the floor, all disapproving-like.

“Yep, like he didn’t find me tasty.”

“I want you to answer me honestly, did you feel any urge to give in to him? Even the slightest pull of temptation?”

I laughed. “I’d have ripped his head off if I could’ve. Buddy, you have no idea how foul that guy’s breathe was. And, ick. Nope, no temptation here.”

Mr. Norton nodded, like he thought something he didn’t want to tell me.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“There’s something.” I studied his face. “What are you thinking?”

He ran his hand through his hair, making it stick up even more you’d think possible. “Nothing. Nothing at all. You look exhausted. You should go straight to your room and shower after Lucas and Britney get back.”

“You’re not wrong. Constant interruptions to my sleep will do that.”

Before I could ask more, Tarragon and Seth came into the scholarship room. 

“The woods are clean.” Seth put his weapons back in the cupboard. “Mark is just being extra careful but we couldn’t see anything, couldn’t sense anything either.”

“Hey, you owe me pudding,” Tarragon said.

“I know, I know. You’ll get it.”

“I’d better. Magic turns bad if it’s not paid for.”

My stomach burned. Did that mean Ren’s horse was at risk? I really didn’t want anything to happen to that horse, not just because Ren would kill me but because, even though Thunder was a huge animal with scary teeth, he seemed quite nice.

“I’ll get it tomorrow.”

My plans to get the pudding had been thwarted by their popularity. Every night, I’d be lucky if there were one or two left when I got to the study room. A few times I’d grabbed one to take to Tarragon but the creamy deliciousness had tempted me too much. It seemed unfair to take pudding to someone else when I couldn’t eat it myself.

Lucas and Britney returned and I wrapped my hands around the steaming mug of tea, glad for its heat. Sitting around in muddy clothes would give me a chill in my kidneys. 

Britney hovered around me, as though I was made of fragile china.

“It’s okay.” I smile to reassure her. “Even though I was almost killed by a vampire, I’m fine. I’m not going panic or freak.”

And strangely enough, I was fine.
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When we finished class, I rushed to the study room. On the way, I grabbed a smoothie and two of those puddings. There were five in the fridge but I couldn’t take them all. Someone would notice.

I got out my books and put the pudding in a container in my backpack. It really did look too delicious but then I thought of Thunder. If I had to miss out on pudding to keep Thunder safe, I’d make the sacrifice.

I sat down to study but half hour later, sneaked back to the fridge. Not many people were around tonight so I grabbed another one. That meant three delicious puddings in my backpack, half of my debt paid off.

Since I wasn’t sure how long those puddings would last unrefrigerated, I only studied for a little while before I left to take them to Tarragon.

The upper floor was really quiet. Yeah, of course it was. Dinner hour. Perfect timing. I’d drop these puddings off and make it to the dining room in time. 

I rounded the corner and ran - bam - straight into Oscar. I rebounded, smashing my backpack into the wall. Glass tinkled. I hoped I hadn’t smashed the pudding jars.

Oscar sneered. This was the first time I’d seen him since I moved up here and I’d been hoping to keep my distance.

“Watch out, pauper.” He shoved me again. This time, glass definitely smashed in my bag.

“Keep your hands off me.”

Even though I’d been given the green light to defend myself, the best policy would be to quietly walk away. Getting into a fight with Oscar would never be in my best interests.

But, as I tried to move, something sloppy and wet trickled onto my leg.

Pudding.

Oscar grabbed my shoulders. “What weird shit do you have in that bag?”

“Nothing.”

He snatched the bag off my shoulder. 

“Just give me back my bag and we’ll end this here.” I kept my voice low and threatening.

But Oscar unzipped my backpack. “Not until I check it first. And don’t try anything. My father says he’ll have you thrown out of the school if you hit me again.”

I couldn’t say that Ren’s father said otherwise. Instead, I rushed for him, trying to grab my bag back but he shoved me aside. 

“Pudding!” He yelled loud enough to get the attention of anyone still around. “You’re stealing. We don’t like paupers stealing from us. Thieving pauper”

I swung, just meaning to get my bag back but I walloped him across the chest. Oscar lunged, full body slamming me into the wall. 

With the breath knocked out of me, I raised my knee. He reeled as it connected but I couldn’t get enough force behind it to make him back off.

He slammed into me again. 

“Fight all you like, pauper, you’ll never win.” He leaned in so close, his voice reverberated in my ear. 

I was strong, I was a better fighter, but I couldn’t attack Oscar at full force, not without another visit to the principal’s office. He had nothing holding him back. 

“Be nice and I won’t report you.” His hand squeezed tight around my boob. 

Screw playing nice. I slammed my knee up into him again. As he bent over in pain, I bore down on him with all my weight, smashing my elbow into the back of his neck.

“Thief. Dirty pauper.”

He could yell as many insults as he liked, I just wanted to get away. I pulled my backpack from his hands and bolted, head down for my room. 

Smack bang into someone else.

Waves zapping through my body told me it was him before I even looked up. I reeled, a metallic taste in my mouth and every nerve end buzzing.

Ren Worthington.

“She’s stealing... her back pack...” Oscar moved behind me, his body way too close.

Sandwiched between the two them, I had no way to get back to my room.

“I’m not a thief.” I wasn’t. Sure, I took the puddings but I’d have eaten them while I studied otherwise. The only person I stole from was myself.

“Dirty pauper thief.” Oscar grabbed for my backpack again. 

I clutched it to my chest. I didn’t need to justify myself to either of them, I just needed to get away.

“I didn’t... I wasn’t.” 

Surely Ren would believe me. We might not be friends but we were... something. Any fool would know not to trust Oscar. But Ren’s eyes flashed at me with an arctic chill, brutal and unyielding. 

He stepped closer. “I’ve just been with Thunder.”

I gulped. The horse had gotten sicker? My stomach churned. If the two of them would leave me alone, I’d be able to pay my debt and Thunder would be okay, but I couldn’t tell him. 

Frustration welled up inside me.

Ren gave curt nod to Oscar. “Do what you want with her.” 

He leaned against the wall as Oscar’s arms clasped my waist. 

That vice-like feeling returned to my head, stronger and more debilitating than ever. I fought it but tears welled in my eyes and my head throbbed. I could fight, but not with this pain. 

Still, I struggled but Oscar held me tight. If I could swing at him, if I could get my arms free, I’d be able to fight back but he had me pinned and helpless. 

My vision blurred so I screwed up my eyes. I stopped struggling and clenched my hands. I couldn’t stand Oscar’s hand on me, his tongue licking my neck, his breathe hot and heavy. 

A buzzing filled my ears, louder and fiercer than those bees had been. Britney? No, it couldn’t be. I screwed my eyes up tighter and tried to send out a signal to the others as a last resort. 

Anger surged through my body. The band around my head grew so tight I thought my head would burst. 

I opened my eyes, needing to steady myself. 

Ren came closer. Was he going to attack me too? Oscar pushed me and my hip smashed against Ren. The touch not just electric this time but searing my skin as though I’d been branded. The heat so intense, I wasn’t sure I could stand it.

“No!” My scream almost shattered my own ear drums. 

Then, like a floodgate bursting, the pressure on my head snapped. I could almost see power glowing within me, in my hands and my arms. I screamed, not from pain but the sudden lack of pain.

I could smell burning as the glowing intensified. Both Oscar and Ren flew from me, smashing to the floor. 

“What are you?” Oscar inched along the hallway, trying to get away from me. “She’s a freak. She threw me across the hallway. With her mind.”

I rubbed my face. I had. I’d done exactly that. Now everyone would know and I’d be booted out of this school so fast. I’d totally screwed up any chance I ever had of staying under the radar, probably screwed up things for the rest of the scholarship gang too.

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Ren got to his feet. “She just fights better than you. You got beaten by a girl. Again.”

Oscar shook his head, fear in his eyes. “But she didn’t touch me.”

“Don’t be stupid.” Ren rolled his eyes. “She punched you.”

“Don’t tell anyone, Ren,” Oscar pleaded. “Please don’t tell anyone.”

When Ren turned to me, it wasn’t with fear or hate. He stared at me as though recognizing something for the first time. 
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Only one of the pudding jars had broken. I cleaned up the other two then slipped through the shadows to the boys’ dorm and sat them on Tarragon’s desk. 

“What’s wrong?” Lucas asked.

I hadn’t expected him to be in the dorm. I was going to say nothing but the way my body shook would prove that a lie.

Lately, a distance had grown between us because I had so many secrets to keep. I hated that, and I hated not being able to talk freely to him. I needed to clear the air as much as possible.

“Want to go for a walk?” We had an hour before curfew and I sure didn’t want to go back upstairs, even if it was to lock myself in my room.

“I can’t. I’m...”

Before I could ask what, Britney called to him.

Sorry, Cherry.” Lucas rubbed my arm. “Did you want to talk about something important?”

“It’ll keep. It’s fine, really.” My smile didn’t need to be forced, not when Lucas looked so happy. I punched him on the arm. “So, you finally manned up?”

Lucas grinned, that stupid grin people get when they’re all love struck and trying not to smile. 

“I guess I did.”

“Good luck, buddy. We’ll talk soon. Promise.”

I got back to my room without seeing anyone, locked my door then put a chair under the handle. After finding out that Angela could access any of our rooms, I didn’t feel safe. I couldn’t afford to replace the lock but a locksmith had been working on Ren’s door earlier in the day. If news got around about this, everyone would be replacing their locks.

I studied until late then got woken by a message. 

Ren. 

We need to talk. Come to my room. Do that thing you do so you won’t be seen.

Huh? He thought he could just command me and I’d go running. I rubbed my eyes. I’d go back to sleep and pretend I hadn’t seen that message. I might be here to protect Ren but I wasn’t his slave girl.

My phone beeped again. I know your secrets.

Oh bollocks, he did too. Not all of them, not by a long shot, but he knew enough to get me booted from this school. I jumped out of bed. I would not check myself in the mirror. I did not care how I looked. I did chuck on my favorite hoodie to cover myself though since my PJs were pretty skimpy. Everything I’d ever believed about Ren had been proven true last night.

Slipped through the shadows, I hoped this wasn’t some kind of horrible trap. Ren’s door was ajar so I got into his room and I stayed in the shadows until I knew it was safe.

“I can see you, you know.” Ren sat on the edge of his bed, looking straight at me.

I’d forgotten about that. I sat at his desk, swinging the chair to face him.

“So, what’s up?” I folded my arms. He could make me be here but he couldn’t make me like it.

“You threw Oscar and I across the hallway.”

“Yes, and I’d do it again. I can’t believe that he’d accuse me of stealing and I can’t believe you believed him.” I huffed. “Actually, I do believe it because you are both spoilt, selfish little rich boys who think the world revolves around you. But it doesn’t. So, fine. Whatever. I’m leaving.”

I stood up. I wasn’t sure why Ren had wanted to me to come in here but I’d had enough already.

“You attacked my horse, for no reason.”

“I did not attack your horse.”

“Whatever you say, but I need to know. How did you throw us? We’re both much bigger than you, and you threw us both at once.”

“I’ve been working out lately.”

“Don’t mess with me. I have no idea what’s going on with you, but it’s not natural. People can’t see you except for me, you do weird things with my horse, who is now better, thanks for asking—”

“I would’ve asked if you’d given me a chance. And those other things, well it’s probably better you don’t ask too much.”

That contract had stated pretty clearly that Ren wasn’t find out about my powers. I couldn’t deny what he’d seen but I wasn’t about to go into a big explanation either. 

Ren’s gaze swept over me like he wanted to crack open my soul. 

“I want you to help me with something. I’ll pay you.”

“You’re kidding me, right? You’ll pay me? Listen here, rich boy, you don’t get everything you want in this life just by offering people money.” 

“Of course I don’t. Sometimes my charm and good looks are enough.”

I stopped to stare at him. There was no doubting it was true but he didn’t seem to understand that you don’t treat people like shit then expect favors from them. There was nothing, no money or bribes, that would tempt me to help him right now.

“You just accused me of stealing. That’s a really super shitty thing to do. I might be poor but I don’t steal. I do have morals, you know. You’re lucky I only threw you across the hallway and didn’t rip out your windpipe. If you expect me to help you with anything after that, you’re a fool. This is one time where you don’t get your own way.”

“There must be something you want.” He didn’t meet my gaze. “You can’t tell me you have everything you need in life.”

I thought about that for a minute then gave him a “screw-you” shrug. “You know what, buddy, I think I do. Your creepy friend attacked me. And after what he did at the gatehouse...”

“You seemed to manage him okay. You gave him a black eye after all.”

I hated that smug look. I hated it so much. Oscar and Blake might be jerks but Ren was the biggest jerk of all. 

“Do not start. Do not tell me boys will be boys or that Britney and I were asking for it when we were just minding our own business or that they were just joking around, because if you say any of those things, I’ll make you regret ever speaking to me.”

Ren looked up. “But you attacked him that day.”

I stared at Ren. I stared at him so hard. He could lay on the charm all he liked, I wouldn’t fall for that crap. After a while, his face reddened and he lowered his gaze.

“You didn’t attack first?” he finally asked.

“Of course not. Why would I even go near them?”

I waited for him to justify his friends’ actions but his nostrils twitched and he clenched his hands. “They shouldn’t have done that.”

“Exactly.”

“Seriously, I didn’t know. Oscar said he was teasing you and you lashed out at him.”

I sat back down, folding my arms. “Well, you know even that isn’t right. It’s nasty and discriminatory. They could just, maybe, keep their fat mouths shut instead of bullying people.” I didn’t add the “you could too” part with my words but I let my eyes say it all.

I tried to leave again but he jumped up and grabbed me. 

I flew back as electric current smashed through my body. My body chilled and a metallic taste filled my mouth.

“What the hell was that?” Ren asked.

“No freaken idea. Just never touch me again.”
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I told Lucas and Britney about my newfound powers while we waited for training to start. I still needed to talk about it with Mr. Norton. While we waited, Lucas and I slouched around on the training mats. I didn’t have it in me to start training early but Britney jumped rope to warm up.

“You said it wasn’t important. That’s about as important as it gets.”

I shrugged. “I’m telling you now.”

Britney’s feet beat out a rhythm as she jumped rope.

“Where did she get a skipping rope from, anyway?” I stretched out, staring at the ceiling.

“She brought it along herself. Said the equipment here wasn’t right for her. She’s not a fighter.”

I marveled at how nimble she was on her feet.

“Don’t change the subject.” Lucas nudged me with his foot. “You used your powers. You finally had powers to use. That’s much more important than Britney’s skipping rope.”

“I used them and then Ren denied my powers to Oscar. I’m not sure if that’s going to be enough to get Oscar off my back, though. I don’t want him knowing too much about me.”

Lucas made me go through what had happened again.

“So, maybe you’re not a vampire.” Lucas frowned. “You aren’t easy to classify.”

“Night deity.” Britney called out between jumps. “Night deity for sure.”

“Of course.” Lucas clapped his hands together. “That explains everything.”

“Like why she’s so grumpy in the mornings.” 

Britney could skip more and talk less.

“Yes. It takes her half the day to wake up.”

“And she always wakes up with that crazy Medusa hair.”

The two of them exchanged one of those lovey couple looks so it took me a minute to click what they were saying.

“Oi, a lot of people aren’t morning people, it’s a normal thing. A human thing. That’s why coffee exists.”

They exchanged glances and laughed. 

“You take it to deity levels,” Lucas said.

“It seems unlikely. I mean deities are really super powerful, like gods.”

Again, they laughed. Damn it.

“I know, they aren’t like gods, they are gods but I’m so not godlike.”

“Not a god but a demi-god. It’d explain why vampires can’t bite you,” Britney said. “Because you’re like the boss of them.”

Whoa, being a night deity sounded kind of cool. I could get me an army of vampire minions.

“I think you need to worry more about the Ren Worthington thing. He’ll be gunning for you.”

I groaned. “I know. Luckily we had no classes together today but I have to tutor him tonight. I can imagine he has some nasty surprises planned for me.”

Britney put down her skipping rope and dropped onto the mat beside Lucas. She wasn’t even red-faced or sweaty like I’d be.

“What did he want help with?”

“Dunno.” I shrugged. “Didn’t ask him.”

Mr. Norton walked in so I couldn’t say any more. 

“Good to see your punctuality has improved,” he said to me. “No need to warm up. We’re working on your mental bonds today.”

I jumped up. “We need to talk.”

I filled him in on what happened but his only response was to nod. I wanted more. I wanted him to say “aha” then give me a total explanation of what I was.

The others arrived while we talked.

“Boring,” Mark said when he found out we were working on bonding. “We need to improve our fighting. We caught those vampires the other night but one got away.” 

The look he gave left no doubt. He blamed me. I hadn’t gone into details about what happened but he knew enough. 

“We need to improve your bonds. Not in fighting but as an early warning system. I’m sure you all know that Cherry has infiltrated upstairs. If we have an emergency situation, she’ll need back up.”

I’d need back up like crazy.

Tarragon slumped on the floor. “She could use her phone or you know, we have these high-tech watches.” He held up his wrist just in case any of us had forgotten we had those watches on.

“Phones might not work. We could have an enemy who takes out the phone system or she might not be able to get to her watch. We can’t rely on technology. We have to plan for any eventuality.”

“Ah, Mr. Norton...” Tarragon crossed his arms, giving the teacher a smug look. “How do we get to the upper level? We don’t have swipe cards and there’s some pretty tough security up there.”

Good question. 

“That’s why we need to train. Cherry has to be able to operate the locks.”

“With her mind?” Lucas asked. “I’m not sure that’s a good skill for her to have.”

“It’s a perfect skill for me.” I snorted. “What, you think I haven’t broken into that drawer under your bed already?”

I laughed as Lucas’ face turned tomato red. A bright red that said porn stash. I hadn’t even broken into that drawer, it’d been a total bluff, but now I knew.

We started with easy stuff. Well, what was supposed to be easy stuff. In pairs, we picked up cards and had to guess what our partner had. 

“Queen of hearts.” Lucas grinned as he stared at the back of my card.

“Lucky guess.”

Unfortunately, Mr. Norton heard that. “Cherry, we’re not guessing. You have to visualize the card.” 

We went through the pack of cards, Lucas got most of his right, I got most of mine wrong. I couldn’t visualize those cards. No matter how much I screwed up my face and tried to get a picture in my mind, I only drew a blank.

Then Mr. Norton told Lucas to work with Britney while I did meditation.

“I’m in no frame of mind for this.” I stood up from my cross-legged position. “I told you I was the wrong person for this job.”

“You’ve got some kind of block and we need to deal with that.”

He wasn’t wrong about that. 

“Well I can’t just unblock myself, can I? It’s not like there’s some kind of paranormal laxative. How did I unblock last night?”

“I have no idea. We have to find out.”

Then I glared at Lucas because he totally was picturing Britney naked instead of her card. I didn’t need that in my head.

“You just did it, didn’t you?” Mr. Norton asked.

I folded my arms. “What?”

“You knew what Lucas was thinking.”

“Well, der, yeah. That’s not difficult. He was thinking about—”

Lucas lurched across the room, clamping his hand over my mouth.

“That’s interesting.” Mr. Norton tilted his head and peered at me. “Seems you can’t do a visual read but you pick up on some kind of emotional energy.”

“Or I just know what 17-year-old boys think about.”

Lucas kicked me.

“That’s okay.” Britney beamed her cheerful grin. “Guys think about me naked all the time.” 

“And you don’t kick them in the nuts?” Maybe that was the secret to why guys liked Britney more than me. If I thought a guy visualized me naked, I’d definitely kick them.

She shrugged. “It’s just a hormonal thing.”

“Who thinks about you naked?” Lucas went into fight mode. “Give me names.”

The other guys stood up and came over.

“This is way more interesting than looking at cards,” Mark said. 

Mr. Norton broke them up and we went back to the meditation. 

“Okay, Cherry, we need to get this working. We can’t rely on you getting angry to trigger your power next time.”

“I’d really prefer there wasn’t a next time.”

But Mr. Norton didn’t reply, he just kept telling me to breathe in that really annoying meditating voice. I shut my eyes and did as he said. The others talked and laughed me but their voices retreated.

My right leg twitched like the start of cramp. I stretched it out, rubbing my calf.

I didn’t focus on Mr. Norton’s words, just the tone of his voice. He wanted me to go to my safe place. Did I have a safe place?

My mind blurred and I became light. I went to a place alright but not a safe place. I knew the house. Sour milk and rotting food smells in the air, smells I hadn’t noticed when I lived there but gave me a rush of familiarity now. 

A voice roared through the house like an injured buffalo. That man. My foster “dad”.  

With a pounding heart, I ran toward the stairs. I had to get to my room. I’d hide in the wardrobe, in the shadows where he’d never find me.

“Girl!” He never called me by name. “Girl. Get here.”

The slap of leather against flesh. I knew what that meant. I tried to move as fast as I could without making a noise. If he heard me, I’d be screwed. If my feet got tangled and I couldn’t get away, I’d be screwed. If I didn’t make it to the wardrobe...

“Get here, girl.” 

I made it to the foot of the stairs. I pressed myself against the wall, body shuddering with fear. If I pressed hard enough, maybe I’d merge with the wall. Maybe I’d get away. Maybe this time I’d be safe.

The footsteps pounded, closer and closer.

Someone shook me and I screamed. 

I wasn’t safe. I’d never be safe.

I opened my eyes, not sure where I was. I lowered my hand to the floor, surprised at the softness of the training mat beneath me.

“Are you okay?”.Norton’s voice softened.

I nodded but sweat drenched my body. I hugged my arms around myself and Lucas handed me my hoodie. Everyone gathered around me, concern on their faces. They crowded too close, taking up all the space, all the oxygen.

Damn. What had happened?

I tried to stand up but my legs shook. I reached for Lucas, using him to steady myself.

“Take her to the dining room,” Mr. Norton told Lucas. “Get her a warm drink. Sweet tea is probably best.”

Lucas put his arm around my shoulder but I shook him off.

“I’m fine. Really” I took a tentative step. My legs still trembled. I took another tiny step. “See, I’m fine.” 

“You’re not fine.” Britney tried to grab me. “You need help.”

I shook her off. She meant well but even Lucas’ touch was more than I could handle.

“I think I’ll just go back to my room and sleep this off.”

Britney and Lucas walked with me to the elevator. Even though it took me forever to walk the distance, I refused to let them help.

“Mr. Norton shouldn’t have done that.” Lucas frowned. “He should’ve known better.”

“No. It’s fine. He has to try things.”

“While you be okay to get to your room?” Britney tried to move closer again. 

I shuffled to the side. “It’s a short walk.”

They both still had that look of worried concern on their faces as the elevator doors closed. Once they could no longer see me, I slumped against the wall, longing for the privacy of my own room. 

The elevator opened to an empty lobby. I just had to focus on my bedroom door, putting one foot in front of the other.

I’d only made it two steps out of the elevator when I heard someone.  I wanted to sneak into the shadows out of view but wasn’t sure if I could in this state. I hobbled faster, hoping I could get in my door before they saw me. 

Shit, Oscar. 

I paused, not sure what to do since he stood between me and my bedroom door.

He flinched. Good. I’d rather him be afraid of me than attacking.

I walked faster, grabbing my swipe card out of my pocket but I walked like I moved through quicksand. As I tried to pick up speed, I stumbled, reaching out for the wall to steady myself.

Oscar sensed my weakness, the way that bullies always do. 

“What’s wrong, poor girl?” He moved closer and flicked at my hair. 

It didn’t hurt but I cringed at his touch. 

“What’s up?” Blake appeared from around the corner.

My chest tightened. I couldn’t deal with one of them, let alone both. 

Blake leaned against my door frame, blocking access to my room. I slumped against the wall. I just needed to get them to leave. No matter what it took.

“She doesn’t seem so feisty today.” Oscar moved even closer to me. “Probably got one of those poor people diseases.” 

I tried to push him aside. “Leave me alone.”

“You never left me alone, did you?” He got right up in my face, grabbing my shoulders. “So, don’t expect any sympathy from me.”

I swallowed. I didn’t expect it but I’d hoped he’d act like a decent person for once in his life. 

“Make her do it.” Blake snickered. “Make her do the freaky throwing thing.”

The hallway swam around me and my breathing became labored. I wasn’t sure how much longer I could stand.

Then the elevator beeped. 

Saved.

Oscar and Blake wouldn’t want witnesses. 

The elevator doors opened. If it was someone sympathetic, I’d call to them, otherwise I’d gather my strength to get to my room while Oscar and Blake were distracted. One friendly face, that’s all I asked for.

Ren.

My heart sunk. I was screwed, totally screwed. 

My heart sunk further with each step he took. My gaze darted around, looking for an escape. If only there was someone else around. Or security. Weren’t there security cameras up here? Totally useless cameras.

“Ah, Cherry. Time for our session.” He smiled at me, ignoring Oscar and Blake. “I think the study room is busy so we’ll go to my room.”

Oscar’s jaw dropped. “But...”

Ren smirked, daring him to say more.

The two of us walked along the hallway, leaving Oscar and Blake behind us. Had this just happened?

I’d just been saved. By Ren Worthington.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 20  

[image: image]


I slumped down in the chair, burrowing into my hoodie. Ren had a reason for helping me. And you could bet your bootie that reason wasn’t common human decency. 

I had an obligation to him now and as much as I appreciated him saving me, I hated being obliged to people.

“Do you want something to drink? You look like you’re going to pass out.”

“I’m fine.”

“No, you’re not. You’re just saying you’re fine.”

He picked up his phone and ordered me a coffee. “And a smoothie too. Freshly made.”

“You could’ve said please,” I said when he hung up the phone. “Manners never hurt anyone.”

He redialed the number. “Please.”

Okay. I hadn’t expected that. 

Then he grinned. “It’s true, they really don’t hurt.”

“Maybe you should try it more often.” I chewed my sleeve, knowing I’d have to take my own advice. “Thanks. For saving me from your jerk pal, I mean. That guy has serious problems.”

Ren shrugged as though it was nothing. “Is there something wrong with you? Are you sick or something? You seem paler and weaker than usual.”

“Not sick. A bit of ‘or something’.”

He narrowed his eyes as though debating with himself over something. Maybe something that would cause me pain. I couldn’t shake off my mistrust.

“You aren’t going to pass out or anything? I could take you to the school nurse.”

“I’m fine. So, what did you want me to help you with?” I had to at least listen to his request.

Ren jumped up suddenly. I flinched, not sure what he wanted. He opened a drawer beside his bed and took something out.

“You remember Farran?”

“Of course.”

He showed me Farran’s ring. “I found this, in the woods. That story about him dropping out of school is bull. He never went anywhere without this ring. He’s dead, I’m sure of it, but no one wants to admit it.”

I almost gasped but stopped myself. That had been the last thing I’d expected him to say. When he’d shown the ring to Oscar and Blake, he’d bragged about having it. He didn’t just find that ring in the woods. There was more to this story. Ren’s face shone with sincerity, so convincing that I’m sure anyone else in the school would trust him completely. Anyone but me. 

“So, how did you just happen to find Farran’s ring? Were you and your buddies messing with him? Don’t tell me you were out frolicking in the woods when you just happened to spot a nice, shiny ring.”

Ren sighed. “We weren’t messing with him. I’d taken Thunder out and stopped for him to drink in the stream. I heard a scuffle and went to check it out. There was no one around when I got there, just the ring.”

“Even if it’s true, how does that involve me?” I curled tighter into myself, no idea where this conversation was leading.

“I want you to find out what happened to him.”

That was not the favor I expected Ren to ask. “Wouldn’t it make more sense to hire a private investigator? What can I do to help? I don’t know anything about it.”

“It’s going to look strange, a private investigator snooping around, but you could do it without anyone suspecting a thing. After all, you hide yourself and no one will think it strange if you ask weird questions.”

I wasn’t sure what he meant. Did people think I was strange? I didn’t want people thinking about me at all. I grabbed my hoodie sleeve between my teeth. I needed all the comfort I could get.

For Ren to ask me to investigate Farran meant one of two things. Either everything I’d believed about Ren was a lie. He was a decent guy who had really had found Farran’s ring in the woods. Or two: Ren was eviler than I ever suspected, and trying to play me like a violin. That made a whole lot of sense. He’d seen me in the math room. He knew I’d seen him with the ring. If people discovered Farran was dead, he’d look guilty as hell. The best way to divert suspicion from himself would be to pretend he wanted this solved.

No matter what his motive was, I didn’t want to get all caught up in this. I was caught up enough. Far better for me to untangle myself now.

I shook my head.

“If you don’t do it, I’ll do it myself.”

I jumped. No. 

That’d be the worst possible outcome. If Ren investigated Farran’s disappearance, he’d put himself in danger. Danger that I was being paid to protect him from. A dead Ren did not profit me one bit.

I pursed my lips, trying to work out how to stop Ren.

“I’ll pay you well. You could buy yourself clothes that aren’t full of holes, and a new hoodie.”

“This is my favorite hoodie.” I scowled at him, daring him to keep smack talking my clothes.

Sure, the cuffs on my hoodie were a bit frayed, not helped by me chewing on them, but I wouldn’t replace it with a new one even if I had all the money in the world.

“That’s beside the point. You need money. I have money.”

True facts. He could pay me to investigate, his father could pay me to protect him and I’d collect all the cash. I screwed up my face, though, not liking this situation but not disliking the financial potential either.

“I’ll do it on two conditions. You stay out of the investigation. I’ll do everything, you just keep doing whatever you rich kids do, I don’t know, go shopping and bully poor kids, that kind of thing.”

Ren nodded.

“And two, you call off Oscar and Blake. They stay away from me, actually they stay away from everyone. No bullying, no teasing, no unwelcome touching.”

“I think you're overestimating how much control I have over them.”

I shook my head. “Nope. I’m not. They’re your little minions.”

Ren tried to hide his grin but when his eyes sparkled like that, I found it hard to work out why I hated him. 

“Do you think so?” He narrowed his eyes. “That’s awesome, you have to admit. I mean, I always suspected it but you can’t know those kinds of things until you get it confirmed.”

“Yeah, really. Why don’t you message Oscar and ask him to do something really stupid for you? Like, I don’t know, come to your room and wash your hair. I bet he’d do it. He’d be like ‘oh, Ren, your hair is so beautiful and shiny’.”

We both laughed then Ren frowned.

“Yeah, right. There’s one drawback. If he agrees, I’d have to let him wash my hair. That’d be disgusting. Also, I doubt he’d do a good job of it.”

“But it’d be hilarious.”

My drinks arrived. Ren opened the door and one of the school staff entered with a tray. He indicated for them to put it on the desk beside me. I picked up the smoothie, suddenly hungry and wishing we’d ordered some burgers as well.

“How much money are we talking here? Because I’m not cheap.”

Ren scoffed. “I agreed to your conditions and you want money too?”

“Hell yeah, I do, rich boy. I have to cover my time and expenses.”

I did a quick calculation in my head based on how much his father was paying me. If that had been a drop in the ocean then I could ask for so much more. I named my figure.

“Sure.”

What? He agreed that easily? I’d totally underpriced myself. I could’ve doubled, tripled that amount. And his cheapskate father should be paying a lot more too. Damn it. I had to start thinking in rich people’s terms. The kind of thinking where dropping a bundle of money on a parfait meant nothing.

“But I have a condition too,” Ren said. “You go to the school dance with me.”

I laughed. I laughed a lot. I almost fell off the chair, I laughed so much. Then I looked up and realized Ren wasn’t joking. Why would he want to go to the dance with me? 

“You’re kidding, right? I don’t go to stupid school dances and if I went with you, every girl in this school would want to kill me.”

You could not stay under the radar being Ren Worthington’s date. That was about as far above the radar as you could get. Every single person in this school would be gunning for me.

Ren shrugged. “I have my reasons.”

“Are those reasons that you want someone like Angela Blackstone to rip my hair out of my head?”

“She won’t do that.”

He might think that but I knew Angela Blackstone and girls like her. They might not act violently in public but that didn’t mean they didn’t play rough. And it wouldn’t just be her either. Oscar and Blake would not like their best buddy being seen with me.

“Why me? Is this one of those dare things where you have to ask out the ugliest girl in the school?”

“You’re not the ugliest girl in the school.” He didn’t smirk when he said that. He didn’t even do that lip curl thing. He just looked at me as though he hadn’t said anything strange. 

I ducked my head as my face grew warmer. It wasn’t that I wanted to think other people were uglier than me, just that people never said nice things about me. It made my nose twitch so I rubbed it with my hoodie sleeve. 

He moved closer, as though he was going to touch me, then stopped.  He still looked at me, as though waiting for my answer, as though this was a normal thing. 

“I don’t have anything to wear.”

“Yes, you do.”

I sucked in my lip, considering that. He knew I had a dress? No one in this school knew that except Britney and Lucas. How would he know that? Sure, he’d seen me in the store but I’d just been trying it on. There was no way Ren had bought that dress for me.  That thought was too stupid to consider.

I shook my head, getting that idea unstuck. Surely not. 

Maybe, because he’d seem me try it on, he’d assumed I’d bought it. In his world, girls probably didn’t try on dresses then put them back because they were too expensive. 

“Well then, tell me why you’re asking me.”

Ren gulped and wouldn’t meet my eyes. For someone with such an overinflated ego, he seemed oddly nervous.

“Because I have to have a date for the dance and Angela Blackstone will be unsuspended by then. If I’m with you, I’m safe.”

“But I won’t be.” My skin prickled under his gaze. “You’re paying me to date you? Whoa, imagine if people found out about that.”

He turned away. “I’m not paying you to date me. I’m paying you to investigate and since you’re working for me, you should go to that dance.”

“If I’m working for you, that’s all the more reason we shouldn’t. It’s a breach of workplace relations.”

“Just go to the damn dance. It won’t kill you.”

I had to tell him no. I couldn’t do this. It went against all my life principles. Just because he asked me, didn’t mean I had to go. Refusing was totally an option. Until I glanced up and locked gazes with Ren. There was a whole lot of intensity in this room that needed to be gone.

“I’ll think about it.” That was the best I could do.
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Even though I’d told Ren that I’d investigate Farran, I had no idea what to actually do.  I asked Lucas and Britney to help me search in the woods after training. Ren had given me a map of where he’d found that ring so that was as good a place as any to start.

Lucas and I lazed around the training room while Britney warmed up.

“Sure.” Britney did some fancy jump rope trick. “No. Problem.”

“And I mean investigate, not sneak off to... where are you guys up to in your relationship? Hand holding? Kissing? More than that?”

Yes! Bullseye! They both blushed.  They’d definitely passed the kissing stage. I needed to know the details. Not for my own idle curiosity but to practice investigating. But Tarragon and Seth came into the room so I shut up. Teasing the lovebirds was one thing, doing it in front of others was just too mean, though.

“Show me your powers.” Lucas stood up and stretched, raising his arms above his head. His t-shirt raised, showing off his belly. Suddenly Britney’s feet seemed to get twisted in her skipping rope. 

“Ah, I’m not sure...” After last time, I didn’t want to mess with things.

“It’s not going to be like that.” Lucas tried to grin reassuringly but it came out all loppy and lovestruck. “You don’t have to go into deep meditation or anything. Just try a few things. If anything goes wrong, we can stop.”

Britney stopped jumping. “We’re here for you if you need us.”

“I don’t know if they’ll work without an immediate threat. It might’ve been a one-off thing.”

“Only one way to find out.” Lucas grabbed one of the medicine balls from the store cupboard. “I’ll hold this, you try to get it out of my hands.”

“Those things aren’t light.” Probably lighter than Oscar but then I had no malice towards an innocent medicine ball. 

I stood on the other side of the room, focusing on that ball, determined to lift it from Lucas’ hands, even just an inch. There was no point having powers if I couldn’t channel them whenever I liked.

Nothing.

Nothing.

I dug deeper.

Still nothing. 

But, on the plus side, I didn’t feel any pain. No tight band squeezing my head. 

I doubled my efforts, screwing up my face and squinting my eyes.

“You look constipated.” Mark came into the room, breaking my concentration.

“Shut up, Mark,” Lucas said. “We’re trying something here.”

Something jolted me. A tingling sensation passing from my head to my toes.

The ball lifted.

Not just the ball but Lucas too. He shot up in the air until he hung from the ceiling, gripping that ball.

I started to laugh but Lucas looked scared, really scared.

“Hey, buddy, let go of the ball.” I concentrated on lowering him but he stayed in the air, floating.

“I can’t.”

Bollocks. I hadn’t expected that to happen. I needed to separate Lucas from the ball but I had no idea how I’d done it in the first place. I screwed my eyes up tighter, picturing Lucas’ hands coming away from the ball.

The loud thud startled me. My eyes flew open. Lucas sprawled on the ground but the ball still floated above him. 

Nope. It didn’t. The ball crashed onto Lucas’ head. 

“Sorry. Sorry.” I rushed over.

“Well, seems like you’ve found your strength.” Mr. Norton stood in the doorway. “Now we just have to test what you can do.”

He set the others up doing exercises while he worked with me. He kept telling me to work from my core.

“Is this Pilates or a magic class?” I asked. “Because my core muscles don’t work too well.

“This has never been magic class. Don’t be dismissive. We need to be a fully functional fighting unit.”

Sometimes Mr. Norton lacked a sense of humor.

By the time we’d finished training, the light was fading but I’d gained a little control of my powers. Not much but I didn’t float Lucas again, which was a good thing.

“Do you think it’s safe to go into the woods?” Lucas asked as we walked out of the back of the school.

I’d been thinking the same thing but hadn’t wanted to say it. Those woods looked mighty dark and gloomy.

“No problem.” Britney created a circle of light around us. “I can handle that.”

“Great but maybe leave it off until we get out of sight of the school.”

The three of us followed the path Ren had marked.

“Did you hear about the school dance?” Britney asked. From the look she gave Lucas, he hadn’t asked her yet.

“Yeah, I heard about it.” I had to tell them. 

“Are you going?” Britney asked.

I just had to say the words. One sentence. Ren asked me to the dance. Not that hard to say. I’d never kept secrets from Lucas before. I’d never had secrets I needed to keep from him.

But Lucas would laugh. He’d laugh so hard. And he’d mock me forever. I’d committed so much of my time over the two years to hating Ren that even downgrading that to dislike would be a huge deal.

I still hadn’t said anything when we found the spot Ren had marked on the map. 

“Is this the right place?” Britney looked around.

“No idea. All trees look the same to me but he said there was a tree that looked like it had a face nearby.”

Britney pointed up. Yep, that tree had a face. A really creepy face. Right spot. 

Now we were off the path, the ground became all soggy. It hadn’t rained for a while but I guess this area was close enough to the stream that the ground was always damp. 

“Are you sure we can trust him?” Lucas kicked around in the leaves. “In first year, he threatened to flush my head down the toilet.”

“I have no idea. No idea at all. He made that redhead kid quit school too. Poor kid was in tears, not able to cope with the bullying.”

The two of us dug around looking for I don’t even know what while Britney lit the ground. My feet squelched in the mud. I’d be cleaning these boots all night to get that off them.

“His creepy friends attacked us,” Britney said.

“I guess that was Blake and Oscar, not him.” Mud caked my hands and leaf muck had gotten all under my nails.

“Actually, Blake was the one who threatened to flush my head down the toilet, not Ren. But I assumed Ren was behind it.”

My feet slipped out from under me and I landed on my butt with a thud.

“Hey, weird idea. Maybe Ren isn’t the bully, maybe he’s just got shit friends.” I couldn’t believe I said that. I didn’t want to become a Ren apologist but he had saved me from Oscar.

Mud soaked through my jeans as I clamored around, trying to get my footing.

Lucas’ slipped around in the mud too. “You sure that’s not lurve talking?”

“I’m not saying he’s an angel but maybe he’s not the criminal mastermind we’d thought.”

“Actually, you’re the main one who thought that.” Lucas took my hand to help me up. “Still, don’t get too close to him.”

I gulped. I had to tell Lucas. No matter how stupid it sounded to say the words out loud.

“Ren asked me to the dance.” I said it all in a rush so that the words mushed together into one long jumble. “Not that I’m going or anything but he asked me.”

“What?” Lucas jumped, losing his footing. He grabbed hold of me to steady himself but the two of us just floundered. Britney laughed. But mud covered my legs now. Finally, I got to my feet.

“You heard me. I don’t know why he asked me, maybe some stupid rich boy thing, but I said I’d think about it. I mean, maybe I should go with him... he might be at risk.”

“At risk of falling over and crashing into your lips, you mean.”

That would not happen. “Shut up.”

“You are going to the dance with Ren Worthington. You. Ren Worthington. Dance. I heard the words but they make no sense when said together.”

“I haven’t said yes yet.”

“You will.” Lucas seemed certain of that. “But you shouldn’t.”

“What? You think I’m not good enough for him?”

I lunged at Lucas, ready to punch him but my feet slipped out from under me again.

“No, I think he’s not good enough for you.” 

I skidded into Lucas. The two of us tumbled in the mud. It squished through my fingers and in my hair and even up my nostrils.

“Do mud monsters exist?” I asked Lucas.

“No. Not— crap, look at this.” Lucas uncovered something. He held it up in the light Britney created. Mud caked clothes. 

“Are they Farran’s?”

“Yeah, that’s his red flannel shirt. He loved that shirt.”

I hung my head, not wanting to look. I’d never been close to Farran, had barely spoken to him. His disappearance had always seemed suspicious but having those suspicions confirmed like this turned my belly to lead. I’d wanted to hope the teachers hadn’t lied, that Farran was now happily living somewhere else. But nope, it didn’t look that way. Not with his clothes buried in the woods.

“Should we...”

“We should get the police involved, that’s what we should do.” Lucas stood up, trying to wipe the mud off himself.

“No way. The police aren’t going to do a dang thing, not with the school covering this up. But what can we do? And what if he’s in a shallow grave near here.”

Britney picked up the mud-soaked clothes with a stick and put them in a bag, then she added samples of the mud to other zip lock bags. 

“What are you doing?” 

“My auntie works in supernatural forensics. She can help us.”

Lucas and I stared at her, not sure what she implied. And, what? Supernatural forensics? Britney lived in a whole other world to us.

“Have you considered that Farran wasn’t human?” She got more mud samples. “I didn’t know him so I can’t say but that’s how it seems. Cherry, what did that ring look like?”

I described the ring. “Nothing special, just a regular signet ring. I can get Ren to show you if you like.”

Britney shook her head. “Best not to let him know we’re involved in this at the moment. If you could get a photo of it, though... I’ve got a strong feeling Farran was a vampire.”

“No way. He walked around in the daylight all the time. And he didn’t look all fangy...”

I exchanged glances with Lucas. Neither of us had considered that. We were paranormals, the other students were human. That’s how it worked here.

“I think the ring was charmed. He used it to act human, walk in the sun and all that. But someone removed it from him and without it...” She made a sizzling sound like something frying. 
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“Have you given Ren an answer about the dance?” Lucas asked me.

I looked around the training room, hoping no one had heard that.

“Shush. No one, and I mean no one, is to know he asked me. You know what will happen if people find out.”  I did a throat-cutting gesture. “Anyway, he probably shouldn’t go to the dance anyway. Not with the threats on him.”

“Ren asked you to the dance?” Mr. Norton walked over to me. “You should go with him.”

Oh great, now one more person knew. I glared pointedly at Seth. That elf had amazing hearing and loved gossip more than anyone. He seemed more caught up in trying to make things float around the room than our conversation.

“Don’t you think it’s better for him to stay safely in his room?”

I didn’t want to go to that dance, no matter what.

“Nonsense. He has to take part in regular school life or people will get suspicious. Just tell him you’ll do it.”

I groaned. “I’m not a going to dances kind of person. It’ll ruin my anti-social image. Britney could go with him.”

“He didn’t ask me, and anyway, I’m going with Lucas.”

Lucas? Lucas asked her to the dance? I stared at him, making sure he was the same person I’d always known. He blushed and looked away. Whoa, things must be getting serious between them. 

“You should go. We can double date.” Britney grinned. She would say something like that. 

“Enjoy yourself for once,” Mr. Norton added. “You should do something to participate in school life.”

What was with everyone? I hated dancing. I hated dressing up. And participating wasn’t for me. I’d agreed to tutor Ren and I’d agreed to keep him safe but I had not agreed to date him.

“Please.” Lucas mouthed the word so that only I could see. 

Lucas knew my thoughts on staying under the radar. Attention wasn’t for me. I scrunched up my face in a non-committal way. Lucas might want me around for moral support but I bet once he got to that dance, he’d be happy to be alone with Britney.

The next morning in history class, Polly stared at me. 

I tried to ignore her but she hissed. “Why you? You’re nothing special.” 

I jumped. She’d found out about my powers? I’d deny everything. The last, the absolute last thing I wanted was people knowing I was some kind of paranormal.

“Did you blackmail him or something?” Polly asked. “Seems the only logical explanation. You’re tutoring him and you found out some dirty secret. That’s a low blow.”

Okay, maybe that was the last thing I wanted people knowing. Looking around the class, it seemed Polly wasn’t the only one. I cringed at the stares.

Seth. It had be. He’d overheard us and had spread word all over the school.

“I didn’t blackmail him and I’m not going to the dance with him.”

“Yeah, right. As if anyone would say no to Ren.”

I grimaced but didn’t reply. I hadn’t said no. Not yet.

“He asked her because she’s pretty and smart and not bitchy.” Lucas glared at Polly. 

I glared back at him because my plan had been to deny everything. Now he’d confirmed Ren had asked me. That would just add fuel to the fire.

“I’m not going,” I hissed at Lucas.

“Just say yes.” Lucas hissed back at me. “It won’t be so bad.”

He said that but when I went to lunch, someone tripped me over and my food tray flew as I face planted on the floor. A ripple of laughter spread through the cafeteria. I stood up and looked around but everyone had their head down, ignoring me. I cleaned up the mess and got more food. The second time I walked around the outskirts of the room, giving everyone a wide berth. I picked at my lunch, not able to eat with all the hate aimed at me. 

“Have you heard back from your auntie?” I asked Britney. 

Since she’d barely had time to send her samples, I didn’t think so but I needed to break the silence.

“She’s in the middle of analysis now.”

Wow, that’d been fast. I wondered if Britney had some magical way of sending things.

Britney tried to mention the dance a few times but I changed the subject. I wished that stupid dance never existed.

On the way back to class, I got pinched three times. I hadn’t even said yes and I got treated like this. I couldn’t imagine how bad things would be if I actually did go to the dance with him. 

“Bitch,” someone hissed.

People laughed. I kept my head down as the anger welled up inside me. I wanted them dead, well not actually dead but a long way away from me. I jerked as someone else in the hallway pinched my arm.

The anger got stronger. So did the buzz in my belly and the voice in my head saying I could just zap them all out of my way. It’d be so easy and I’d be left alone.

Instead of going straight to class, I ran into the bathroom, locking the stall behind me.

I never wanted this.  I never wanted Ren Worthington. All I’d ever wanted had been a quiet life. I’d planned on staying under the radar until I graduated. 

When I came out, the corridors had cleared. I rushed to class, trying not to be too late.

All talking stopped as I ran into the room. Bollocks. Math. One of the classes I had with Ren. 

He glanced up, a smile on his face. I couldn’t look at him and I couldn’t smile back. I took my seat on the other side of the room and pulled out my books. I kept my head down until class ended even though my skin heated from the stares boring into me.

I’d tell Ren tonight in our study session. I could hardly refuse him when we were being so scrutinized.

Before I could get back to my dorm after class, I ran into Mr. Norton. We didn’t have training for once and he’d made it look like he’d just ran into me but I wasn’t so sure.

“Any more thought to the dance?” He walked with me through the halls.

I shook my head and sighed. “Can’t people talk about anything else?”

“You really should think about going. You can’t spend all your life cut off from other people.”

I shrugged. “What’s the big deal about a dance?”

“It’ll be fun.”

“My arms are covered in bruises,” I rolled up my sleeve to show him.  “That’s hardly fun.”

He grabbed my arm. “The other students did that?”

He shot me a look of pity but I didn’t need that. I needed to get to my room and away from all this attention. I didn’t tell him that was just the beginning. It’d only get nastier if I was actually seen with Ren.

“You should report it.”

“Report who? It’s all done secretly, in crowds. Anyway, what’s anyone going to do for someone like me? Can you see Principal Murphy giving a shit?”

“He might.”

“Not only do I have to put with that, but I also have to keep my temper under control because, if I get angry, I’m scared of what I’ll do. Don’t you see? This attention isn’t good. Not for me, not for any of us. You should understand that more than anyone.”

Luckily, we’d reached the elevator.

I got to my room and grabbed everything I needed for the tutoring session. I didn’t want to get to the study room early, though. The less time I spend around other students, the better.

To kill some time, I picked up the clothes from the floor and sorted them. For someone who owned so little, I sure had a mess around. When I opened the wardrobe door, that cherry dress tumbled from the shelf.

I sighed and picked it up off the floor, meaning to put it away.

Instead, I stripped off. It wouldn’t hurt to try it on again, just once. I tied the straps behind my neck, glad that no one could see how foolish I could be. Then I walked to the mirror, my heart heavy.

I grinned and twirled a strand of hair around my finger like I’d seen Britney do. Then I swirled around, enjoying the way the dress swished around my legs. In my imagination, Ren smiled back at me and held out his arm to me. The two of us walked together into that dance.

How stupid. Ren hadn’t asked me as a real date and I couldn’t go with him, no matter what. Anyway, if Ren touched me like that, the pair of us would sizzle.

The knock at the door startled me out of any stupid fantasy I might have.

“Just a sec,” I yelled as I slipped my jeans back on.

Poor scholarship girls had to know their place.

Students crowded the study room. None of them studying. All of them watching Ren and I walk to our room. I kept my gaze averted. At least the insults and pinching stopped while I was with him.

I sat at the table. “I can’t tutor with all that.” I swept my hand toward the window... well, the hundred staring faces on the other side of the window.

“You get used to it.” Ren grinned.

“You might. I won’t. It’s one thing to get attention because everyone loves you, a whole other thing to have everyone wanting your blood. I can’t go to the dance with you.”

“Of course you can.”

I grimaced. “No. Understand. I’m saying no to you.”

“You’ll change your mind.”

I had no idea how to get it through his thick head.

“No. N. O. Definitely not. I’m not putting up with this bullshit, understand. I’ll spend the night alone in my room, and you would too if you knew what’s best for you.”

Ren didn’t say anything but pulled out his homework. Had this all been a trap? If he wanted to torture me, asking me to the dance would be a sure way to do it. He looked like a nice guy while I got mauled to death by an angry mob. I wanted to hate him for that but he had his tongue out the side of his mouth again and I found it almost impossible. 

“Have you found out any more about Farran?” he asked.

“No. We should have the test results soon.”

“Why do you want to go to this stupid dance anyway?”

“Why wouldn’t I? Everyone goes to the school dance. It’s fun. Don’t you get that, poor girl? Don’t you want to leave here with fun memories of your school years?”

I shrugged. “My main plan is to leave here in one piece.”

“You talk like school is a battlefield.”

I sighed. He really didn’t get it. School was a battlefield. And he really didn’t get that he was the main battle.

“What do you think it’s like for students who don’t have buckets of money? Do you ever think about that? No one likes being teased or tormented. Have you ever even talked to poor people?”

Ren huffed as he handed over his notebook. “Of course. We do have servants, you know.”

“You have servants? Wow, that’s really mixing with the lower classes. Do you ever talk to your servants? Not just like ‘hey servant, fetch my slippers’ but really talk to them?”

He sat up, no longer smiling. “Yes, I do actually.”

That seemed to have touched a nerve. I couldn’t resist pushing further though.

“Do you go out and distribute gifts to the poor for Christmas?”

He rolled his eyes. “You seem to think I’m pampered like a little prince but life isn’t that simple. Our family has a financial empire and I’m the heir. I have to be prepared for that role.”

I checked his answers. “If you’re heir to a financial empire, you need to get better at math or that empire will crumble around your feet.”

He rolled his eyes again but he couldn’t argue with my logic. 

Most of the students had left the study room. I guess they’d expected something more risqué than Ren doing algebra. That meant I could grab a snack from the fridge. I couldn’t starve just because people hated me.

“I’ll be back in a minute.” 

Ren nodded without looking up. 

A few conversations stopped when I walked out of the room but I could handle that. I opened the fridge door. 

It slammed shut.

Oscar. 

Great. Just what I needed.

“You’re not going to the dance with Ren.” He folded his arms, his hip firm against the fridge so I couldn’t reopen it.

I could’ve just told him I had no intention of that but the way he stared at me annoyed the hell out of me.

“You have no say in this. What? Were you expecting Ren to ask you as his date?”

He leaned over, way too close. “I know you did something weird in the hallway. No matter what you say, no matter what Ren says. It wouldn’t be difficult to do some digging about you and your freaky friends and find out all the dirt.”

I gulped. That was the absolute last thing I wanted. Sure, we kept our powers hidden, mostly, and sure we tried to stay in the shadows but mostly we escaped attention because no one care what we did. If anyone, especially someone with the money and pure malice of Oscar, snooped around, we probably hadn’t covered our tracks that well. 

I hated to let him think he was winning but if that’s what it took, I’d play along.  Pride had no place here.

Nodding my head, I tried to look as angry as possible. “Okay, you win.”

Oscar laughed as he walked off. I shouldn’t have minded, I shouldn’t have cared one bit but the truth was, I did.
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“Have you found out anything yet.” Ren tapped his pen against the edge of the desk.

It’d only been two days since we’d sent the samples to Britney’s aunt. We’d tried to ask around but hadn’t come up with much. Farran had kept to himself. At least since my chat with Oscar, everyone had gone back to normal. Normal as in ignoring me. I don’t know if he’d told them he’d sorted me out or if they’d just realized the rumors weren’t true but two days of no bullying suited me just fine.

“Maybe. I’m waiting for things.”

“Maybe? I expect a full report. I’m not paying you for nothing. I need you to report back to me with a full accounting for your hours.”

“I’m at a very sensitive place in my research. I can’t compromise the investigation. So, get to work on those trig exercises. We've got a test tomorrow and I expect you to get at least a B.”

“You have found something?” Ren did that thing where he stretched his arm across the desk and rested his head on it. Then he looked up at me, all big, brown eyes and stupidly long eyelashes. 

He thought he was so darn appealing when he did that. Like, not a person on this earth could resist him. Didn’t work on me. He could do those puppy dog eyes all he liked and I wouldn’t budge a bit. But man, the glimpse of his collarbones where his V neck t-shirt dipped down... why did I have a thing for collarbones? And why were Ren’s more appealing than anyone else’s? Surely he could have something about him that was just average.

I didn’t want to say a thing until we got the report back from Britney’s aunt, and even then, I wasn’t sure if I could just tell him about vampires. He’d think I was nuts. 

“When I asked you to investigate this, I didn’t mean for you to exclude me.”

“Well, buddy, you are excluded so deal with it. That was our deal, you stay out of things. You know what you’re not excluded from? Math test. Get working on those exercises.”

While Ren did that, I tried to determine which was the better smoothie favor, the raspberry or the banana. Then I decided to combine them.

“What are you doing?” Ren stared at my smoothie mixture.

“Never you mind. Eyes on the paper.”

“I’m done.”

He might be but I had serious smoothie work to do.

“Well double check it. You rush to finish and make stupid mistakes. It’s better to double-check than lose easy marks.”

Ren seemed quieter than usual but he worked through the exercises. I took the chance to do my own homework.

“I’m done,” he finally said.

I looked through his work. Almost perfect. I handed the paper back to him.

“If anything major breaks about Farran, I’ll let you know. But now, our time’s up and have to go hang with my poor friends. I’m sure you have plenty of money to count or something.”

I rushed from the study room down to the dorms, happy to get away from Ren. Sometimes he made me laugh, and it was hard to hate someone who did that. And sometimes the glow of his smile melted my heart. I didn’t want my heart melted. I wanted to keep hating Ren because hating Ren was what I did. If I stopped hating him, I’d have to reassess my entire world view.

When I got downstairs, Britney wanted us to go back to where we found Farran’s clothes. Outside, the light faded fast.

“I know you can do that light thing and all but spending too much time in the woods after dark is not a smart idea.”

“It’ll be fine.’ Britney smiled.

“You can say that but every time we go in the woods, every single time, something horrible happens.”

“We just need to get some more samples. My auntie said the ones we got were inadequate. It’ll only take a minute. And we’ll have fun.”

Fun for Britney, maybe. 

Still, we went looking. We needed any evidence we could find. At least it wasn’t too dark, not yet. Maybe we could get this done and be back for dinner before it got completely dark.

Lucas and I walked together on the path while Britney skipped ahead. She seemed at her happiest in the woods. Me, not so much. I’d happily never venture outside.

“Did you talk to Farran’s friends?” I asked Lucas.

“He doesn’t have many, but his dorm mates didn’t think there was anything unusual going on. He’d seemed happy to be back at school. No more than the usual teasing going on. I didn’t get much of an idea about the vampire thing either.  I couldn’t exactly ask if he hated eating garlic—”

“That’s a myth anyway.” Britney turned back to us and grinned. “They have no problem with garlic or crosses.”

“Yeah, I know. I was joking.” Lucas grinned back.

“It’s a bummer he has no friends. I mean, a bummer for him but also for us. If he’d been in contact with someone since he left school, we’d know he was still alive. Just an email or something. Pity he has no social media at all.”

I wanted to believe that Farran wasn’t dead, no matter how much it looked otherwise. I refused to use past tense when I spoke about him.

We walked further into the woods, the trees closing around the narrow path. Only blotches of sunlight penetrated through the leafy canopy. A noise behind us startled me.

“Did you hear something?” I asked. 

“Nope.” Lucas sniffed the air. “Can’t smell anything either.”

That reassured me. Lucas’ wolf senses beat the heck out of my hearing. The woods always made me jumpy. All those branches brushing against me and the crackling underfoot. I tried to ignore the prickling on the back of my neck.

“What does your aunt need?” I asked Britney. 

“She wants samples of bark from the trees around where he disappeared. She’s pretty sure he was a vampire but she wants to confirm what happened. You can tell a lot from bark.”

That really sounded like a branch snapping behind us. If I said anything now though, I’d look super jumpy.

We got to the spot. That creepy tree face stared at us. I really didn’t like that tree.

“Does it seem colder here?” Britney pulled her jacket tight around herself. 

Strange. It wasn’t like Britney to feel the cold. Sometimes she freaked me out with her bare legs and arms while I wore about three layers to keep warm.

“I don’t notice it but then I’m always cold.”

Lucas shook his head too. 

Britney got a pocket knife out of her backpack and carefully removed a small bark sample from one of the trees.

“This doesn’t hurt the tree.” 

I’d never thought of that. I guess she had a much closer connection to the trees than I did.

Lucas and I hunted around the ground while Britney collected her samples. We weren’t looking for anything in particular but it never hurt to search again.

Then Lucas and I both jumped. 

He’d heard it too? That smashing around like a wild animal stomped along the path?

Britney turned to us. “I hope those horrible guys haven’t followed us.” 

I hoped so too. “They aren’t supposed to be bullying anyone. That was the deal I cut. But then, who knows?”

I sure didn’t trust Oscar and Blake. It wasn’t like Oscar hadn’t threatened me after I’d made that deal and if they thought they could attack us in the woods, they’d take the chance.

“There’s definitely someone.” Lucas sniffed the air. “I couldn’t smell them before but now I can.”

The three of us exchanged glances then crept back down the path.

A yelp broke cut through the silence of the woods.

I knew that yelp. 

Ren.

What was he doing following us? I’d told him to stay out of this. The woods were full of danger, and the biggest danger for Ren would be me when I found him. I’d kill him for getting involved in this.

We walked around a curve in the path to see Ren jumping around, going crazy bashing himself.

“What are you doing?” I tried to suppress my giggle but the sight of Ren jumping around, hitting himself, was too funny.

“Leeches.” He slapped his leg. “Horrible leeches.”

“Slapping won’t help. It might make things worse.”

“Let me help.” Britney rolled up the leg of Ren’s jeans, tapping the leeches with a small flash of light. They fell off, all bloated with his blood.

“What are you doing?” Ren said, trying to push the legs of his jeans back down.

“You’re damn lucky they were just leeches, not vampires.” She put her hands on her hips. “You idiot, following us here.”

So much for me not mentioning vampires to him. His eyes widened.

“I had to find out.” He folded his arms and glared at me. “I couldn’t just stay at the school and miss out on the fun.”

I made a mental note never to make agreements with Ren again. 

“Fun? Fun?” I pushed him, hoping to knock some sense into him. “This is a murder investigation.”

“You think he was murdered.” Ren’s eyes widened even further. 

I still wasn’t sure he wasn’t involved in this. Could anyone really look that innocent and not be guilty? 

“I have my samples,” Britney said. “We should take him back to the school. I don’t think he’s safe on his own.”

“I don’t think the leeches are safe.” I grimaced.

“Those leeches should be grateful they got to drink my blood. I come from the best bloodlines.”

Seriously, he said that? “Blood is blood. It doesn’t mean anything.”

“Ah, Cherry...” Lucas pointed to the ground. 

The leeches on the ground glowed bright yellow, like little wormy highlighter pens. I thought Britney had killed them but they still squirmed, fat and juicy with that luminous blood. I’d never seen leeches like that before, but then I was no leech expert. It was possible, I guess, that some leeches glowed.

“Are they supposed to do that?” I asked.

“She did it. She lit them up when she got them off me.” Ren folded his arms but he didn’t sound so confident.

“Of course I didn’t. I just burnt them off. They’re glowing from your blood.” Britney squatted down to look at the leeches. “I could send a sample to my auntie but I’m not sure how to ship living creatures.”

Ren walked over and squished one under his foot. “You can ship that one.”

Britney pushed him, almost knocking him to the ground. “Why did you do that? You killed it. That poor leech didn’t do anything to you.”

Ren stared at her, open-mouthed. No one pushed Ren and no one yelled at him. But Britney didn’t know or didn’t care.

“He sucked my blood, that’s what he did.”

“You really are an idiot.” She pushed him again. “For one thing, you don’t kill living creatures, and for another, you don’t kill things that contain your blood.”

Ren dusted himself off. “Stop pushing me around. Don’t you know who I am?”

“Do you know who you are? That’s the question we should be asking here. There’s something weird about you. You’re not human.” She picked the squished leech up off the ground. “But I have no idea what else you could be.”

A fluttering noise started up around us, like a flock of birds swarming. I caught Britney’s eye. Had she done that? But she frowned, looking as worried as I felt. The branches on the trees swayed and the leaves rustled. Even the ground under our feet seemed to move. 

“Yikes. This isn’t good.” Lucas looked at the sky that had gone black above us. “Not good at all.”

I moved closer to him for safety. The wind took on an eerie howling. 

Ren’s head turned. “Should we run for the school?”

But when the howling quietened, I knew it was too late.
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“We’re screwed.” I shivered. We’d have to fight. But fight what?

“Vampires.” Lucas barely whispered.

Then I smelled it too. Blood and decay. 

“I know that smell.” Ren moved closer to me. “It smells like one of my father’s business associates but what would he be doing here?”

I tried to move away from Ren, wanting to hide in the shadows. If he was doomed, I wouldn’t earn my money but that’d be better than being doomed with him. After all, this all started with his blood.

“We could try running...” Britney glanced in the direction of the school.

“You run. Get the others.” Lucas gave her a little push. “You’re faster than anyone.”

Britney took off, so fast she seemed like a streak of light. I wanted to run too but I couldn’t leave Lucas here to defend Ren. That was my job. 

“I should get back too,” Ren shuffled toward the path. “I’ve got things to do.”

“They’ll follow you.” Lucas began shifting.

As Lucas’ face elongated, Ren gawked at him, open-mouthed. I jumped between them.

“Nothing going on here.” I spread out my arms, hiding Lucas from view even though there wasn’t much chance of concealing what he was when he became fully wolfie.

“He’s a... a...”

I’d been shocked myself the first time I’d seen Lucas shift, and I’d been a lot more prepared than Ren.

“Just ignore him. We have bigger issues to deal with.” Hopefully, Tarragon could make a potion to make him forget this once it was over. 

If we survived. The fluttering came closer, chilling me to the bone.

“We should hide,” I whispered. 

But Ren couldn’t hide. He couldn’t run. They had the scent of his blood. Still, I grabbed his arm to drag him I had no idea where.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

We turned to find a creature standing on the path behind us. I froze. 

His chalk-white face looked almost human. More human than the other vampires we’d fought but still unsettling. He wore a leather coat that flowed to his ankles and the smell of him made me retch.

I’d have to fight him but this cold sweat breaking out all over my body didn’t help one bit.

I reached for Ren but he swaggered toward the vampire. “You can’t just...”

The vampire reached out his hand to Ren, extending claw-like nails.

“Come with us.” His voice rumbled with authority.

Crap, I was pretty sure he was trying to compel Ren. If that happened, we’d be screwed.

I rushed to Ren’s side, grabbing his arm. “Don’t listen. Block your ears.”

“Of course I’m not listening.: he shook me off. “Why would I go with him? I’m not a stupid kid and that guy is creepy.”

Ren wasn’t compelled? He sure sounded his usual arrogant self. 

“Sorry, buddy but you can find another victim.” I glared at the vampire. “This one already had all his blood sucked out by leeches.”

Behind us, Lucas growled. Just a friendly reminder that he was around.

The vampire put out his hand again, this time aiming at me. “He must come with us. I have no issue with you or your wolf friend but I have orders.”

Looked like that vamp was out of luck with his compelling today. 

“I don’t think so.”

He lowered his hand. “I will take him. One of theirs for one of ours.”

Ren backed away but that vampire moved at lightning speed. He grabbed Ren, his claws digging into Ren’s arm. Ren swung and punched, a punch that would’ve floored a regular man, but his fist bounced off the vampire’s abs. The vampire laughed.

“My master wants you.” He twisted, pinning Ren’s arms behind his back.

Ren’s face twisted in panic. I lowered my head ready to rush the vampire but Lucas, now fully shifted, sprung at the vampire. He knocked them both to the ground. The vampire tousled with him as Ren broke away.  

“What the hell is going on here?” Ren got to his feet, then blinked a few times as though he didn’t believe it. 

Lucas lunged for the vampire’s throat but the vampire smashed his arm across Lucas’ chest. It’d take more than that to stop Lucas but it made him pause.

Ren started to rush in but I pulled him back. 

“Stay behind me.” I didn’t want Ren getting attacked or bitten, but I was mighty impressed that he thought he could help. He seemed more the running away type. “Get behind the tree.”

I wanted to help but, with the two of them tousling on the ground, Lucas might get hurt in the process. It was all mud and fur and rumbling growls with no way to separate them.

I screwed up my eyes. I had powers. I could do something. I’d lifted Lucas, that could help. I just had to work this out.

Then Ren screamed. 

Two more vampires had hold of him, one arm each, as they tried to drag him off. 

If what Britney and Lucas said was true, the vampires wouldn’t attack me. Could I put my faith in that? I’d just been a guess and I could get seriously hurt here. I prayed for Britney to return soon. We needed Mark and Seth. 

There wasn’t much other choice. Ren struggled and kicked but the vampires were far too powerful for him. He’d never get away on his own. And they could take him who knew where.

I tried using my powers, focusing like Mr. Norton had taught me. I stilled my body but my pulse raced and sweat dripped down my legs. Nothing else, just useless sensations. I tried getting angry but fear overrode any other emotion. 

A searing pain shot from the birthmark on my hip. And I knew then that I had to save Ren, not because of the money or because it was my job but for some reason, he was part of a bigger plan.

If I couldn’t use my powers, I had to use my fighting skills. Smashing forward, I rammed the vampire holding Ren’s right arm, hoping to loosen his hold. 

My body hit his. Solid brick, that’s what it felt like. I rebounded, flying to the ground.

I got to my feet and rubbed my arm. I couldn’t give up after one failed attempt. Ren whimpered now, all fight gone from him. Seemed one of those creatures dug those claws into him.

I flew in, elbow first this time. The vampire recoiled but didn’t let go of Ren. 

Instead, he laughed. “Nice try, little girl.”

My heart pounded so hard it reverberated through my entire body.

Ren’s body flopped, his heels digging into the ground. Even with the vampires’ strength, they made slow progress dragging him. Luckily, because if they moved faster, I’d be screwed.

Without a stake, I couldn’t kill them and without my powers, I couldn’t beat them on strength. I inhaled, trying to remember my fight training.

Find their weak point, Mr. Norton’s voice echoed in my head.

Did vampires have a weak point? I wish I’d borrowed that knife of Britney’s before she ran off. 

I did have one weapon if only I could activate it. No matter how much a long shot it was, it had to work.

Squatting, I sized up the situation. Three leaps and I’d be on them.

Lucas growls got louder. He could look after himself while I fought these two.

The vampire laughed again, low and rumbling. 

Ren didn’t scream again but his face twisted with panic. I tried to get his gaze. I needed him in on my plan. 

Look at me, idiot. As I thought that, he opened his eyes, staring straight at me. I tried to indicate with my eyes that I’d go for the vampire’s arm. He gave a small nod as though he understood. I hoped he had. He’d have a split second to break free.

I sprung. 

One, two, three. Body slamming into Ren, our sides connected.

Instinctively, I recoiled as the electric shock zapped through me. I fought it. I had to keep contact Ren until that shock fried the vampires. The metallic taste flooded my mouth and my muscles spasmed.

One of them yelped. Their grip loosened. Yes. We could do this.

“Run.” 

But, before Ren could run, the vampire grabbed him again.

Bollocks. 

The vampires tightened their grip.

My vision went black and my ears buzzed. I wasn’t sure if the binding pain would hit me or not but I didn’t feel right.

“Cherry!” Ren screamed.

I inhaled. No pain. No tightness. Just that rush of power flowing through my body. I could do this. I could tackle them. Vampire strength, phhht. 

I rushed forward again, knowing I had the power to take them.

When I rammed Ren with my hip this time, the shock between us was strong enough to make the air crackle. I didn’t recoil, something protected me from the shock.

It worked. It really worked. 

As the vampires backed off, I grabbed hold of Ren. He winced but took my hand and we ran.

Lucas jumped up, following us. Hurling along the path toward the school, I expected the vampires to jump us at any moment.
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We didn’t get much further before the others found us, Britney leading them.

“You don’t need us?” Mark had a stake in his hand and a deadly glint in his eyes. “Wait, did you kill them?”

I shook my head. 

He grinned. “Tarragon, you stay with them. Seth and I will take those vamps out.”

“Good luck,” I yelled after him. 

The four of us continued back to the school.

“What’s going on here?” Ren stared around him. “He’s a wolf-man, she’s a... I dunno what, you’re some kind of freak too. You all do this weird stuff and there’s that freaky electricity and... did you spike my food? I’m tripping. That’s got to be it.”

Ren really didn’t sound his usual self. His voice had a hesitant edge. He walked slowly and scratched at his arm, the aftereffect of a leech bite, no doubt. 

“Tarragon, if you have something to wipe Ren’s memory, that’d help a lot.”

“You’re not wiping my memory. I’m not letting you mess with my head.” It didn’t take long for his arrogance to come back.

“It would probably be a good idea,” Tarragon said. 

“I’ve got a math test tomorrow.” Ren folded his arms. “I need to remember stuff. And I don’t trust any of you.”

“That really hurts my feelings.” Lucas frowned.

“And mine. After all, I just saved your life.” 

Ren shook himself loose of my hold and tried to make it down the path alone but despite his efforts, he stumbled. I went to put my arm around then stopped myself. In the midst of danger, touching Ren had been okay but now we were safe. I couldn’t go around just randomly touching him.

“We’ve got to see Mr. Norton.” Tarragon raised his watch. “He’ll need to know what happened.” 

“I want to shower first.” Mud covered my body.

Tarragon shook his head. “You can shower afterward. This shit is getting real. He’ll need to know what measures to take.”

I sighed. I really didn’t want to discuss what had happened. I wanted to get my thoughts all clear in my head first. 

Ren and I trailed the others. The closer we got to the school, the safer I felt. It seemed the vampires had disappeared to where ever they’d come from but the extra protection around the school would make sure they couldn’t get us.

“Thanks.” Ren’s whisper was so low, I barely heard it.

I nodded. 

Hopefully, Mr. Norton would have some explanation for this electricity thing. 

***
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“WHAT’S HE DOING HERE?” Mr. Norton stared at Ren. 

“I think he needs to know what’s going on.” I glanced at Ren and he nodded back to me. “Anyway, it’s too late to keep secrets. Although we were thinking we could try a memory wiping potion.”

Mr. Norton shook his head. “Those things aren’t to be messed with. And I have to have a chat with you later about a certain other potion.”

Ren’s glare turned to me. He knew exactly what Mr. Norton meant.

We started briefing Mr. Norton when Mark and Seth burst into the scholarship room.

“They’ve disappeared. Not a trace of the bastards.”

“Mark, language.” Mr. Norton frowned. 

“I wanted to bag a vampire.” Mark slumped onto a chair. “I wanted to rid us of them permanently, not just scare them off.”

I finished telling Mr. Norton what had happened. He didn’t say much then dismissed the others. 

“Maybe take Ren to the infirmary to get those leech bites looked at.”

Mark snorted. “Leeches.” 

Ren kept his head down. I got up to take him to the infirmary but Mr. Norton stopped me.

“I need to talk to you alone.” 

I nodded. “I couldn’t have a shower first?”

“It won’t take long.”

I’d found an old blanket in the cupboard and wrapped it around myself but that didn’t come close to a hot shower.

“What I’m going to tell you is in strictest confidence.”

“Yeah, of course.”

I thought Mr. Norton trusted me but he drew a pattern on a sheet of paper. “Put your hand over that.”

“What? Why?”

“You can’t repeat what I’m about to tell you to anyone. Not even Lucas. And it’s not that I don’t trust you but this sigil will seal that knowledge inside you. You literally won’t be able to tell anyone.”

I hovered my hand near the pattern then pulled it back. “This never works well. I’ve seen the movies. I think I’ll never need to tell anyone but then someone’s life will be in danger and I’ll just be like arrghgh arraggh instead of being able to spit out the words to save their lives.”

“We’ll take that risk.”

I sighed. I didn’t like this one little bit. “How come it’s fine to mess with me but not to give Ren a memory wiping potion?”

“Because if we do, he’ll fail his math test tomorrow.”

I rolled my eyes. “Really?”

“No. Because even though his father wants him to remain ignorant, it’s better for him to know about these things. His ignorance might get him killed. Now put your hand on the paper.”

I did as Mr. Norton said but frowned. “You know I wouldn’t do this for just anyone, right? I trust you so don’t mess with me.”

Mr. Norton sat down. “Keep your hand there. This is about Ren’s family. The Worthingtons—”

“Are vampires? Oh my god, I knew it.”

Mr. Norton sighed. “Put your hand back on the sigil. And no, they aren’t vampires.”

I put my hand back. I needed to hear this.

“Are you ready to listen?”

I nodded.

“As you know, vampires live a long, long time. And that can pose problems for them. You can’t buy property or open a bank account or do any of those kinds of things if you don’t officially exist. Especially now with the world becoming more and more reliant on technology, but even back hundreds of years ago there needed to be some way for the ancients to interact with the human world. They did that by relying on intermediaries.”

I frowned. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

“Vampire clans have a symbiotic relationship with certain families. They support each other and both flourish financially.”

“You mean the Worthingtons are vampires’ bitches.”

“That’s not how I’d put it.” Mr. Norton screwed up his face. “But yes, I think you could say that. They invest money on their behalf, purchase property for them. All that kind of thing.”

“Okay. So how does this concern me?”

“There seems to have been a falling out between the vampire clan and the Worthingtons.”

Things clicked into place. Farran’s disappearance. Ren saying the vampire smelled like his father’s business acquittance and then what had the vampire said... they’d take one of ours to replace one of theirs. 

“Because of Farran? He was a vampire, right?”

“You’re worked that much out. Good. Yes. Farran was the half-vampire son of the clan leader. His father wanted him to attend school as a regular human. Of course, I kept my eye on him but he seemed to fit in just fine.”

Farran did not fit in just fine. Farran fit in worse than I did, and that was saying something. Teachers could be so blind about things like that.

“He wore the ring to protect himself?”

Mr. Norton nodded.

“And Ren killed him?” For some reason, it gave me a lot less satisfaction to think Ren was a bad person than it used to. Sure, I’d be right and everyone else would be wrong but that didn’t make me happy. I didn’t want Ren to be a vampire killer if the vampire was a harmless loner like Farran. 

That’s assuming Farran was harmless. He might’ve used that loner front to hide any kind of brutal tendencies. 

“Ren didn’t kill him. That isn’t possible. I was with Ren when Farran went missing.”

“Ren’s good at getting others to do his dirty work.”

As much as I hated to say that, I couldn’t be a Ren apologist.

“I don’t think that’s the case here. I think someone wants to take the Worthingtons down. They’re being framed for some screwed up business reason and, unfortunately, Farran was the pawn here.”

“And that’s why I have to protect Ren?”

Mr. Norton nodded. “If they kill Ren, a war will break out. The kind of war this world has never seen.”

“A human/vampire war, that seems a bit—”

Mark rushed into the training room, his face creased with worry. “Mr. Norton, come here. You have to see this.”
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Mr. Norton and I followed Mark as he rushed down the corridors. He didn’t stop to explain until we got to the infirmary. 

“It’s Ren.” Mark panted, out of breath from all the running.

“I’m sure a few leech bites won’t kill him.” I bent over, hands on my knees, huffing as hard as Mark.

“It’s not the leeches.” Mark lead us to Ren’s bedside. “Take a look at this.”

He grabbed Ren’s arm, twisting it to show us the inside. I moved closer to see. Two bite marks shone red against his skin. Those weren’t leech bites.

“Damn.” Mr. Norton ran his hand through his hair. “Not good. Not good at all.”

“What the hell’s going on here?” Ren tried to sit up but Mark had a firm grip on his arm. “I’m fine. I need to get back to my room.”

He really looked pale.

Mr. Norton sat on Ren’s bed. “It’s not that simple. You’ve been bitten.”

“Yeah. Stupid leeches. But the bites are fine now. Surely they can just give me something so I don’t get an infection.”

Mr. Norton took a deep breath. “It wasn’t the leeches that bit you.”

Ren’s eyes widened. “But...”

“Will he turn?” I asked Mr. Norton. “I told that idiot not to get involved with things and he stupidly followed us. Now he’s going to become a vampire and—”

“Vampire?” Ren almost jumped out of the bed. “You’re kidding me?”

I actually had no idea how vampires turned. Both of us looked at Mr. Norton.

“There is a possibility. We’re going to have to keep him under observation. It normally takes about five days for symptoms to show. We’ll isolate him. There’s a real risk the vampires will still be after him too. They won’t know if he’ll turn or not either.”

“You can turn that easily?” I stared at Ren, wondering how much worse he’d be as a vampire.

“If he’s infected, he’ll start the change. He’ll need to feed to complete the process. We can’t let that happen. It’d be a disaster.”

“Excuse me.” Ren sat up straight. “Not that I want to be a vampire or anything like that, but I think there are a lot of people in this school who wouldn’t mind being bitten by vampire me. Of course, I’d be a hot vampire, nothing like those guys who attacked us.”

Mr. Norton stared at him. “You will not bite anyone, consensual or not. It’s a very shallow bite so you might get through this okay but we can’t take any chances. Containment is our best option.”

“I won’t be ugly like those other guys? Please tell me that.”

That was his main worry?

“Yeah, you will. You’ll be hideous. And you’ll smell bad.” I didn’t want him to think there was any advantage to being a vampire. And that was entirely for his benefit, not mine. The whole idea of Mr. Worthington not paying me and even killing me if his son became a vampire didn’t figure into it at all. Of course, with Ren in isolation, any gossip about us going to the dance together would completely die.

“I only have vampire lore to go on, since I have no real-life experience with this but it’s like Cherry says. You’ll lose your looks and you’ll smell like death. Also, if you do turn, we’ll have to stake you. There’s no other way around it.”

Ren blanched. I wouldn’t have thought he could get paler but he definitely did when Mr. Norton mentioned staking.

“You can try. I’ll have vampire strength, though.” 

That was pretty ballsy of Ren since he’d been confined to a hospital bed just for a few leech bites. 

“We’re trained at that kind of thing.”

“Your team didn’t look too well trained out there in the woods.” Ren tried to get out of bed. “I want to go back to my room.”

I rolled my eyes. Mr. Norton wouldn’t let Ren go to his room and just have free reign of the school.

“Sure, you can go to your room. Cherry, you go with him. Then meet us in the training room.”

“What if he bites me?”

Ren turning into a vampire was a terrible thing but me turning would be a total disaster.

“Ren won’t bite you. He’s not a vampire yet. And you’re not biteable. You’re the safest person for him to be around. Just take him up to his room. He might be a bit weak for a while. I’ll see about getting a wheelchair.”

Ren eased himself off the bed. “No wheelchair. I’m fine.”

“Can I have a shower?” The mud caked on me had dried now but it felt awful. 

“A quick one. I’ll call the others. It’ll take us a while to gather.”

I couldn’t believe that Mr. Norton just let Ren go back to his room. I guess there was no way we could force him to stay in the infirmary. Well, maybe shackles would work, but there were no shackles handy. I just had to trust Mr. Norton had a plan.

Once I had Ren to his room, I rushed my shower and chucked on some clean clothes. It’d gotten so late that everyone on my floor was asleep so I crept quietly to the elevator. Everyone else had waited for me in the training room.

“So, Ren’s going to be a vampire,” Lucas said.

Seemed Mr. Norton had already explained things.

“Why did you let him go back to his room?” I sat down at the table. “It’s okay for you guys but I’m in the room next door. When he goes looking for his first victim, that’s way too close for comfort.”

“The chances of Ren turning aren’t that likely. We’re just taking precautions at this stage. And his room is the best place to contain him. Of course, there are measures in place for ensuring he can’t leave that room. I’ll advise his teachers tomorrow that he’s under quarantine, leaving the reason vague. We do, however, have to have plans in place in case the worst happens.”

“Were you telling the truth about staking him?” Once I’d have happily driven a stake through Ren’s heart, vampire or not, but now it seemed like a terrible thing. Not just because of the money either.

Mr. Norton winked at me. He actually winked. Had I seen that right? In my entire time at Edgewater Academy, he’d never before made a jovial facial expression. 

I exhaled, happy that we wouldn’t have to go that far.

“We do need contingency plans in place, though.” Mr. Norton turned serious again. “Britney and Lucas, you research everything you can find on the vampire turning process.”

Britney nodded. “I’ll ask my auntie as well.”

“Mark, Seth, Tarragon, we need you on standby.”

That left me. I wasn’t sure what I’d be able to do.

“Cherry, you continue as you are. Ren will be confined to his room but you’ll have access. You keep tutoring him and make sure he gets his meals and has his other needs seen to.”

I raised my eyebrow at that but Mr. Norton ignored me.

“What symptoms should we look for?” If Ren was going to turn vamp, I wanted to know as soon as possible. 

“Fevers, sweats.”

“Blood lust,” Mark added.

Great. 

Before we got any further, Principal Murphy burst in the room. “What’s this I hear about Ren Worthington being in quarantine? That’s not possible. Mass panic will break out. The school’s reputation — we have to think about the reputation.”

Mr. Norton held his hand up. “We’ll discuss this later.”

The principal gulped but didn’t respond.

“Okay, I think that’s all for tonight. Training at the usual time tomorrow. You are dismissed.”

I lingered behind. “But Mr. Norton, what do I need to do? If Ren isn’t in quarantine, I’m not going to be his little errand girl. To be honest I don’t think it’s a good job for me anyway. He’s demanding and—”

“We’ll discuss it tomorrow, Cherry.” 

Yeah, I got the hint. Mr. Norton wanted me gone so he could discuss things with Principal Murphy.

I dragged my feet going back to my room even though all I wanted to do was crash into bed. It’d been a long, long day. But I saw a crack of light shining from Ren’s door. I stopped, my hand poised to knock, not sure if it was a good idea to talk to him or not. 

I walked away then realized this couldn’t be easy for him so knocked lightly on his door.

“Come in.”

I wasn’t sure if I heard the words or not, they were so quiet. I gulped and opened the door.

Ren sat on his bed, staring out the window.

“I’m a prisoner in here. I can’t get out.”

I nodded. “I know. I have to bring you food.” I didn’t want to say that the principal wanted to end his isolation. I didn’t want to give him false hope. I was pretty sure too that Mr. Norton would win out in this. Having Ren turn rabid and attack the other students would be the worst thing for the school’s reputation.

“So, if I order a midnight snack, you’ll have to open the door to the staff?”

“Try it and see.” I grinned as he turned to face me.

“Pizza or tacos?”

“Both. And maybe some drinks. And desserts. You need to keep your strength up, and maybe you should enjoy human food while you can.”

Ren picked up his phone and put in the order. When he hung up, he studied me until I got uncomfortable.

“You’re not going to tell anyone about this, are you?”

I shrugged. “Who am I going to tell? Everyone I talk to already knows. It’s not like I’m going to get all buddy-buddy with Oscar or Blake and blab your secrets.”

“What about those girls from your dorm?”

“Not my friends.”

Ren smiled. “I’m glad you’re an unpopular freak, poor girl.”

I picked up a cushion from his bed. “You think I’m an unpopular freak? Wait until you grow fangs, rich boy.”

Ren’s fading smile made me almost feel bad for saying that.

“I don’t want to be a vampire. I don’t want to change my life in any way. And I don’t want to be a prisoner in this room.”

“There are worse places to be prisoner. It’s a pretty swell room. You can play games and order up food and maybe work on your math homework. I don’t know why you’d want to leave actually.”

“Will you play with me?” 

He handed me a controller.

“I have no idea how.”

A knock on the door disturbed us. The food. I took the trays from the staff member and put them on Ren’s desk. The two of us made short work of that food, practically inhaling the pizza. When my belly was almost at exploding level, Ren picked up one of the drinks sat it beside the bed.

“Okay, time for gaming.”

He handed me the other controller. I tried to position his computer chair so I could see the giant screen while he laid on the bed. 

We started playing.

“You’re hitting the wrong buttons.” He huffed. “You really don’t have any idea, do you?”

“I’ve never played before.”

“I thought you were kidding about that. Come here. I’ll help you.”

He tried to sit up but groaned. He’d been injured more than he’d let on. There was nothing for it. I moved to sit on the edge of Ren’s bed.

He gave me a quick run-down on what buttons to use for what. Knowing that, we started the game again. 

“I’m winning! I’m winning!” I jumped around, shocked that I even had a chance.

“Not anymore.”

My body swerved right with the controller. Then, bam. My leg touched Ren’s and an electric shock jolted through my body. 

I jumped away from him. 

I sat the controller down on the bed. “It’s late. I should get back to my room.”

I’d forgotten I couldn’t touch him. I’d forgotten I didn’t want to touch him. For a moment, we’d just been two people fooling around. I couldn’t let that happen ever again.
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“I got the results back from my auntie.” Britney held out her phone to show me. “She says there is something weird about Ren’s blood but she can’t determine what. Same with your DNA. She’s never seen anything like it in all her years of forensics.”

“Wait...what? She tested my DNA?”

“Well you left so much hair around the dorm, I figured it was best to get you tested too.”

I grabbed her phone and read the screen. “Ah, Britney. I’m not sure if that’s legal. You can’t just go around testing people’s DNA without their permission.”

She shrugged and smiled. “Fae laws are different from human ones, and what’s the difference between testing you and testing Ren?”

She had a good point. 

“Well, we’re no better off than we were before. We don’t know anything about either of us.” I yawned. 

After my late night, I’d had to run between classes and doing things for Ren. He messaged me to get him lunch, then snacks then a bunch of other stuff. I’d told him I’d be in training for the next hour and not to contact me. Surely, he could amuse himself for an hour without me.

“I guess you won’t be going to the dance,” Brittney said. “Not with Ren, anyway.”

In the middle of all this, she still thought about going to the dance? 

“That was never going to happen.” I tried to sound regretful. 

We spent most of the training session talking about the Ren problem. No one had any clear idea about how to stop the turn. 

“It’s not a common problem.” Mr. Norton scratched his head. “Most humans nowadays turn willingly. Have you noticed anything strange about him?”

“Not more than usual.” I shook my head. “He gets bored easily but I don’t think that’s a vampire thing.”

“I’ve found a potion that might work.” Tarragon said. “It’ll weaken the blood lust and block his strength. Problem is, it could be toxic if we give it to him and he’s not turning.”

Mr. Norton nodded. “Make a batch just in case.”

“We haven’t had time to research,” Lucas said. “But we’ll get onto it straight after this.”

“Come to my office after training. I’ve got quite a few books to go through.”

Lucas grinned like having access to Mr. Norton’s dusty old books was the greatest treat ever.

Mark ran through fighting techniques for killing vampires. He could’ve done that a few days ago.

My phone beeped.

“Ren. Again.” I shot Mr. Norton an apologetic grin. “He’s bored. Tell him I don’t exist just to run jobs for him.”

“That’s okay. It’s probably good for him to be occupied.”

“Good for him. Not good for me.”

I took it that Mr. Norton had convinced the principal that Ren should be isolated. 

“It’s only for a short time, Cherry, and it’s better than him trying to leave his room. Anyway, you’d have to go to tutor him now so you can kill two birds with one stone.”

I didn’t want to kill birds, I wanted to kill Ren. Or maybe sedate him so I didn’t have to deal with him for a few hours.

When I got to Ren’s room, he’d already ordered food. That was one perk of this job. I bet the staff wondered why I was constantly in his room, though. 

The school had sent out a broadcast message saying Ren had an unusual strain of flu and that’s why he needed the quarantine but that didn’t explain why I could go near him. Already half the students wore flu masks in class. They gave me a wide berth too.

Ren held up the game controller to me.

“We’re studying, not playing.” I used my sternest voice.

“But I’m sick.”

“You’re not really sick.”

“But it’s not going to look believable if I return to class with good marks. No one studies when they’re really sick. And if I do turn into a vampire, I won’t need to study. I’ll have centuries to learn all that stuff.”

I rolled my eyes and got out my books. “You might. I won’t. So hit the books, vampire boy.”

Ren sighed but didn’t resist. 

I handed him the homework sheets I’d picked up in class. “Work through these and then I’ll check them.”

I started on my own homework while he did that. I really couldn’t afford to let my marks drop. Ren sat on his bed while I used his desk. I finished my math homework and turned to see why he was so silent. He sat cross-legged with his tongue out the side of his mouth. He looked so sweet when he did that and even if he could be horrible at times, that didn’t mean he deserved to become a vampire. 

“Does it hurt?” I thought he hadn’t noticed me watching him but he glanced up, brushing his hair aside. “It would have to hurt your mouth, right, growing fangs like that.”

I inhaled. I didn’t want to lie to him but I didn’t’ want to scare him either.

“I’m not sure. I don’t really know that much about vampires. Lucas said it really hurt the first few times he shifted but now he’s used to it. And Tarragon is preparing something to help you.”

“A potion?”

I nodded. I didn’t want to tell Ren too much but I couldn't leave him in the dark, wondering what would happen.

“Did you use a potion on Thunder? Is that what happened?”

“Yes. It wouldn't have hurt him.”

Ren studied me. “But why?”

“To stop you going in the woods, idiot. A fat lot of good that did me.”

“Sorry,” he whispered under his breath.

Then our food turned up.

“Have you been feeling feverish?” I asked as we ate.

Ren shook his head, his mouth full of pizza.

“And you definitely aren’t off human food. They are good signs.”

My watch beeped.

“What’s with that watch?” 

“Can’t explain now, got to run.”

“Can you bring me back a sandwich?” Ren called after me.

“The way you’re comfort eating, I think you are going to have bigger problems to worry about than turning into a vampire. You wouldn’t want to ruin that perfect body.

I rushed from Ren’s room, realizing what I’d said. Perfect body. I said he had a perfect body. My face burned. Why had I said that? Ren would think... he’d think I found his body perfect. I didn’t want Ren to think that I thought about his body at all. I mean, I tried not to but it was pretty darn close to perfect. That was just facts. 

But I’d said it out loud.

“We think we’ve found a way to save Ren,” Lucas told me when I got to the training room.

The two of them sat at one side of the table with Tarragon on the other. Mr. Norton had a pile of dusty books with him.

“It’s a long shot.” Britney’s smile belied her words.

“It’s dangerous.” Lucas smiled back at Britney.

Obviously researching together did something to their hormones. The love stuff between them had intensified. Like their eyes turned into heart shapes when they looked at each other.

“We’ll go into details when the others arrive.” Britney folded her hands on the pile of books in front of her.

Tarragon handed me the potion he’d brewed.

“Two drops in his food as soon as he shows any sign of turning.” Then Tarragon handed me a pendant with a crystal hanging from it. “And wear this, just in case. It should protect you more than a cross or any of that religious stuff.”

I grinned and thanked him. At least someone had my back.

Mark and Seth stumbled into the room, covered in sweat. They’d obviously been in training and hadn’t had time to change. My own training had fallen by the wayside since I had to spend so much time with Ren. I kind of envied them. Even though I’d hated working out to start with, once I saw the results, I really got into it.

“Okay, people.” Mr. Norton stood, holding one of the books. “I think we’re found a way to stop the turning.”

Thank goodness. I could stop running around after Ren and get my life back.

“We have to kill the vampire who bit him.”

“Yeah well, couldn’t we have worked that out by watching any vampire movie ever made?” That was mighty mouthy of Seth. “It’s not exactly a secret.”

Mr. Norton sighed. “We can’t take movies or other popular entertainment as fact. But that brings us to a bigger dilemma. We need to lure the vampire to the school.”

Mark pursed his lips. “I guess we do since we don’t exactly have their home address.”

“We’re better off fighting on home ground, too,” Seth added. 

“They can’t come onto the school grounds,” I reminded everyone. “We’d have to remove all the protections.”

“You know what would be the best bait to lure him?” Mark looked around the room. “Ren Worthington. That’s what the vamps want.”

“You can’t use Ren as bait. He could be killed!”

Everyone stared at me.

“You've changed your tune.” Mark snorted. “You would’ve been the first to put him out there just a week ago. All that proximity and those late-night study sessions have changed you.”

“Have not. I’m just being concerned for a fellow human being.” I folded my arms. I hadn’t changed. Not one bit.

“This is what I think,” Mark said. “The school dance is on Friday. Ren and Cherry pair up, like they planned.”

“Did not.” I slapped the desk.

Mark rolled his eyes. “Cherry and Ren pair up, unlike they’d planned. The dance is off school premises so the vamps know it’s the best chance to get Ren. They turn up. We kill them all. Problem solved.”

“We never planned to pair up. We never planned anything.” I glared at Mark hard enough to make him cringe.

“I don’t think that’s the issue here,” Mr. Norton said. “There are a number of flaws in Mark’s plan. The main one being that we put the whole student body at risk by luring vampires to a dance.”

“And it’s a dance. You guys are throwing me under the bus here.”

Mark ignored me. “We could charm the main part of the hall to keep vampires out then have Cherry and Ren go outside for some ‘private time’ so the vampires can get him there.”

I held up my hands. ‘Okay, okay, this is going to help Ren but who is going to protect me from the entire female student body when I go out for ‘private time’ with Ren. I’ve had it bad enough spending time with Ren already. That’s going to push me over the edge. And what are you all smiling about? I mean it. I’d rather face a whole pack of vampires than deal with chicks in Ren frenzy.”

“That would’ve been much cooler if you’d called it renzy,” Lucas said.

Mr. Norton shot me a sympathetic look but didn’t jump in to save me. 

I huffed. “This plan sucks. This plan sucks worse than anything. And what’s to say other students won’t follow Ren and me outside? The protections seem a bit lame and flawed.”

“I think it could work,” Mr. Norton said. “It’s risky but it’s our best chance.”

I turned my glare on him but it seemed to bounce right off. Did no one in this meeting have any sense but me?  I looked at Lucas.

“Britney and I will research how best to repel vampires.”

Betrayer. 

“I’ll work with you,” Tarragon said.

Ha, Lucas didn’t like that one bit. Served him right.

“No one will be doing a thing,” I said. “Because I will not be going to that dance.”

I folded my arms and glared around the room. “There’s something you don’t know. Oscar threatened to take us down, not just me but all of us. He might be an idiot but there’s no telling what he’ll find out if he does that.”

I thought that might change their minds but nope. 

“That’s something we’ll have to deal with in the long term but right now, our most pressing concern is saving Ren.”
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The next day, Ren didn’t look great.

“I’m fine. Nothing wrong at all. I’m just bored out of my brain. Surely, I could be allowed out of my room for a while. I need to tend to Thunder.”

I put my hand to his forehead. “You feel feverish. I’ll have to tell Mr. Norton.”

He sat up. “No. Don’t tell him. I think the air conditioning isn’t working properly, that’s all.”

I couldn’t let him get away with that.

“You have to be honest about this. It’s not a game. If you have any symptoms at all then you need to tell me. We have to do whatever we can to make this right.”

Ren screwed up his face. “Anything? Yet you won’t go to the dance with me to lure the vampires out.”

I jumped. How did he know about that?

“You think because I’m bedridden, I don’t know what’s going on. I know, oh, I know. I still have a phone.”

Damn, who’d told him? I’d kill them.

“You’re not exactly bedridden, you know. You’ve got a room bigger than most people’s apartments and everything else you need. Stop complaining. Think of it as time to catch up on study.”

Ren groaned. “Why are you so reluctant to go to this dance anyway? It’d be like a Cinderella story especially since you’re so poor and all that.”

“Yeah, but you’re no Prince Charming. More like Prince Kinda Rude and Obnoxious.”

“That hurts.”

I shrugged and left him to go back to class.

I sent Mr. Norton a message, telling him that Ren had a fever. He replied asking how high.

I have no idea. I’m not a thermometer. I used my hand. 

He had a thermometer for me at training that afternoon. “Take his temperature and monitor it to make sure it’s not going up. Also, give him paracetamol and see if that lowers his temperature.”

“I’m not a nurse.”

“You’re the only one who can go near him.”

There was a lot less Ren talk and a lot more fighting at training, just the way I liked it. 

“Have you thought more about this dance?” Mr. Norton asked as I was leaving. “I know it’ll be tough for you with the other students but I think it’s the only chance we have.”

I rubbed my leg. The birthmark on my thigh burned. I must’ve knocked it in training.

“I’ve thought about it, I haven’t changed my mind. What makes you think the vampires will even know about the dance?”

“I think there’s someone feeding them information from the school.”

I raised my eyebrows. “A mole?”

“Something like that.”

I hadn’t thought of that. It did seem that those vampires knew a lot about our comings and goings. 

“We’re running out of time,” Mr. Norton said. “You’ll need to make the decision pretty soon.”

I sighed and went back to my room. I really needed to have some personal time. Time without Ren especially. I hadn’t had much of that lately. My birthmark still burned. Maybe I needed to put some cream on it. It’d been strange ever since that fight with the vampires.

Later, I went to take Ren’s fever. He sat with the thermometer in his mouth.

“That’s a great sight. You not able to talk.”

Ren mumbled something but I couldn’t understand him. Eventually, I had to take that thermometer out of his mouth, though.

“So, about the dance...”

I wrote his temperature on a notepad then sent the results to Mr. Norton. 

“Not doing it.”

“I’ll pay you.”

I shook my head. “Aren’t you worried? You’ll be bait. Your life will be at risk.”

“I don’t want to be a vampire, Cherry.” That look on his face almost broke my heart. Was he playing me? I couldn’t tell. “I really don’t want to be a vampire. I like being me. I’m pretty awesome. Everything I have will be destroyed if I turn. Everything would be darkness and awful. I hate the dark.”

He might be playing but there was no denying his words. It would be an awful future to face.

“It’s unlikely you’ll turn anyway.”

“Anyway, I trust you to protect me.”

Whoa, he put a whole load of guilt into those words. 

“You do?” Was he an idiot?

“You did when we were in the woods. You could’ve just let the vampires take me.”

I couldn’t tell Ren that was because his father paid me but I didn’t want him reading too much into what I did either.

“It’s part of our job as scholarship students here. I’d have done the same for any other student.”

Ren grinned. “Come on, a bit of it is because you like me.”

“I don’t like you. It’s a job.”

“You like me a little bit. I know you do.”

Why did my insides turn to mush when he looked at me like that? I didn’t want to like him. Hating Ren seemed the all-round best option.

“I don’t hate you.” That’s as much as I’d say. “But you’re not exactly on my top ten list of people I like either.”

“I bet I am. I’d be on there by default because you don’t have any other friends.”

“And that’s exactly why I don’t like you.”

I punched him on the arm and he winced. Then he looked away.

“Say you’ll go to the dance with me. Just do it.”

There was no doubting the sincerity when he said that. Deep down inside, Ren was scared as hell. 

Despite myself, the words came out of my mouth. “I’ll go.”

“Yes!” Ren jumped out of bed. “Now I have to work out what I’ll wear. You know you’ll have to get your hair done and wear makeup and all that? It’s important to look the part.”

I sighed. That was exactly what I didn’t want. 

Ren pulled a few things out of his packed wardrobe. “How many days until the dance? Three, right. I might have to get you to take some things to dry cleaner for me.”

Before I could argue, he whelped. I ignored him, thinking that he was fooling. Then he fell to the floor, convulsing.

I rushed and grabbed him. Electricity sparked between us, making the convulsions worse. 

Where had I put my phone? The desk. 

I rang Mr. Norton.

“He’s not right... he’s on the floor. Foaming at the mouth. I don’t know what to do.”

“Sounds like some kind of seizure. Put him in a coma position if you can.”

“I can’t touch him.” I held the phone on my shoulder, staring at Ren.

“This is no time to be coy.”

“No, I literally can’t touch him. Every time I do, I get a shock. Zap. Volts through my body.” 

“And you only thought to tell me now.”

“It didn’t seem important.”

I threw a thick blanket over Ren and used that as a barrier to move him onto his side. That seemed to work better but Ren groaned at my clumsy attempts to move him.

Mr. Norton sighed, loudly. “Is he still convulsing?”

“It seems a little better. His legs aren’t doing that crab crawl thing anymore. Is this part of the turning?”

“Not that I’m aware of. There is nothing about seizures in any of the research we’re done.”

Ren had gone silent but he whimpered. Not knowing what to do, I tried to hold him through the blanket. I wasn’t good at this comforting thing but I hoped it’d help a little.

“He’s settling down a bit now. But this definitely means we can’t go through with the dance plan.”

“Yes. Dance.” That seemed all that Ren could mutter.

He trembled and his body had gone deathly cold. I could tell that much even though the blanket. I reported the symptoms to Mr. Norton.

“That doesn’t sound right at all. Maybe it is just a human illness.”

I looked at Ren, thinking about his fit. “It seems to me like his body is fighting the turning.”
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Britney did my makeup and hair for the dance. Ren had wanted to get a hairdresser to come to the school but I’d fought him over that. Him paying for me to get my hair done seemed way too creepy. Anyway, Britney offered and if anyone was going to fool with my hair, I’d rather she did it.

The two of us got ready in her dorm room since she couldn’t come up to my floor.

“I can’t believe you lied to me about this.” Polly huffed and glared as she walked past us. “I hate you, Cherry.”

“I didn’t lie. I didn’t...” I couldn’t explain that I’d been forced into this.

“Stay still.” Britney had my hair in some kind of contraption, turning it into ringlets. Every time I moved, it pulled like crazy.

“You must be nearly finished.” It felt like hours since she’d started.

“We still have to do your make up.”

I sighed. It seemed like a lot of fussing.

“If you’re going to be with Ren, you’ll get a lot of attention. You need to look fantastic.”

My stomach clenched. I didn’t need that reminder. 

“He doesn’t even realize the sacrifice I’m making for him.” I sighed. “I worked so hard to stay on the radar at this school and now that’s all blown to pieces. Instead of people not knowing my name, I’ll be forever the girl who went to the dance with Ren Worthington. The girl so far beneath him—”

Britney slapped my arm. “Don’t ever say that. He’s a human being, just like you. He’s not above you. Actually, I’m not so sure about the human being part for either of you, so maybe you’re more equal than you think. Rather than equal, I think fated.”

I snorted, getting a nose full of that stuff she sprayed on my hair.

The makeup seemed to take as long as my hair. I tried to nap as Britney worked but I kept picturing this night ending in a bloodbath. 

Tarragon and Seth had spent the day at the reception center making sure every single precaution was in place for tonight. Vampires shouldn’t be able to enter the reception room. It was a private venue and they didn’t have an invite. If they managed to somehow get an invite, the wards and spells on the place would stop them. 

The main worry was students slipping out to the terrace and this would be the most heavily chaperoned dance in the history of school dances. As well as the school staff and the venue security, specialist operations had been hired.

Even with every precaution in place, I wasn’t sure we were capable of taking down a gang of determined vampires. We’d been lucky in the woods. 

When she finished, I looked in the mirror. I kept staring, the image in front of me didn’t relate to any concept I had of myself.

“You look beautiful.” Britney grinned. 

She didn’t look too bad herself, and it’d taken her a fraction of the time to get ready. Her blond hair shimmered in the light and her skin glowed even more than usual. Lucas would go nuts when he saw her. I bet he wouldn’t even be able to speak.

I kept staring in the mirror. “I look good but I don’t look like me. That’s a stranger. A scary stranger.” I ran one of the locks of my curled hair through my fingers. “I’m going to have to be so careful or I’ll end up with all my makeup smudged. And I’m not sure I can walk in these shoes, let alone fight in them.”

“Kick off the shoes if you need to fight but hopefully, those vampires won’t get close enough to you and Ren for it to be an issue. Will you let him kiss you?”

Yikes. If my chest had been tight with fear before, the thought of kissing almost killed me. I’d never kissed anyone before. Ever. Did I want my first kiss to be with Ren? In the middle of all the fighting?

“That’s not what this dance is about. We’re there to fight not to kiss.”

“You can always get a side benefit.” She winked.

It would be impossible, whether I wanted it or not. Ren and I couldn’t touch. I don’t know why that made me feel so disappointed. I wasn’t going to this dance as Ren’s date. There’d be no romantic times even without that zap between us.

Mr. Norton had made me go into insane detail about what happened. I couldn’t tell him much. Just that it was like an incredibly strong sensation of being electrocuted. 

“What does it mean?” I asked him.

“I have no idea. I’ve never heard of anything like it. You don’t think it’s psychosomatic, do you? You do have issues with Ren.”

“It happens even when I don’t know I’m touching him, so I don’t think so.”

Mr. Norton smirked.

“What?”

“How often are you in situations where you’re touching but you don’t know it?”

“Mr. Norton.” I rolled my eyes. “Are you five years old? Stop with the smirking. I mean, we were playing games on his bed and our legs accidentally touched. Nothing more.” Then I told him about using the electric charge to stop the vampire attack.

“You have to tell me these details when they happen, Cherry. It could be critical.”

“Well, since you don’t know what it means, it isn’t that critical, right? It’s probably just cheap carpet or something.”

“I don’t think they have cheap carpet in the woods.”

We’d kept on with training and I thought no more of it until Mr. Norton approached me just as I was about to land an awesome roundhouse kick to Seth’s side.

“Did your powers only activate after you touched Ren?”

I lost focus. Seth dodged and I went flying across the training room, face planting on the mat. Thanks, Mr. Norton.

I rubbed my head as I sat up. “Yes.” 

I’d never made the connection but he was right. At least I could use that connection to protect us if I needed to at the dance.

“Stop daydreaming about Ren.” Britney shook me. “You’ll have the real thing soon.”

Gross. So gross.

I slipped the cherry dress over my head and Britney zipped me up. I smoothed the fabric over my body. I couldn’t believe I’d wear something this revealing in public.  My curves looked way curvier with everything looked pushed up and ready to go. 

Britney wore a light blue dress that shimmered as much as she did. Her dress didn’t reveal half as much as mine did but flowed over her body.

“Ready?” she asked.

I’d never be ready for this. Never in a million years. I’d look out of place and everyone would talk about me behind my back, wondering what Ren was doing with someone like me. I could never, ever be able to slip under the radar again. 

I slapped my thighs. Stake and knife in place. And I wore that pendant Tarragon had given me.

“Yeah, I guess I am.”
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Like all the other girls, the two of us had to meet our dates at the bottom of the stairs in the lobby.

When we got to the stairs, all the talking in the lobby stopped. The place went dead silent. I gulped and that gulp seemed to echo off the walls. 

“I can’t do this,” whispered to Britney.

She hooked her arm through mine. “Of course you can. You’re brave and strong.”

I stopped walking, though. Froze. Without even looking down, I knew everyone stared at me. I could run back to my room and wash off my makeup. I had a lot of things to do tonight. Things that didn’t involve being stared at.

Then I glanced down and saw Ren staring up at me. He might never look at me again after tonight. He might never laugh with me and call me poor girl. He might never do a single normal thing. Dead, abducted or turned to a vampire. His future had some lousy options. I couldn’t abandon him to any of those options.

I clenched my jaw. “Let’s do it.” 

As I walked down the stairs, I ignored everything but putting one foot in front of the other. I could fall to my death in these shoes. The murmurs in the lobby started up, growing louder as I got nearer the bottom. The air seemed charged with hate. I wouldn’t look up. I wouldn’t show I cared. I’d make it through tonight and I’d save the day and we’d all live happily ever after. 

“Nervous about the vampires?” Britney whispered.

“Nervous about everything.”

While I took every step gingerly, Britney seemed to glide. Her shoes were much higher than mine and instead of the block heel I had, she wore spiky stilettos. 

When we reached the bottom of the stairs, Ren took my arm from Britney. Well, I assumed it was Ren. I didn’t look up, I just felt the brush of his sleeve against my skin. A solid layer of fabric between us but still my arm sparked with the charge.

He slipped a garland of flowers around my neck. All the girls wore them. What they didn’t know was that those flowers contained a heap of vampire repelling spells. The boys got sprays too. Just one of the lines of protection. We weren’t taking any risks. Well, not too many.

“You look beautiful,” Ren said.

My heart jumped. I wanted to smile back at him but I couldn’t look at him. I couldn’t for one minute let myself believe this was a normal date.

“My looks don’t matter. I’m not sure I can fight in this dress.”

“You could take it off to fight.”

I snorted.

“I’m not wearing these stupid flowers.” A shrill voice cut through the foyer. “They hid my diamonds.”

Angela Blackstone. Great. She spun and waves of her perfume hit me, making me cough. She saw Ren and smiled then saw me and her expression turned to one of disgust. Ha, I wasn’t the one killing everyone with my perfume. 

“Ren, baby, are you really that desperate?” 

He snorted. “Obviously not, or you’d be my date.” 

Angela narrowed her eyes and gave a fake laugh. “If you’re going to hand out charity, at least buy the girl a proper ball gown.”

Looking around the foyer, Angela was the only one in a “proper” ball gown. The skirt of her pink dress hung in tiers of frou-frou with more ruffles than I thought possible to fit on one dress. 

Most of the other girls wore dresses like mine. Knee-length and fancy without being too formal. I had no idea what that style was called.

“Our car’s here.” Ren nodded to Lucas and Britney. The four of us planned to travel together. 

Ren swept through the lobby, the waiting students clearing a path for him. Someone pushed me in the back and I stumbled a little but Ren’s arm kept me upright.

When we settled in the back of the limo, I actually looked at Ren. His tuxedo fit him perfectly. I guess it’d been tailored for him. He had his hair slicked back so that he looked like an old-time movie star.

I gulped.

“Don’t worry about what she said.” He tried to look reassuring.

“I’m not. In the list of things I’m worried about, Angela’s opinion of me is way near the bottom.” She was just another on a long list of people who wanted to kill me.

“You don’t think she’s the one spreading information,” Britney asked. “She doesn’t seem trustworthy.”

I nodded my head. I didn’t think so. For one thing, it’d ruin her chances of dating Ren if he got taken by vampires and that was way outside her plans.

“She’d better not be spreading information about me. I’ve got a few things on her.”

I tried to hide my smile. I’d never told Lucas about that night and didn’t want him questioning me.

After that, the four of us kept quiet most of the way to the dance. Lucas fidgeted with his suit, tugging at the collar and pulling at the knees of his pants. Britney kept sighing and Ren tried to look cool but clenched his hands into tight fists on his legs. 

When we pulled up at the reception center, someone opened the car door. Ren got out, then he offered me his hand.

“I can’t.”

“Huh? Oh yeah, that thing.”

I got out myself then Lucas followed offering his hand to Britney, copying what Ren had done. He shot me a smile, pleased at himself.

The four of us walked into the reception center. The place looked a lot classier than I’d pictured in my head. Fairy lights twinkled around the walls. Sigils and protection marks had been worked into the decorations. Vampire repelling decorations covered the tables and had even been added to the dance floor but, for now, most of the students stood around near the entrance.

A waiter walked by with a tray of food. I reached out and grabbed one of those tasty morsels. If we were going to face an attack, I needed to keep my strength up. 

“We should find our table,” Ren said.

I gazed lovingly at the next tray of food coming around. There’d be nothing left on that tray by the time it got to our table.

One of the staff showed us to our seats.

“This isn’t right.” Britney pointed at the table. “We’re supposed to be near the doors.”

The staff member smiled. “Because you have an important guest with you, management decided to upgrade you.”

“Well, you can downgrade us.” Lucas stepped forward. “We want to be near the doors.”

“The doors are all locked and guarded for tonight. Security reasons. So, you see, there’s no advantage at all to being on that side of the room.”

Britney glanced at the dance floor. I understood her concern. That dance floor was empty right now but soon it’d be jam-packed. Blocking our access to the terrace.

“Anyway, it’s impossible to move you now.”

Ren scowled. He knew the plan as well as any of us.

“Ren, you traitor.” Oscar’s scream could be heard over the band. “Ditch the losers.”

I ducked my head. I didn’t want anyone seeing my face redden.

With the distraction, the staff member had disappeared. Bollocks. We had to get this sorted out.

“Don’t worry about Oscar,” Ren said. “Let’s dance.”

I shook my head. I didn’t dance. And no one else was on the dance floor. I couldn’t stay inconspicuous being with Ren but I didn’t want to flaunt it either.  I sat down with my back to the room. I didn’t want to turn around and see people talking about me.

“I’d rather eat than dance.” Where had that waiter gone?

Mr. Norton came over to join us.

Lucas screwed up his face. “We’re really not going to look cool with a teacher sitting at our table.” 

I never knew looking cool was so important to him.

“You’ll just have to deal with that because you’re not here to win cool points. We have a job to do.”

I nodded. Focus on the job. That seemed a much better thing to do than to wonder if those eyes boring into my back would translate to something much nastier later on.

“We all know the plan,” Britney said. “Mark, Tarragon and Seth are in position on the roof?”

Mr. Norton nodded. “They’re ready.”

“So, you want Ren and me to go outside. The vamps attack and the guys stake him. Let’s get on with it.” I half stood but Mr. Norton pulled me back to my seat.

“You can’t go outside with him now. It’s too early in the evening. We need to wait until the right time.”

“I’ve never been to a dance before so I have no idea what the right timing is for that kind of thing.”

As much as I didn’t want to do any of this, I’d rather do it sooner than later. 

Before we could work this out, Angela came to our table, almost pushing me off my chair as she leaned in close to Ren.

“I asked the band to play our song. It’s next up.”

They had a song? I didn’t want to care about that. Ren could have a song with anyone he liked. 

Ren shrugged. “I’m not well enough to dance.”

I bit my lip to stop from laughing. Lucas did the same.

“Dance with Angela?” Mr. Norton scratched his head. “That sounds like an excellent idea. I’m sure you’re well enough, Ren. Enjoy yourself.”

“But the fever...” Ren said through gritted teeth.

“Enjoy yourself.” Mr. Norton’s teeth were every bit as gritted as Ren’s.

He obviously wanted to get Angela out of the way for our last-minute planning.

“Go ahead,” I said, smiling sweetly. “I don’t mind if you have one dance with her.”

Ren tried to argue but his words were lost as Angela dragged him onto the dance floor. The band started a song I didn’t know but then that was not a big deal. I wasn’t exactly into popular music. It was a slow song, though and they danced way too close to each other.

Half the room seemed to get on the dance floor once Ren and Angela did, blocking my view of them.

“Are you listening. Cherry?”

I turned back to Mr. Norton and nodded.

“Because you seemed more interested in what Ren and Angela are doing.”

“No. No. Not at all. I’m all ears.”

Mr. Norton ran through the plan again.  Not much had changed from when he’d told us earlier in the day. I nodded in all the places to prove that I was listening and not paying attention to Ren.

“Oh no!” Lucas pointed to the dance floor. “Angela’s dragging Ren outside.”

I spun around. She sure was, and Ren tried to fight her off but it seemed like he started having another fit.
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“I’ll let the guys know, you follow them out.” Mr. Norton nodded.

Yeah, of course, everyone decided this was the ideal moment to hit the dance floor. Instead of rushing to the door, we fought our way through flailing bodies. The music pounded in my ears, emphasizing the urgency. 

Britney moved in front, pushing her way through. A couple of times I got pinched and whispers of “bitch” and worse rang in my ears. One girl almost slapped me in the face as her hand flew up.  

“Which door did they go out?” Britney shouted over the band.

“The end one, I think.” Lucas led us to the large doors leading to the patio outside. 

A security guy blocked the door. “Sorry, you’re not allowed out.” 

I sucked in my breath. Mr. Norton had said that we’d be allowed out even if no one else was. This guy obviously hadn’t got the memo.

“We’re on the list.” Britney folded her arms.  “Check it.” 

We didn’t have time for protracted discussions. I tried to catch Mr. Norton’s eye but that dance floor had become way too packed.

“Sorry, rules are rules.”

“Sorry,” she said. “But we’re got a job to do.”

Britney flicked her hand at the guy. I’m not sure what she did but he suddenly grabbed his crotch, moaning in agony.

We slipped out to the terrace, looking around for Ren and Angela. Spotlights flooded the terrace. Extra lighting had been added to make it harder for an attack out here.

Lucas sniffed the air. “I can smell her perfume.” 

He rushed across the terrace and down the stairs to the lower level. Angela’s screams hit our ears before we even got to the bottom of the stairs.

Angela stood near the balustrade still screaming while Ren convulsed on the ground near her.

They shouldn’t be there. Our plan hadn’t included a lower terrace. Not with Mark and the rest of the team on the roof. They could jump down for a surprise attack on the main terrace but not here.

We rushed over to them. Britney put her arm around Angela.

“I didn’t do a thing. I didn’t.” Tears streamed down her face and her voice rose to a high pitch. “It’s not my fault. Now he’s going to turn to dust like that other guy, isn’t he?”

I saved that comment for later. “Run inside. We’ll look after him.”

But, as Angela run across the terrace, something dropped from the shadows, grabbing her around the neck. Her screams almost broke my eardrums.

Vampire.

If it was up to me, I’d let the vampire take her. But I couldn’t let my personal feelings interfere. With Ren convulsing on the ground though, someone had to protect him. 

“I’ll save Angela, you look after Ren.” I rushed across the terrace.

The florals of Angela’s perfume mixed with the smell of death. Angela struggled in the vampire’s arms. He wasn’t the same vampires who’d taken Ren. I’d kill him if I had to but it wouldn’t help Ren any.

“Give me the boy and I’ll let her go.”

I could try zapping that vamp to kingdom come but not in front of Angela. 

“Let her go.” 

The vamp laughed. 

“Help me, Cherry. Please.” Angela’s voice was little more than a squeak and wow, that was the first time she’d spoken politely to me.

The vampire pressed his teeth against Angela’s neck. If he wanted Ren so badly, why didn’t he drop her and go straight for the prize? 

That meant other vampires were going for Ren. I had to defeat this guy fast before they got to him.

He dragged her into the shadows. 

Ha, fool. Playing to my strength. I’d disappear, dusting him without Angela seeing a thing. I need to cause a distraction, just for a split second, so I could disappear and get my stake out.

Something smashed on to the terrace. Mark? 

Angela twisted in that direction and the vampire’s gaze followed the thud. 

I couldn’t get the vampire in the heart, not while he held Angela in front of him. 

Knife, it’d have to be.

I hiked my dress up. My hand wrapped around the handle of my knife. Now to get close enough to attack him.

I sprung, much quieter on my feet than Mark. Melding into the darkness, I rushed the vampire. 

I’d never stabbed anyone before but this was no time for beginner’s nerves. The knife sunk into his neck with no resistance. As he slumped, his grip on Angela weakened.

Yes! I was a natural at this vampire stabbing.

Luckily Angela took off, running for the stairs. I whipped out my stake and plunged it into his heart. 

No one ever mentioned how hard it would be getting that stake through the fabric of his clothes. If he hadn’t been weakened by my blade, I’d have never managed. But I gave that stake an extra hard shove.

Whoa, those suckers really did turn to dust. The body just dissolved, the dust pile blowing across the terrace.

Gross. I didn’t want any of that dust on me.

One done, and who knew how many more to go. I spun to face Ren. At least three of those vamps surrounded him. Where the hell were Mark and the others?
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Britney had a vamp pinned against the wall, using her power to keep him there by the look of it. Lucas fought the other. Why hadn’t he shifted? I guess it’s hard to stake a vamp without opposable thumbs. Why weren’t either of them staking vampires instead of fighting them?  The third vampire leaned over Ren, trying to lift him off the ground.

I rushed into the fray, knife in one hand, stake in the other. I could do this. I’d dusted one vamp and power flowed through my veins, giving me a rush of energy. 

Firstly, I had to save Ren. 

I had the element of surprise.

Slam. The stake went easily through the vampire’s cheap shirt, dusting him in seconds. I laughed. Killing vampires was too easy.

Ren groaned. I wanted to get him inside, safe from this danger. Screw using him as bait. He’d stopped convulsing but he looked weak as a kitten. 

“Can you get up?”

He just groaned again. That didn’t sound good.

Britney screamed. I didn’t want to leave Ren but I needed to help her. She still had the vampire up against the wall but she slumped, looking pale and weakened.

I slammed into the vamp, trying to stake him. Missed the first time and he smashed me to the ground. Jumping up, I knifed him in the stomach. He hadn’t expected that. 

As he folded over, I rammed the stake into his chest. He crumpled, leaving just his clothing in a pile on the ground.

Britney reeled back, gasping.

“Why didn’t you stake him?” I spun around to see if Lucas needed help.

“I tried.” She panted.

Lucas growled. I wondered if he’d turn before he could stake that vamp. Strands of hair stuck to the sweat on my face but I had reserves of energy left. I’d take down that fourth vampire and be back inside before they served the main meal.

Before I could stake that last vampire, Lucas lunged forward, getting that vampire in the chest.

“Is that all?” I looked around.

Lucas nodded. “That’s all we’ve seen but none of them are the one who bit Ren.”

I’d thought so too. We couldn’t fail now, not with Ren so weak but then we couldn’t just linger on the terrace waiting for another attack.

“We need to get him safe.”

Lucas nodded and grabbed Ren around the shoulders.

“I’m fine.” Ren tried to get to his feet. “Did anyone see that?”

“Nope but maybe we should get back to the school.” I tried to smile at him but the way he moved scared me. 

This dance had been a complete disaster so far but it’d still been better than I’d expected. I’d dusted three vampires. I gave myself three hundred points for that. And Ren had survived. 

Britney could barely walk but heck, she’d done all that in those shoes. I straightened my dress and tried to brush off the vampire dust.

I’d done it. I’d been the champion of the world. From being the worst scholarship student ever with no paranormal ability, I’d taken on three vampires and defeated them all. No matter what anyone had said, I’d become the best. 

Lucas tried to help Ren walk but Ren pushed him away. 

“He can’t go back inside looking like that. I’ll run and get Mr. Norton.” Britney took off, her strength seeming to return.

“Why didn’t she stake that vampire?” I asked Lucas.

“She doesn’t like killing things.”

I shrugged. I guessed killing things was bad but they were vampires and they’d have no issue with killing us. 

We’d just got Ren to the top of the stairs when suddenly the music became louder. I figured it was Britney coming back with Mr. Norton. 

Then I looked up.

Angela rushed out the doors with a pack of students behind her.

“There she is. She attacked Ren then she attacked me.”

“Huh?” I didn’t expect gratitude when I saved Angela but for her to say I attacked her...Lucas and I exchanged glances. 

“Ren, baby, are you okay?”

Ren backed away as Angela rushed toward him but was too weak to stand on his own. 

The crackling in the air intensified. A heaviness fell around me, like the still before a storm. That was all we needed right now. 

But instead of a storm, a fluttering surrounded us. 

I inhaled. Vampires. Lots of vampires. And half the student body was outside on the terrace.

“Get inside!” I screamed.

“Not likely,” Angela stomped her foot. “Not when you’re going to do goodness knows what to Ren. How did you get him to ask you to the dance in the first place? You’re not safe to be around him.”

I didn’t have time for this.

Mr. Norton came out to the terrace with Britney trailing behind him. They had a bunch of those security guys with them, trying to round up the students. 

The sky turned black, even the stars were hidden. 

My belly sunk. We needed to get those students inside fast. And we needed to get Ren to safety. Maybe I’d been a bit premature in declaring myself champion of the world.

The fluttering came closer, like a massive wind storm. 

Finally, Mark and the others joined us, looking a little banged up.

“This is going to get bad,” Mark said. 

Yeah, that much was obvious. My legs trembled. 

“I didn’t know there’d be a show,” someone yelled out.

They thought this was part of the entertainment? They could keep believing that. So long as they went back inside. Even with the extra security, there were too many students pressing out for them to be controlled. 

Mr. Norton and the security guys herded them into a corner of the terrace but none of them were going inside. 

“It’s not a show. They’re attacking Ren.” Angela tried to break away from the other students but one of the security guys grabbed hold of her. She kicked and screamed. “She’s evil and she’s trying to kill him.”

I wanted to slap Angela but this wasn’t the time for it.

Meanwhile, Ren started convulsing again, falling to the ground. Mr. Norton rushed to him, shading him from the other students. 

Britney and Lucas moved closer to me. 

“We’re got this,” Britney said.

“You’re kidding. We’re sitting ducks and the other students are an all you can eat buffet for those vampires.”

Then I glanced at Lucas and yelped. His face had started elongating. He couldn’t shift. Not here in front of everyone. 

“Britney,” I hissed, and nodded at Lucas.

I knew Britney could help him. She could stop the shift, or calm him, maybe get him away from here. She could do so much more for him than I could.

Debris flew around me as the wind whipped my hair. So much for all that time spend curling it. The band kept playing inside, that thudding bass beat reverberating around the terrace as more students flooded out the door. I shivered, suddenly feeling small and powerless. I huddled into myself. We were just kids. We couldn’t take on something so powerful.

Britney dragged Lucas away. Back down the stairs. Mark and the others helped security with the crowd. Seth held out his hands, creating a barrier to keep them back. 

The terrace went quiet. The band stopped playing, maybe because no students were inside. Everyone stopped chatting and the air turned really still.

Darkness encircled me. Not just the darkness of the vampires filling the sky but a darkness that reached deep inside. A void. I trembled, back in that place with the smell of sour milk and rotting food, the sound of leather hitting skin, the need to escape. The tight band pressing into my head. 

I screamed, a sound that didn’t reach the outside of me.

I had to escape, to flee to the shadows. I’d hide. I’d make myself so small that no one would ever be able to find me. My legs wobbled. I didn’t have the strength to support my own body. All I could do was sink into this void and disappear forever.

All I knew was that I couldn’t stand on that terrace and fight those vampires. I’d never be safe again.

What the hell was I thinking? Stay under the radar? I thought going to the dance with Ren was going to be way too much attention. Turning all vampire slayer with the entire school as audience would ruin me.

The stench of death and decay filled the air, so strong that I reeled.

“Give me the boy!” A voice thundered behind me.

I spun around. 

Three vampires faced us. The two who’d taken Ren before and another one, taller with white hair. He wore a white suit and exuded the power of a leader. His eyes. They looked familiar. 

Something about that man told me that he was Farran’s father. And that man craved vengeance.

I pulled myself from the void. I might be weak and powerless but I couldn’t hide. I couldn’t go down without a fight. All my life I’d hid in the shadows but this was time to make a stand.

I grabbed my arms around myself, wishing for some armor or protection, something more solid than this flimsy cherry dress.

“Never!” the strength of my voice shocked me.

Prickles run down my spine. I turned slowly, glancing at the rooftop. Black-clad figures sat all along the roof, like rows of birds perching. More black-clad figures lurked around the edges of the terrace. A vampire army.

We were screwed. Outnumbers. And still the shadows called to me. The shadows were my home.

“Give me the boy.” Mr. Quiller said. Quieter this time but with an assured authority.

I shivered. But Mr. Norton would know what to do. I looked to him for confirmation, a plan.

Mr. Norton stepped forward, Ren flopped in his arms. I gasped. Mr. Norton held Ren out like an offering.

“No. Mr. Norton. No. You can’t give Ren to him.”

Mr. Norton didn’t meet my eyes. “It’s the only way. There’s going to be a massacre if we don’t.”

What he said was true. There were too many of them and too many students. This whole plan had gone to shit and the best way out was to give the vampires what they wanted.

But we couldn’t sacrifice Ren. I had no idea what the vampires wanted but it couldn’t be good. 

“Ren didn’t kill Farran. Angela did.” I shouted it out, pointing to Angela. If anyone was going to be sacrificed tonight, it should be her.

Angela sobbed but she couldn’t deny it. She’d killed Farran.

“No matter. They took one of ours, we take one of theirs. That’s the way it’s always been.”

“Well, take Angela. She’s expendable.”

Mr. Quiller didn’t answer, he just kept walking, his gaze never leaving Ren.

He took a step forward; Mr. Norton took a step. I gritted my teeth. 

This was really going to happen. The vampires would get Ren.

The band tightened around my head, making it hard to think. Only one thought pounded in my head. I had to save Ren, no matter what. I couldn’t hide in the shadows. I couldn’t disappear. Because, for some stupid reason, I knew that, without Ren, there’d only be shadows. Mr. Norton had told me to find my safe place. Ren might be a bully, he might’ve been my nemesis but deep inside me, that voice screamed that Ren was my safe place.
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Mr. Norton dropped Ren as soon as I hit him, the electricity charging through us as our bodies contacted. I kept hold of Ren, letting that power surge from me to him. Thunder crashed and the air crackled. I was sure if the vampires did that or Ren and I.

Ren got to his feet, shaky at first but becoming steadier as the energy filled him. I needed him strong and whole if we wanted to do this. The two of us stood side-by-side, our bodies touching. The birthmark on my hip burned but filled me a strange sense of strength.

I grabbed hold of Ren, ignoring the jolt of my body, ignoring the way we both shook as we made contact, ignoring everyone around us.

The two vampires from the woods surged forward. Mark and Seth jumped on them, tackling them out of the way.

Mr. Quiller stood strong. Not even Mark was prepared to take him on. 

I needed that burst of anger that I’d used before with Oscar. I dug deep inside myself but I no longer had anger. I had pride and I had strength but that didn’t seem to work for me.

I bit my lip. Just when I thought this was all over, of course the worst was yet to come. That man had a power that made me shudder. I wouldn’t be able to dust him as easily as I had the others. I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to stake him at all.

He extended his hand.

“Come to me,” he called to Ren. 

I laughed. That wouldn’t work. Ren couldn’t be compelled. The vampires had tried before.

But Ren took a tentative step forward.

“No.” I grabbed his hand. The air around us quivered.

“Give him to me.” Mr. Quiller seemed a bit crazed with his need for Ren.

“You can’t have him. I’ll protect him with my life.” I hadn’t gone through all this just to let Ren go with that man. 

Mr. Quiller called to Ren again. He didn’t look at me. He ignored me. Before I’d thought he was being dismissive but there was more to it than that.

I moved, putting myself directly between him and Ren. But Ren grabbed me, pulling me to him, his arms around my shoulders.

“Kiss me.” Ren could barely speak, his voice hoarse.

Huh? He wanted me to kiss him?  Now. The idiot. I couldn’t kiss him. There were a million reasons why not. 

“Kiss me.” 

Was that a deathbed wish or something? The cruel, cold light in Ren’s eyes, the part of him I hated most, faded away leaving nothing but a nothingness. I’d have given anything to have that cold glint return. I couldn’t deny him this.

The vampires moved closer. 

I’d never imagined my first kiss would be like this.

As I pressed my lips to his, the electricity flowing between us would’ve made me recoil if I hadn’t held him so tight. 

We kissed. 

My first kiss.

A kiss I’d dreamed of for years.

As my body pressed against Ren’s, I drowned. Swirling into darkness. The vampires, the terrace, the other students melted away. I clung to Ren, the darkness around us growing, thickening. There seemed to be no end to it. 

My body became weightless in this place. It seemed so comfortable, like a memory from another life.

Then light met the dark, exploding like fireworks. The light moved through my body, curling through me until it reached into the dark corners, the parts of me I locked away. There no longer was any me, there was no Ren. There was only the explosion of light meeting dark.

My body trembled so much, I thought I would fall apart. I’d break into atoms swirling into the atmosphere. 

Chilled hands gripped my shoulders, freezing the bare skin, pulling me away from Ren. An ache spread from the pits of my stomach as though my soul was wrenched from my body, as though I no longer knew how to survive without Ren’s touch.

Those hands ripped Ren from me. 

“Put me down!” Ren screamed.

The color returned to his face, the light back in his eyes. Ren stood firm, facing the vampire who wanted to take him. 

He threw Mr. Quiller’s hand from him.

The two of us together. We could do this. I dropped the stake from my grip as reached out for Ren’s hand.

“Cherry...” Mr. Norton hissed.

“Huh?”

An aura of light surrounded Ren and I. I had no idea what that meant. I had no idea why. The lights sparked around us, seeming to shatter and refract. I pulled Ren tighter as those sparks could fall and burn us.

Mr. Quiller backed away from us. “The prophecy,” he mumbled. “The prophecy.”

Crazy old man. His eyes widened. He bent over, visually weakened. Then, with a sudden trembling of the terrace beneath us, he was gone.

I blinked. He’d really gone? We’d won?

No way.

But all around me, that fluttering started up. The vampires took to the air, returning to where they’d come from. The music started up inside, the students all began talking.

I slumped to the ground, exhausted and drained. Ren slumped beside me. The cold wind hit my clammy skin and I shivered, wanting my room and my bed and my hoodie. 

I had no idea what any of this meant, just that we were safe. For now.
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“I just want to go back to my room.” 

Mark and Seth had stayed at the dance venue to clean up and make sure there were no further attacks while Mr. Norton had taken the rest of us back to the school but he wanted a meeting in the training room.

“You’re bleeding. We need to check out any injuries.”

I sighed and followed him, exhausted now the fighting was over. Ren came too, no one arguing his right to be with us.

“You were so cool.” Lucas walked beside me. “You glowed. Literally glowed.”

“Yeah, I’m not sure how cool that will be when I have to turn up to math class tomorrow.”

“How are you feeling?” Mr. Norton asked Ren.

“Good. Better than good. I’m not going to be a vampire and that means my golden future hasn’t been compromised.”

I hated to rain on his parade but I had to say it. “We might’ve killed those vamps but Mr. Quiller is still out there and he’s after your blood. We might’ve won tonight but this is far from over.”

Mr. Norton sighed. “I’m afraid that’s true. But first, we have to investigate what happened out there. That thing between the two of you...”

He meant our kiss. Even though I had zero kissing experience before that, I knew that had been pretty extreme for a kiss.

“And we have to deal with Angela. She’s a killer.”

“That’s going to be a problem.” Mr. Norton ran his hand through his hair. “There’s no body. No proof. Just a few words she muttered in shock. That’s not a murder case.”

My heart sunk knowing that was true. 

I remembered what Mr. Norton had said before, too. About how if this got out of hand, there could be a war between vampires and humans. I wish we’d staked Mr. Quiller. I wish we’d ended this for once and for all, because I wasn’t just on the radar of the entire student body now, I was on the radar of a creepy old vampire.

If I hadn’t been so exhausted, the thought of a war would freak me out but that’s something I’d worry about after a night’s sleep because I felt totally drained.

“How are we going to explain things?” Lucas asked. “I mean, the entire student body almost saw us fight vampires. I started to shift. And that whole thing.”

“Say someone spiked the punch with acid.” Ren laughed. “That’s the best way to play it, right.”

Yeah, that might explain most of it but everyone had seen me kiss Ren. Now that the danger was over, I cringed at the thought. I had no idea how Ren felt about it. Jeez, I had no idea how I felt about it. I didn’t exactly want to sit down and discuss our feelings but I’d have liked some indication of what it meant.

We’d reached the training room. 

Mr. Norton did a debriefing with us. There was nothing else to add really. He had no explanation for the kiss thing, no idea where I got my power.

He dismissed the others but wanted to dress my wound.

“It’s nothing much.”

“I just want to check to make sure there’s no bite.”

“There’s more damage to my dress than my body, I think. The one time in my life I have a pretty dress and it gets wrecked in less than an hour. And the lovely curls Britney did in my hair are fried.” Mr. Norton’s hand lingered on my leg a little too long. “Hey, Mr. Norton, you’re getting awfully close to inappropriate teaching touching there.”

Mr. Norton’s face turned scarlet and he dropped his hand from my leg.

“Ah, sorry. That birthmark on your leg...”

“Yeah. It’s kind of sore and burning right now. It does that sometimes.”

I rubbed my hip. Now that I thought about it, that birthmark really bothered me.

“It’s shaped like a star. You never told me about that before.”

“It’s just a birthmark. Nothing interesting.”

He gave a long sigh and sat down. It was just a birthmark, right? It sure didn’t seem that way from Mr. Norton’s reaction.

“I’m sorry about that. I mean, I wasn’t touching... just curious.”

Yep, things had gotten really awkward. I’d only been joking but I guess teachers have to be careful about things like that.

“There’s a prophecy. A stupid thing with no real proof behind it.”

“Yeah, right. I’m the chosen one. I’m going to save the world.”

I laughed. Mr. Norton didn’t.

“A prophesy saying the world will be saved when the daughter of darkness meets the son of light.” He sighed.

A shiver ran through me. A shiver right to the bone.

“But it’s just a stupid prophesy, right? I’m not likely to save the world.”

Mr. Norton smiled but that smile didn’t meet his eyes, a teacher smile not the smile of a friend. “The prophecy says the daughter of night has the star mark.”

I had to shake this off. I couldn’t believe in something so stupid. I bet loads of people had star-shaped birthmarks. Why did he even tell me about it? I didn’t want to think about something so strange.

“I’m going back to my room if we’re finished. Let’s talk about this tomorrow. After I’ve had a good nights’ sleep.”

Mr. Norton nodded. “Good idea.”

Before I reached the door, he called me back.

“Cherry, how did you feel about killing tonight?”

“The vampires? I did a good job, right?”

I smiled but he didn’t return that smile. That’s what he wanted though, that’s what this was all about. We protected people, and do that, we had to kill the things that hunted them.

If I thought I could creep back to my room unnoticed, I was wrong. Ren Worthington leaned on my door.

“Hey poor girl, that was some kiss.”

His gaze met mine and something stirred like crazy in my chest. I nodded. I didn’t want to talk about it but I’d never forget it either. The kiss lingered not just on my lips but deep within me.

Ren pushed away from my door, heading for his room.

“Not bad for a pus-filled boil on the buttocks of society, hey, poor girl.”

He shot me the finger guns before disappearing into his room. I sighed. No matter what I wanted, it seemed my fate would be tied to Ren from here on in.
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