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        I’m finding a way back to my mate—even if it means taking the truth back with me.

      

        

      
        After finding out Tobias betrayed everyone, he kidnapped me and took me back to his home. With the Wearbears and his family for one reason only: he believes I’m his mate and he believes our mating would stop the war.

        But I have a mate, and I would never change a thing.

        The war has begun, and no one is going to win… unless I stop it.

        Atlas Arcturus is my mate and I will fight for the future we can have. Nothing, not even a shifter war, is going to keep us apart.

        He was once my tutor, my enemy and the first male I’ve kissed.

        Now he is my alpha. My mate. My future.

      

        

      
        This is a full-length trilogy full of sexy alpha males, steamy scenes, a strong heroine and a lot of sarcasm. This is the last book in the series.
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      When I was a kid, I used to have this nightmare. It was one of those recurring bad dreams that stays with you for a long time afterward, sometimes even years. It’s one of those dreams where I’m flying—you know the kind, where it’s nighttime, and you’re soaring through the air high above the treetops and buildings below, either oblivious to the world beneath you or simply too lost in the adventure to care. It always happens the same way: There I am, weightless, defying gravity, my pack, and all societal conventions as I drift on a wind current. It’s only after I’ve drifted far from civilization and come to hover miles and miles above the earth when I realize that I’m no longer flying at all—I’m falling. Terror washes over me as I plunge down, hurtling toward the ground with no way to stop or gain altitude. It’s just as I hit the ground that I wake up, gasping for breath and sweating, my heart threatening to race out of my chest.

      This is a lot like that, except this time, when my eyes flutter open, the wind battering my face as I plunge downward, I don’t find myself tangled up in my sheets, safe in bed. That’s when I realize that it’s not a dream at all, and as the ground races up to meet me, a strangled cry escapes my throat.

      Tobias’ grip on me tightens, and it’s only when I look down and see the tendrils of dark magic constricting around me that it all comes racing back to me: The Wolf Witch Academy. The mission to Hartford to spy on the werebears, who are organizing to wipe out the werewolves once and for all. The mole, and the ambush that was waiting for us when we got back. Tobias’ betrayal. My short time as a Wolf Witch in training (as much as I can even be called a Wolf Witch anymore, considering my angel heritage means I’ll never be able to shift) is over. An image of Atlas, the brooding, green-eyed alpha prince who’s been my mentor and my mate since my exile from the New Moon pack, flashes through my mind as we plummet toward the rocks below us, and for a moment, I’m sure Tobias plans to kill us both here and now in a fit of deranged jealousy. Yelling out in protest, I thrash desperately against his grip, a fresh surge of pain going through my head where I struck a tree branch.

      That’s right, I think vaguely, my head still spinning. I almost died once already.

      “Nyx, stop,” Tobias growls as we hurtle toward the ground, plunging down on a swirling platform of his own dark magic. A few swirling tendrils of it are wrapped around my body, holding me in place and keeping me from moving my arms.

      “No!” I shout, my voice nearly drowned out by the wind, and I reach for my light magic, the power that lives in me as a result of my mother’s illicit union with an angel—an actual, honest-to-goodness angel. It’s no use; between my coursing fear and throbbing head, its warmth is dampened, lost to me in the midst of our free fall. I close my eyes just as we’re about to make contact with the ground, waiting for the inevitable blackness…

      But we don’t hit the ground, and I don’t die. Instead, Tobias slows the cocoon of freezing cold darkness a split second before impact, depositing us safely on a patch of dusty ground so far from home it might as well be on Mars. Eyes wide, I glance around: We’re standing on a sheer, rugged mountainside ridge that slopes downward into a desolate wilderness on either side. There are no trees here—we’re at too high an altitude for that—and as far as the eye can see, there’s nothing but snow-capped peaks descending into jagged boulder fields far below. I flex my arms, my heart still pounding in my chest, but it’s no use; my former best friend keeps his magical hold on me, defeating any hope I have of countering his power with my own. Even if I could get free of his bonds, I’m wounded and exhausted, my own magical reserves pretty much depleted.

      After another moment of futile thrashing, I let my arms go limp, turning to face my captor, who up until a day ago was one of my closest friends at the Academy. He’s not looking at me, his gray eyes furrowed as he takes a hand through his shaggy blond hair. Our last conversation comes back to me, his anguished confession of love… But I don’t dare wonder whether things would have turned out differently if I had chosen him instead. I’m in love with Atlas, and never has that been clearer to me than it is now. I’m mated to him, bound to him on the highest level werewolves are capable of. The only question now is what Tobias plans to do with me, and whether he intends to follow through with his plans to hand me over to the Black Omen werebear clan. They want my light magic, just like they wanted the other Wolf Witches’ dark magic, and I have no doubt that they—and by extension, Tobias—will do whatever it takes to get it.

      “Come on,” Tobias says, nudging me forward.

      “Where are we?” I ask as we begin to work our way along the rock ridge. It’s tough going, especially with my arms restrained, but I manage, not taking my eyes off the path below me.

      It’s a long time before Tobias responds, the howling wind the only thing to break the silence. I’m about to ask again when he says, “The White Mountains.”

      “In New Hampshire?” My eyes widen; no wonder I passed out. We must have been flying for hours, as evidenced by the falling dusk, and I’ve lost blood. My slapdash magical healing job was never meant to last this long.

      “Yes.” I can’t see Tobias behind me, which is maybe just as well. If I had to see his treacherous, lying face, I might have lashed out and gotten myself killed.

      “Why?” I demand.

      Tobias is silent.

      “You’re taking me to him, aren’t you?” I ask. “Cassius, or whatever the hell his name is. The guy in charge of this alliance.”

      “Nyx, stop,” Tobias tells me. “It’s not worth it.”

      “Don’t you dare tell me what’s worth it and what’s not,” I hiss, craning my neck to get a look at him over my shoulder. He has his gaze downcast, his brows furrowed in what might be either guilt or frustration—or maybe a bit of both.

      “It’s over, Nyx,” Tobias tells me, still not meeting my gaze, and that just riles me up more. “The easiest thing you can do is stop asking questions and start cooperating.”

      “Why? So you can feel better about what you’ve done to me? To the Academy?” I lick my lips. My throat is raw from the yelling and the wind, but right now, I couldn’t care less. “You’re a traitor. Spew all the bullshit you want; nothing’s going to change that.”

      Tobias doesn’t respond to that either, but I do think I catch him flinch ever so slightly, and I feel a surge of triumph that my words stung. I know I should be formulating a strategy—maybe trying to talk him out of taking me wherever we’re going—but right now, my emotions are reaching a boiling point, and bitter sarcasm is what I’ve always fallen back on when things aren’t going well.

      “So that’s it, then,” I mutter as we veer off the ridge and make our way down the treacherous slope of the mountainside. “You’re just going to sell us all out.”

      “I have my reasons,” Tobias mutters.

      “Your pack,” I say. “I haven’t forgotten.” It’s true, and I can’t say I don’t pity him for what happened—to watch the majority of your pack wiped out by the werebears would be a tragedy. He thinks he’s doing what he needs to in order to protect what remains of his family. But he’s handing over the keys to our magic in the process, and in doing so, dooming the rest of our species. The demons won’t be able to save us, no matter how much they want to make sure the status quo stays intact, and with the exception of my real father, no angels have been spotted on earth for a millennia. True, there are other lycanthropes on other continents, like wereravens and werepanthers, but they’re out of our reach here, and they’re not going to concern themselves with the affairs of wolf shifters. If the Academy falls, our species will fall—and there’s no telling what will happen to the ones who survive.

      Tobias makes a pained sound in his throat as our feet crunch along the loose rock of the slope. “I’m sorry, Nyx,” he tells me.

      “I don’t want your apologies,” I snap back at him, and that’s the end of it. We continue along in silence until the ground levels out beneath us, and as we follow the ridge deeper into the White Mountains, a dark spot amidst the rugged cliffs slowly becomes visible. It grows as we draw near, forming the mouth of a pitch black pit in the side of the mountain: a cave. Fear seizes me, and I stumble over a loose stone. Tobias catches me before I fall, pulling me back upright, and I’m struck with a fresh bout of despair that someone I was so close to could do something like this. He clears his throat, still not saying anything as he directs me toward the mouth of the cave.

      The darkness sucks us in as we step into the rock tunnel, our footsteps echoing on the smooth stone floor as we descend into the bowels of the mountain. It’s only after the light at the entrance disappears that I realize I can still see; there are lanterns set into the walls on either side, guiding us deeper and deeper underground in a maze of tunnels that never seems to end. The sounds of life begin to filter through the still air toward us, drawing closer with each step, and at last we find ourselves at the mouth of an even larger cavern, with a ceiling that towers overhead.

      One of the guards at the entrance stares Tobias down.

      “I’ve brought her,” is all my former friend says.

      The guard nods slowly. “Good,” he growls. “He’s waiting for you. You know where to find him.”

      They wave us through, and Tobias nudges me forward, into the main room. My eyes go wide as I shuffle through the doorway.

      Filling the space are stone buildings, of a similar construction to the ones at the last werebear settlement Atlas and I visited. More lanterns are set into the walls, throwing light throughout the cavern, while a few free-standing braziers are burning with bright fires. Werebears—more than I’ve ever seen—are mulling around, some shifted and some not, their voices filling the air as Tobias leads me between the buildings. Several of them look at us as we pass through, snarling and hurling obscenities, but their voices are lost in the cacophony. It might as well be an entire city, all underground, with various other tunnels branching out into the darkness.

      I don’t even have time to wonder how long it’s been here, because the next thing I know, we’re coming to a stop in front of a raised dais, where a well-dressed man is waiting for us, flanked by two hulking werebears. He turns away from the male he’s speaking with, sizing Tobias and me up from his place up on the platform, and his mustached face spreads into a broad grin as he takes in the sight. “You must be Nyx,” he says. “I’ve heard so much about you.”
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      I stare up at the werebear with what I can only hope is a look of defiance, but my fatigue is showing, and the blood and dirt on my face don’t exactly sell the dignified vibe. “Wish I could say the same,” I say, my voice dripping with sarcasm. “You should really talk to whoever handles your PR. The whole ‘world-ending cabal’ thing kind of falls short when nobody knows who’s in charge.”

      Cassius chuckles, his voice dripping with condescension. “You certainly have a mouth on you, don’t you, Nyx?” he asks, taking first one, and then two steps toward me, descending from the dais with an expression that looks like the cat that ate the canary. “Tobias did always say you were spirited. I think I’m starting to understand just how much.” He jerks his chin at Tobias. “You’ve kept us waiting.”

      “I was held up,” Tobias says in a tone that sounds almost deliberately level. “I had to head them off at the pass.”

      “And you didn’t manage to subdue any of the others?” Cassius sighs, shaking his head. “Pity.”

      Tobias’ grip on me tightens, and I can sense the frustration in his voice. “I’ve already told you I would teach your men dark magic. No one else needs to get roped into this.”

      “They could have been useful leverage,” Cassius insists, crossing his arms. “That said, though, you’ve held up your end of the deal… so far.” He nods down at me. “Let’s just hope our prize is as good as you claim.”

      “Fuck you,” I snarl, jerking in Tobias’ grasp.

      “Such anger,” Cassius says, clicking his tongue. “We’ll have to work on that, won’t we? You’ve said yourself that light magic requires positivity.”

      I swallow hard, my eyes widening. So it’s true: They plan to take my magic. Bristling, I spit, “You’re not getting anything out of me.”

      Unimpressed, Cassius crosses his arms. “Everyone says that until the rubber meets the road,” he states. “This would be easier for you if you just cooperated.”

      “ ‘Easy’ is relative,” I snark back, barely disguising my fear.

      Cassius chuckles. “You have guts, Nyx,” he tells me. “Don’t you think they’d be put to better use elsewhere?”

      “Like where?” I demand. “You want to wipe us out.”

      “We’re simply attempting to restore balance,” Cassius insists. “Werebears have always been the apex predators. Too long have werewolves stood in our way, invading our territory and pushing us out of human lands, propped up by the Wolf Witches and their precious demons.”

      I balk; I guess I should have figured he would know about the existence of the demons. Still, it’s bad news—I’m really on a roll today when it comes to shitty surprises.

      “We’re simply reclaiming our position at the top of the pecking order,” Cassius continues, unfazed. “This is Darwinism at work; surely even you can see that, Nyx. You yourself are living proof that adaptation is key to survival. If you can’t get with the program, you’ll be destroyed by it.”

      I snort, rolling my eyes. “It’s not adaptation. I’m just a—” I stop just short of saying the word “hybrid.” The last thing I need is for them to find out I have angel blood, if they don’t know already. Instead I clear my throat and substitute, “Freak of nature.”

      “You and the rest of your rejects,” Cassius agrees. “You’ve kept us at bay, I have to admit… Which is why I’m willing to offer you a deal. I’m not without mercy… or good sense.”

      I bristle. “Just like you offered Tobias?”

      “Nyx…” Tobias begins warningly, but I ignore him.

      “You really expect me to believe you’ll keep any promise you make to me?” I persist. “To any of us? All you care about is wiping us out.”

      “Ask your friend whether I’ve ever gone back on my word,” Cassius says, gesturing at Tobias. “I’m offering you a chance to avoid destruction.” He comes down to the final step, stopping when he’s right in front of me. I struggle against Tobias, desperate to summon my own power, but his magic is holding me back, and a single jerk of my torso is enough to make a bolt of pain shoot through my head, nearly taking my breath away. Cassius takes note of this, a grim smile appearing on his face. “Consider this a trade,” he says. “Show us how to do light magic while your friend teaches us dark magic, and in return you will be spared when we take the fight to the werewolves. Hell, I’ll even throw your old pack in, just to sweeten the deal. Work with us, and you all walk free.”

      I stare at him, my face a sheet of anger, and to my immense horror, I actually catch myself considering it. It would be so easy to give in, to convince myself he’s telling the truth and that he won’t double-cross us the first chance he gets. An easy end to my role in this war, to all of our roles in it, like ripping off a scab. But then Atlas’s image flashes in my mind: his fiery, emerald-green eyes, his black hair, the planes of his face and the hard muscle of his arms and chest. Despite all he’s been through, he’s never stopped fighting. That’s enough to give me pause.

      “And the Academy?” I ask quietly.

      “Don’t test me, Nyx,” Cassius says, his expression growing dangerous. “You have no leverage here. The Academy will fall, with or without you; your only choice is whether to go down with the sinking ship.”

      The corner of my mouth turns up, my entire body quivering with rage despite my exhaustion. “Then go fuck yourself,” I say, my eyes flashing. I’m never selling my soul to these devils. They’re ready to use my light magic to destroy Wolf Witches. To destroy Atlas. I’ll die before I let that happen. “I’m never working with you, Cassius.”

      Cassius takes a step back. “A shame,” he says. “We’ll see if you still feel that way later.” He snaps his fingers at one of his henchmen, who wordlessly descends the stairs. “You know where to put her. Give her some time to think it over.”

      The guard shoves Tobias aside, and the dark magic tendrils dissipate as he seizes me in a grip so hard that it’s almost painful. I grunt in pain as my injured head jerks to the side.

      “Hey,” Tobias interjects, holding up a hand as his gray eyes meet mine for a moment. “Take it easy. That’s not—”

      “Shut the hell up, wolf shifter,” the guard barks, paying him no mind. “Your job here is done.”

      “Nyx—” Tobias begins, regret once more playing on his face.

      I give him a withering look. “You heard him,” I say in a low voice. “Your job here is done.”

      I can feel Tobias’ eyes on me as the muscle-bound werebear shoves me roughly forward, pushing me past the throng of furious werebears as we work our way through the underground town toward one of the side passageways. This one is far darker than the rest of the tunnels, and it doesn’t take me long to realize why: It’s lined with cells, each of them cut off from the rest by barred iron doors. The guard shoves me into one at the end of the passage and slams the door shut, leaving me alone in the dimly-lit chamber.

      There’s nothing in the way of furniture except for a plain bed in the corner, and that’s where I sit down heavily, putting my face in my hands. The fear and exhaustion are weighing on me, and it’s not long before my eyes start to close despite my best efforts. Soon I’m slipping into another nightmare, and there’s no escape when I wake up.
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      It’s impossible to tell how long I slept with no windows and no clocks, but by the time I awaken, I’m feeling a little better. My head still feels like it’s about to split in two, but my energy is coming back, and with it, my magic.

      Drawing on my connection to Atlas, I begin to get back in touch with my powers. He would be doing the same in this situation, fighting tooth and nail to escape, or die trying. Now it’s my turn, and if I only have one chance to get out, I’m not wasting it.

      I sit there for a long time, bringing my light magic to the forefront of my consciousness, trying to come up with a plan. That’s when I hear footsteps in the hallway, I get to my feet, ready to fight.

      Maybe it’s appropriate that the person whose face appears outside the doorway is Tobias, considering he’s at the heart of this mess. It takes all my self-control not to give in to my anger and lose my connection to my magic; instead, I lean into my love for Atlas just as he comes to a stop outside my cell.

      “Hey,” he begins. “Listen, Nyx—”

      I don’t let him finish. With a yell, I unleash the reserves I’ve built up, lighting up the entire tunnel as I hurl a glowing sphere of light magic at him. It catches him in the shoulder, sending him staggering back, and I rush to generate another, aiming for the bars of the cell.

      But Tobias is faster. He launches a burst of dark magic—not at me, but at the spot where I’m aiming in the hopes of breaking the lock. Just like it happened so many times while I was practicing with Atlas, his magic collides with mine, each of them neutralized by the other.

      “No!” I yell, sending out my own tendril of light magic, but he lunges out of the way, and this time his spell hits me squarely in the chest. I’m sent flying back into the opposite wall, pain rocketing through me, so intense that I almost pass out. The light emanating from me flickers and fades, my brief second wind vanishing as quickly as it came.

      Tobias staggers to his feet, his face lined with worry. “Nyx,” he says. “Are you all right?”

      “What the fuck do you care?” I fire back, fixing him with a furious glare.

      Tobias looks away, clearly conflicted. “I don’t want to see you hurt, Nyx. You know that.”

      “Well, you’re doing a pretty shitty job so far.”

      “I’m sorry,” he says, his face falling. “Nyx, you have to listen to Cassius.”

      “Why?” I spit. “So he can use my magic to wipe out the Wolf Witches?”

      “You heard him,” Tobias protests. “He keeps his word. And he’s right.” His expression hardens. “The war is already lost, Nyx. The werebears have us outnumbered, outgunned… Our only advantage was that they weren’t organized, and now they’ve formed an alliance.”

      “That’s not true,” I snap. “The Wolf Witches—”

      “The Wolf Witches are useless!” Tobias practically shouts. “Half the packs won’t even accept our help, all because of their precious Traditions. And the ones who do don’t have the sway to make a difference. It was always a losing battle, Nyx. Can’t you see that?”

      “Atlas wanted to change things,” I say quietly. “The Blood Moon Pack is the most powerful pack in history. He was trying to move them away from the Traditions. I believe we can change with a powerful alpha in charge.”

      “Yeah?” Tobias snorts, running a hand through his gold hair. “How’s that working out for him, huh?” His expression twists, morphing from frustration to regret and heartbreak. Somewhere in there, the guy who loved me is shining through. “I never wanted this, Nyx,” he says. “Any of it. I didn’t have a—”

      “Stop saying that!” I yell, struggling to my feet so I can look him in the eyes. “You had a choice, Tobias. And you made it.”

      Tobias turns away, looking like he’s been slapped. “Goodbye, Nyx,” he says quietly. “I really am sorry.”

      With that, he raises a hand, conjuring a swirling barrier of dark magic in front of the cell door. The next thing I know, he’s disappearing down the hall, and all I can do is sink to the floor in despair.
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      Nyx is gone.

      The truth rings in my mind, echoing until it reaches a fever pitch and making my hands clench with anger even as my heart twists painfully in my chest.

      Nyx is gone, and it’s my fault.

      I should have protected her. I could have, if I hadn’t let my guard down, and there’s no debating it. Whether my injuries weakened me doesn’t even factor into the equation; I never trusted Tobias, and that should have been enough to see it coming. I should have seen it in the way he looked at her, like she was a prize he could never have, his eyes practically as green as mine with some sense of misguided jealousy. I should have pushed him harder on it, kept him at arm’s length of Nyx instead of sitting back and watching him pine after her, aware that he was dangerous and not doing anything about it. I could have, I should have, I would have… but I didn’t. And now my mate, the girl I love, is gone.

      The worst part is that I’m paralyzed, being forced to sit on my hands by the Academy’s Master. She can talk about strategy and patience until she’s blue in the face, but the longer she waits, the more dangerous it gets—for us and for Nyx. She’s only been gone for a couple days, but even that feels like a lifetime… if she’s even still alive.

      No, I think as I stalk down the halls of the castle’s upper floor. Don’t think like that. She’s strong, and she won’t go down without a fight.

      But even that doesn’t do much to reassure me. Tobias, that lying bastard, said they wanted her light magic, and although he’s a duplicitous asshole who’s lost all his credibility, I have no reason to doubt that the werebears intend to follow through… Which means that if I have any hope of finding my mate alive, the time to act is now, and fuck what Master Ombres says.

      It’s for this reason that I find myself, against all sense and better judgment, outside the room of someone I’ve been trying to keep at a distance for years. I wouldn’t be here if I had any other choice, and for a moment I hesitate, doubtful… But then Nyx’s face flashes through my mind—her bright hazel eyes, her long hair, the playful smile that I fought for so long to resist—and that settles it. I can still taste her lips on mine, remember the way she felt in my arms as we made love, the passion and protectiveness I felt whenever she looked at me, joked at me… and the fear that washed over me when I thought she was hurt.

      Casting aside my doubts, I raise a hand and rap sharply on the dormitory door. The sound echoes in the quiet hallway, making me grimace; students aren’t supposed to be up at this hour, and if any of the faculty figures out what we’re up to, they’ll put a stop to it.

      For a long moment there’s no response, and I’m on the verge of knocking again when there’s a groan from the other side, followed by the shuffling of feet. A moment later, the door swings open to reveal the face of Addison Brighton, the blonde bombshell I dated briefly around the time we were both kicked out of our pack. And what a mistake that was. She is meant to be my fated mate, but we both can’t stand each other. That’s the truth of it. We were never good for each other. She’s in her pajamas, bleary-eyed from sleep, but she raises a coquettish eyebrow at me when she sees me on her doorstep. “Late night booty call?” she asks, a hint of sarcasm in her voice.

      I snort and shake my head. “Nice try.”

      “Hey,” she says, shrugging her shoulders, “you’ve got to give me credit for shooting my shot while Nyx is gone.” To my surprise, she doesn’t seem bothered by the rejection, and doesn’t delve into her usual fit of flirting and manipulation. It’s practically become a game to her at this point. Addison was never the one for me, and although I discovered this fairly soon after we started seeing each other, she has a hard time letting go. Her dislike of Nyx has been clear since she first arrived at the Academy, and it reached a head the night she unlocked her light magic.

      “So if you’re not here for me,” Addison says, crossing her arms, “then what are you here for?”

      I stare my ex down for a minute, weighing my words, and finally say, “Nyx. I’m here for Nyx.”

      Addison sighs, shakes her head, and then steps aside. “I figured as much.”

      

      “So Ombres isn’t budging, I take it,” my ex says, perching on the edge of her bed. I’m sitting stiffly in a chair on the other side of the room, still half-expecting her to try something, but so far she hasn’t made a move. Come to think of it, she hasn’t been up to her usual tricks ever since Nyx was taken.

      I run a hand through my hair. “She doesn’t want to move on Cassius until she has enough information. God only knows how long that will be.” I level her with a steely gaze. “I’m not waiting anymore.”

      “And you came to me to help you save your girlfriend because…?”

      I sigh. I should’ve figured this was coming. “This isn’t just about Nyx and she isn’t my girlfriend. She is my mate,” I say.

      Addison goes still and looks down at the floor. “I wanted so much to believe it was just a fling between you two and somehow we would work it out. But I saw how you fought for her, how much you love her, and I want that someday. Someone who will fight for me like you fight for her. I can’t say I like Nyx, as a part of my wolf and heart still believes what was fated, but I’m listening.”

      “I hope you find that happiness, Addison,” I say, my voice kind. “This is all about her powers. If the werebears learn to use light magic, it’s all over for us. They’ll be able to counter the Wolf Witches, and we’ll lose our only advantage.” I swallow, straightening in my seat. “And for everything else you are, Addison, I know you care about the Academy. You’re one of the strongest ones here, and you’ve never much been one for following orders.”

      Addison looks at her manicured nails. “Now you’re just buttering me up,” she says, the ghost of a smile appearing on her face. “I have to say, Atlas, I’m liking this whole vulnerable act.”

      I bristle. “I’m not—”

      “Save it,” she says, holding up a hand. “I know you too, Atlas. You haven’t been the same since Nyx was taken.” She hesitates, clearing her throat. “Actually, you haven’t been the same since she arrived.” When she raises her gaze back to me, there’s a vulnerability in her eyes that I haven’t seen in a long time. “You love her, don’t you?” she asks quietly.

      “Yes,” I say without hesitation. “I do.”

      “It’s going to take more than you and me to get her back, Atlas. I’m good, but I’m not that good. Thankfully,” she adds, getting to her feet, “I can think of at least one other person who wants to keep Nyx out of the werebears’ paws. And she’s good too—the best I’ve seen around here since… Well, me.” She grins.

      I nod, already knowing what she’s going to say. “Ivy,” I say.

      “Ivy,” Addison agrees.
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      “Correct me if I’m wrong,” the redhead says after a long pause, her eyes darting incredulously from me to Addison, “but this doesn’t sound like it’s on the up-and-up.”

      Addison and I exchange a look. “It’s very much not on the up-and-up,” she says. “That’s… kind of the whole point of waking you up in the middle of the night.”

      Ivy narrows her eyes, giving her mentor a suspicious look. I can’t blame her. “You’re not trying to trick me?” she asks. “Find an excuse to have me thrown out?”

      “Now why would I do that?” Addison says, jerking her head in my direction. “Ask him, if you don’t believe me.”

      “Look,” I interject, aware of how this must be coming across, “this isn’t about anything other than getting Nyx back.”

      “But the Master—” Ivy begins.

      “The Master’s not doing anything to help.” I cut her off. “All she ever wants to do is strategize. She’d just as soon sit in her office until the werebears move on us. And Nyx…” I trail off, my voice catching in my throat.

      Ivy’s expression softens. “She’s going to be okay, Atlas,” she tells me. “She’s tough. And she has magic on her side.”

      “I hope you’re right,” I say, and then my tone grows low and dangerous. “If they put so much as a finger on her, I’m going to kill them all.”

      Addison rolls her eyes. “As overly-dramatic as that was, Atlas has a point. If the werebears get access to light magic, we’re all fucked. And seeing as I’d rather, you know, not die, I’m willing to try to put a stop to this.”

      “But what do you want me to do?” Ivy protests. “I’m not like you guys, and I’m definitely not like Nyx. I’m not good at this…” She gestures between me and Addison. “Heroic stuff.”

      Addison crosses her arms. “Would it help if I ordered you to? I’m your mentor; you have to do what I tell you.”

      I shoot my ex a withering look. “Everyone else here is willing to sit on their hands while Nyx is being held prisoner,” I say, turning back to Ivy. “She’s your friend too. Besides,” I add, “you’re stronger than you give yourself credit for. It’s been days… I’m going after her alone if I have to.”

      Ivy sighs, running a hand through her red curls. “So you’re… what, just going to go in, guns blazing, and save the day?” She shakes her head. “You don’t even know where they went.”

      “No,” I admit, “but there might be a way to find her.”

      “How?”

      I square my shoulders. “The Blood Moon Pack,” I say. It’s almost hard to get the words out; my relationship with my former pack has been on the rocks for ages, ever since they booted me out for my views on the restrictive and regressive wolf shifter Traditions. But my father is the alpha, and if it weren’t for me and Nyx, he’d be dead by now. And if the Academy won’t give me the help I need, then I’m not afraid to look elsewhere.

      “You’ve got to be kidding,” Addison replies. “Atlas, they hate you. They hate both of us. Your dad and brother—”

      “Maybe,” I admit, “but they also owe us. Nyx and I saved my dad’s life. And as much as the Blood Moon Pack distrusts Wolf Witches, they distrust the werebears more, and they’ve only gotten more dangerous these past few months.”

      “You really think they’ll be able to help?” Ivy asks.

      “They’ve taken a few hits, but they’re still the most powerful wolf shifter pack in the country, if not the world,” I say. “They have trackers. Warriors. Scouts of their own. If Nyx is still out there, they’ll be able to help us find her. And if she’s not…” I set my jaw. “Then they’ll be able to help us make those sons of bitches pay for what they’ve done.”

      “You make it sound so easy,” Addison says.

      “It won’t be,” I say, turning to her.

      “They could kill us on sight, for all you know,” she points out. “Your dad isn’t big on second chances.”

      “I know,” I say, “but that’s a risk I’m willing to take. My mate is out there somewhere, and I’m not going to stop until I get her back.”

      Ivy presses her lips together for a moment and then sighs. “I guess it’s worth a shot,” she says finally, straightening up and nodding to me. “I’m in.”

      “Addison?” I say, turning to the blonde.

      Addison purses her lips. “I hope you know what you’re doing, Atlas,” she tells me.

      “Believe me,” I say, my expression hardening, “I do.”
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      “So…” I begin, pursing my lips and letting the word hang in the air between us.

      Mom sighs. “Claire said I would find you here. You never wander too far.”

      “Why would I?” I ask, a little bitter, shifting uncomfortably on the cold ground. My ass is getting numb, and the chilly wind is making goosebumps sprout up and down my arms, but even I have to admit the view is spectacular up here. The Graymoon Pack’s village isn’t lacking for gorgeous scenery, and the coastline below us is radiant and blue, even in the dead of winter. My sister, Claire, was the one who first showed me this spot, and I’ve been coming here ever since—every time my packmates’ jabs and hazing get too severe, and every time my doubts threaten to get the better of me.

      Every time like now.

      Today is the day I turn sixteen, and I’m in the exact same spot I was a year ago. That was the day—a day of harassment from packmates like Peter and Marie and platitudes from my family—when I vowed that in a year, I would have learned how to shift into my wolf shifter form. Now, 365 days of fruitless effort later, I’m back here again, still no closer to mastering my power… and with Mating Day on the horizon, I’ve never felt more hopeless.

      “It’s not like I have anywhere else to go,” I mutter, dropping my eyes to the ground.

      Mom sighs, her hands in her coat pockets, and then slowly takes a seat on the rocky ground next to me. For a moment, neither of us says anything, and part of me wishes she would leave. I’m enough of a disappointment as it is; the last thing she needs is to see me sulking like a little kid. “I’m sorry, sweetheart,” she says finally, not looking at me. “I know you don’t believe me, but it does get easier.”

      “Does it?” I ask, turning to her incredulously. “Everyone always says that. ‘It’s fine, don’t worry, you’ll get the hang of it someday.’ ” I snort, shaking my head as I pull a stray weed out from between a couple of rocks. “You know what I’ve noticed? It’s always the ones who know how to shift that say that.”

      “Nyx…” Mom turns to me, her expression one of both concern and sympathy. “You will learn, sooner or later. It just takes time.”

      “Right.” I sigh. “Time. I’ve been trying to learn to shift for sixteen years, Mom. There are nine-year-olds in our pack who can already transform. Claire’s well on her way to becoming Sebastian’s beta; you and dad mastered it when you were—what, fourteen? It’s hopeless.”

      I can feel Mom watching me. “Is this really about learning to shift, Nyx?” she asks quietly. “Or are you worried about finding a mate?”

      “Aren’t those basically the same thing?” I ask. “The others are right. No one will want me if I can’t shift. If I can’t find a mate, they might as well just kick me out now.”

      “You don’t have to take a mate on Mating Day to stay in the pack,” Mom points out. “Sebastian never did.”

      “Yeah, and Sebastian was a prodigy before the rest of us were even born,” I reply.

      “Still, it’s not just about being able to reproduce. There are other things you can do.”

      “Yeah?” I lean back, watching the churning waves below us. “Like what? Crack jokes? Be the pack comic relief?”

      “You have—” Mom begins, only to stop short, blanching a little.

      I turn to her, raising an eyebrow. “What?” I ask. There’s something in her expression that’s caught me off-guard, and I’m not even sure what it is—like she’s on the verge of saying something she’ll regret. “What is it, Mom?” I press.

      She swallows hard, looking truly uncertain for the first time in longer than I can remember. “Nothing,” she replies. “You’re just…” She averts her eyes. “You have more going for you than you think, Nyx. That’s all.”

      I watch her for a long time, but her expression has gone hard again, and I can tell that she’s buried whatever she was going to say. Maybe that’s for the best.

      

      I lean back against the hard stone wall of my cell, letting my head rest against the cool surface as the memory of that conversation—hard to believe it was almost three years ago now—replays in my mind. It’s funny the sorts of memories that surface when you’re left alone to think for a while, but maybe, in retrospect, it makes sense. All the pieces fall together when you give yourself enough time to think them over. My utter inability to shift, my parents’ perpetual caginess about my abilities (or lack thereof)... It was never about my wolf shifter blood. It was about my angel blood. Just like it is now.

      Because there are no windows this far underground, I have no way of knowing how much time has passed since the werebears first imprisoned me. Ten days? Twenty? One hour after another crawls slowly past, interrupted only by Cassius’ goons—and sometimes even Cassius himself—arriving to put the screws to me once more. They’ve bloodied my nose more than once, and every time the pain in my head starts to abate, I end up getting shoved hard enough to give me whiplash, but I’m lucky in that so far, they haven’t done any permanent damage. Maybe they’re aware on some level that light magic doesn’t work if you’re overwhelmed with negative emotion… Or maybe they’re not too stupid to realize that I can’t teach them anything if I’m dead. Either way, it’s only a matter of time before they pull something worse, either on me or on someone else, and that scares me more than anything they’ve done so far.

      I open my eyes, returning to the present. I lick my lip and taste blood; it must have split at some point. Taking a breath, I reach an unsteady hand up and touch my finger to the cut, reaching for the magic that I know is there. It sputters and flickers, but burns brightly when I return to the memory of my mother. I flinch a little as my hand lights up, sealing the cut just like I sealed our wounds when Atlas and I fell through the trees. I still haven’t mastered healing, not beyond cauterizing, although I’m supposed to be able to, in theory. Chalk it up to being the illegitimate daughter of an angel, one of those elusive beings that abandoned the world hundreds of years ago. Unlike the demons, who are desperate to keep the werebears from overturning the status quo, the angels have taken no such interest in mortals.

      With the exception of Michael. My real father.

      Did my mom ever regret not telling me? I wonder as I watch the light flicker from my hand. How was she able to live with that secret for so long, especially in the midst of so many wolf shifter politics?

      I don’t have time to ponder it further, because that’s when I’m struck by a wave of exhaustion that makes my magic die out there and then. How long has it been since I’ve actually slept? I’ve lost track, and there’s been no sign of life other than Tobias’ swirling dark magic barrier, which has neutralized every single weak burst of light magic I’ve thrown at it.

      The sound of footsteps outside makes me jump, and I straighten up where I’m sitting, my hands curling into fists at my sides. There’s the brief sound of the door unlocking, and then it swings open, revealing none other than Tobias. Speak of the devil. Cassius is beside him, along with a couple of henchmen who look like they’re itching for a fight.

      “You’ll have to forgive me for not standing up,” I mutter.

      “Ah, Nyx,” Cassius exclaims, as if it’s some huge surprise that I’m locked up here. “So nice to see you again.”

      “I would say the same,” I quip, “except it’s… well, not.”

      Cassius chuckles. “I see your time alone hasn’t dampened your spirits, although I have to say, you’re looking somewhat worse for wear.”

      “Yeah, well…” I wipe some dried blood off my face. “You guys haven’t exactly been big on the whole hospitality thing.”

      “Indeed.” Cassius crosses his arms. “The sooner you lend us your cooperation, the sooner we can have this… unpleasantness over with. My offer is still good, you know. You’re within striking distance of salvation—for you and your pack. All you need to do is stop being stubborn and let us work something out.”

      “I hate to disappoint,” I say, spreading out my arms with a stubborn grin, “but it’s not happening.”

      Tobias has gone pale at the sight of me, but he doesn’t interject, which is just as well. He doesn’t get to play mediator now, after what he’s done.

      Cassius frowns. “Very well,” he says. “If you won’t take the carrot, then I guess it’s time for the stick.” He nods to one of the guards, who lumbers into my cell with pure savagery in his eyes. I brace myself, half-wondering if this is where the real torture starts, but to my surprise, he doesn’t touch me, instead stooping down and picking up the tray of disgusting-looking food and water that was left for me earlier. I haven’t touched it, more out of pride than anything else, but I swallow hard when the guard carries it out of my cell and disappears without a word.

      “Cassius…” Tobias says, sounding alarmed.

      Cassius ignores him, dropping down into a squat in front of me. “You want to play games, Nyx? Fine. I can play games, too, and I’m done making nice. No food and no water until you agree to our terms. We’ll see how long you last.” He gets up.

      “You can’t do this,” Tobias interjects, grabbing him by the arm.

      Cassius glares at him, shaking his hand off. “You have no authority here, Tobias. I’m done waiting. If she doesn’t talk, she can starve.”

      “She could die,” Tobias protests. “If she does, so does your best weapon.”

      “Your pathetic little crush isn’t my concern,” Cassius growls. “If you want your girlfriend to survive this war, get her to talk. Otherwise, keep your mouth shut and stay out of my way.”

      “I’m not his girlfriend,” I spit. “And you can shove your ‘authority’ up your ass.”

      “Let’s see if you still feel that way in a week,” Cassius says, not looking at me, and turns away without another word. One by one, he and his men file out, leaving Tobias to look at me with a tortured expression on his face. “Nyx,” he says quietly, “it’s not too late.”

      “Yes, it is,” I say.

      The blond looks like he’s going to reply and then thinks better of it, turning on his heel and retreating from the room. The cell door slams shut, leaving me in darkness again, and that’s the last I see of anyone.

      

      That night, I dream about Atlas and the first night we spent together after our mission to his former pack. I can almost feel his strong arms around me, his breath against my neck as he sucks marks into my skin, the way his hips buck against mine as he claims me as his own, making me feel things I never felt before. In the aftermath, I was glowing, lit up from inside by what I felt for him. When I wake up on the hard cot now, however, my cell remains pitch black, and not even the thought of Atlas is enough to bring the light back.

      It’s right around then that I realize I’m going to die here.
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      “Any ideas on how we’re going to get there?” Ivy asks in a hushed tone as we steal down the winding corridor leading to the grand staircase, already packed and ready to go. Around us, the rest of the Academy is still asleep, but I stop at every turn to peer around corners and make sure the coast is clear. If we’re busted, the demons will know we’re defying not just curfew, but the orders of Master Ombres, and that will put an end to this whole venture.

      “We fly,” I say.

      “Not a good idea,” Addison replies as we skirt through the shadows. “The werebears will have eyes on us outside the barrier, especially now that Tobias has gone full-blown traitor. The second they see three Wolf Witches flying away from the campus, they’ll send people after us.”

      I growl in frustration but concede her point. “The SUV, then,” I say. “It should still be at the trailhead from the mission to Hartford.”

      The sound of footsteps draws near, and we pull back behind a corner, pressing our backs against the wall. I hold my breath, my heartbeat racing in my ears, half prepared to preemptively lash out with a spell… but then the footsteps fade down another hallway. Relaxing, I continue forward.

      “The SUV’s not an option, either,” Addison gripes as we descend the massive staircase in the entrance hall.

      “Why?” I ask, veering left. There will be sentries posted outside the front doors, but I’ve been the director’s closest senior student confidant for years. There’s a service entrance branching off the front room, and it’s down this corridor that I lead our ragtag group now.

      Addison scoffs. “Last time I checked, SUVs still need keys to drive. And unless you learned how to hot wire cars in your spare time, that thing might as well be just a giant, busted tin can.”

      I set my jaw. “We’ll power it with magic.”

      “Right,” Addison snarks, rolling her eyes. “Because that will be low-profile.”

      “I might have an idea,” Ivy pipes up as we reach the side entrance.

      I turn to her, incredulous. “You have a car?”

      “No,” the redhead replies as we emerge onto the castle grounds, “but I know someone who does.”

      I have just enough time to open my mouth to ask what she’s talking about when a painfully familiar voice stops us in our tracks. “That’s far enough, you three.”

      We stare, frozen in place, as Charles, the head scout for the Academy and a powerful Wolf Witch in his own right, steps out from around the front of the building, his hands in the pockets of his long coat. He must have been stationed at the front. His warm features are strained, and his normally-friendly smile has been replaced with a look of disappointment. “I would have expected better of all of you,” he says, his eyes settling on me. “Especially you, Atlas.”

      Fuck.

      My mind races.

      Ivy has gone pale, her eyes wide.

      “Look, we’re not here to cause trouble,” Addison states, shoving forward.

      “I’m not sure what else you would call sneaking out of the Academy in direct violation of official orders,” Charles replies, crossing his arms. His eyes jump from Addison to Ivy and then back to me. “You’re going after her, aren’t you?” he asks knowingly. “Nyx.”

      I bristle, but I’m no coward. “Yeah,” I admit. “If the Master won’t do it, then we will.”

      Charles sighs. “I was afraid you were going to say that. You know I can’t let you do this, don’t you?” In a whirl of fur and smoke, he shifts into his wolf form and gets into a defensive stance.

      I square my shoulders, summoning snaking currents of dark magic down my arms and into my hands. “You can try to stop us,” I tell him. “No guarantee you’ll be able to.”

      “Atlas—” Ivy cautions.

      I cut her off. “My mentee and mate is out there somewhere as we speak. And I’m going to make those bastards pay for taking her, whether the Academy approves or not.”

      To my left, Addison has already taken her snowy white wolf form. “I hate to spend all this effort on Nyx,” she says, “but he’s right. It’s for the greater good, or whatever.”

      After a moment, Ivy follows suit, her red wolf form standing on my right. “I’m sorry,” she says quietly. “This is the right thing, Charles.”

      Charles takes a step back. “You know what she is, don’t you?”

      “She’s half angel. Charles, you always liked her,” I say, stepping forward. “You know how much power she could hold. I know this wasn’t your call.”

      There’s a tense moment of silence. “No,” Charles admits at last. “It wasn’t.” He hesitates. “The Master…”

      “You can cover for us,” I suggest. “Tell her you sent us scouting. A special mission or something.”

      “She’ll never believe that,” Charles says, his voice strained.

      “Please,” I say, my voice almost breaking. “Don’t make us fight you.”

      The scout considers for another long moment before finally bowing his dark-furred head. “I never saw you here,” he says. “But if she presses me, I won’t be able to lie.”

      “That’s good enough,” says Addison.

      With that, Charles shifts back and wordlessly retreats, his eyes on me. As he turns to go, he pauses, looks back over his shoulder, and says, “Find Nyx. Keep her safe.”

      “I will.”
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      We race through the forest in our wolf forms, our paws crunching on fallen leaves as we hurtle down the trail toward the parking lot where the Academy left us our car last time. Ivy, who spent the first twenty minutes as a human, typing frantically on her cell phone, is looking particularly focused, and Addison shoots her a look as we head toward the trailhead. “Let’s hope this contact of yours comes through,” she mutters.

      “Yeah,” Ivy agrees. “Let’s hope.”

      We pass the dark magic fear barrier delineating the boundaries of campus, as well as the telltale cairns that mark the trail. As the parking lot comes into view, Ivy suddenly shifts back to human.

      “What the hell?” Addison demands, slowing down to look at her mentee.

      “We’re gonna want to be in our human forms for this,” Ivy says. “My contact… doesn’t know shifters exist.”

      “Great,” Addison mutters. “Just great.” But she does as she’s told, and so do I.

      When we step into the lot, where a white small sedan is now parked, I understand why. Ivy all but sprints up to the driver, a tall girl with long hair, and embraces her fiercely, pressing a quick kiss to her lips. She mentioned a human girlfriend being the reason she was kicked out of her pack. Under any other circumstances, I would balk at getting an outsider involved, but Nyx is in danger, so all other considerations go out the window.

      “Ivy, what’s going on?” the girl asks, looking at me and Addison. “Is everything all right? Who are these guys?”

      “I’ll explain what I can on the way,” Ivy says. “There’s no time right now.” Quickly she turns to me and Addison. “Addison, Atlas, this is Elise. My, um, girlfriend.”

      Addison clears her throat. “You never said your girlfriend was a hu—” She cuts herself off. “A brunette,” she corrects quickly.

      “We have to go,” I say, glancing over my shoulder. The first rays of sunlight are starting to emerge from behind the trees, and it won’t be long before the recruits start getting up to start the day’s training. If we’re anywhere close when the instructors catch wind of our absence, they’ll come after us.

      “I’m so sorry to drag you into this,” Ivy tells Elise in a low voice. “Please, just trust me. We need your help, and we have nowhere else to turn.”

      The brunette stares at Ivy for a moment and then shrugs her shoulders, still looking baffled. “Any friend of Ivy’s is a friend of mine, I guess,” she says with a resolved nod. “So where am I taking you?”
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      Humans can only survive around seven days without water, so I guess in perspective, I’m doing pretty well. Werewolves are far more durable, but I’m only half wolf shifter, and I’m injured and starving, which probably explains why, four days in, I start having hallucinations.

      I keep thinking I see Tobias approaching my cell, only to realize it’s just my eyes playing tricks on me, and as I fade in and out of sleep, stranger things start playing out before me. I see my mom staring at me from the corner of my cell with a look of disappointment on her face, along with my dad and Charles whispering to one another in the next room over, pointing at me and shooting me strange looks. At one point, I even think I see Claire and Sebastian, my former alpha, howling in unison in their wolf forms. Most of all, though, I see Atlas: His chiseled face, his strong arms, the crescent-shaped scar on his cheek. As my sanity slips away and I start to get feverish with thirst, the images of him turn horrible, his face stricken with fear—or even disdain—as he stares down at me. I call his name, my voice cracking, reaching out for the image of him only for it to disappear like a mirage before my eyes. It’s his memory that keeps me going, keeps me from closing my eyes and never opening them again—or worse, give in and agree to Cassius’ demands. He’s survived so much without ever giving in, and I will myself to do the same, even if that means wasting away in this cell.

      My light magic has gone out, and I’m too weak to use it now. None of the werebears come to my cell, and the isolation and darkness only make my starvation-fueled insanity worse. I start hearing noises, thrashing in my cot until I get too weak to move, and then I can just lie there, praying that Atlas is safe, that my family is safe, and waiting for it to all be over.

      It’s as I’m lying there, my eyes half-shut, feeling my life slip away from me with each shallow breath I take, that I hear someone calling my name. It’s a male voice, one I don’t recognize, and when I turn my head slowly to look, I realize that I really must be delusional at this point, because now I’m hallucinating people who don’t even exist. There’s a man kneeling beside my cot, with brown eyes and short hair that’s so blond it rivals Addison’s. He’s dressed in spotless gray clothes, and his eyebrows are furrowed, his lips pressed together. “Nyx,” he says. “Nyx, can you hear me?”

      “Mmh.” I groan, fighting to sit up but too weak to move. I close my eyes and don’t bother responding; there’s no point wasting my voice on a fever dream.

      This is one persistent fever dream, though. “Nyx,” he says again. “Nyx, look at me.”

      Slowly my eyes flutter open, and I try to croak out an answer, but my mouth is too dry to form the words. I lick my lips and whisper, “Leave me alone. Just leave me alone.”

      The man frowns, but he doesn’t back down, and the vision doesn’t dissolve like all the others. This time, he’s the one to reach out to me, and when his hand touches my arm, I actually feel it: a flesh and blood sensation that’s solid.

      Real.

      I’m too delirious to wonder how he got into my cell or what he wants, but enough of my brain is still working for me to whisper, still staring at him, “Who are you?”

      The man doesn’t break eye contact with me. “My name is Michael,” he says. “I’m your father, Nyx.”
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      I stare at him through the haze of exhaustion, trying to make sense of what he’s saying and failing miserably. I lick my chapped lips, halfway to telling him to fuck off again, but I instead hear myself reply, “That’s impossible.”

      “It’s not.” The stranger’s hand doesn’t move from mine, his face contorting with sympathy as he looks down at me.

      “That can’t be,” I wheeze, too drained to do anything but state the obvious, no matter how contrarian. “My father is an angel.”

      “Indeed,” the man replies, and that’s when a surge of cool, relieving energy begins to bloom where his hand is touching mine, soothing the feverish skin. I don’t realize that the room around us has started to glow until moments later, as the dingy cave gradually begins to brighten, even in the areas where there are no torches. The light grows brighter, and brighter still, now strong enough to rival the power I generated the first time I used my magic… and then it keeps going, to the point where I have to close my eyes. This time I’m sure I’m dead, that I’ve finally kicked the bucket after days of holding out, and a sense of momentary calm overtakes me… Only for me to realize that I can still feel the stranger’s touch.

      I open my eyes a crack and see that something else is happening now. The world around us, first a shade of blinding white, has begun to shift before me, and the walls of the cell are flickering and rippling, as if they’re no longer made of stone but of water. The cot beneath me is changing too, the sheets morphing and oozing, merging with the floor even though I’m somehow still lying down. It’s like my surroundings are no longer following the laws of physics, everything physical giving way to white light and shifting colors… and the only solid thing that remains is the stranger, his expression one of conviction as he keeps a steadying hand on mine. Except he too has changed: Now two enormous white wings extend from his back, their feathers iridescent and radiating their own pale, subtle glow.

      I stare at him, my mouth falling open in confusion and awe, and as our surroundings once again begin to settle, I notice that my throat no longer feels parched, that the overwhelming exhaustion has vanished. The cuts and bruises covering my face and arms no longer hurt, and even the ache in the back of my head, left over from my fall with Atlas, has subsided. It’s as if, as the jail cell changed form, my various ailments have been washed away. I’m still lying flat, although now there’s no cot beneath me and no hard stone floor. Instead, I’m lying on a surface of the softest, lushest material I’ve ever felt, but I can’t tell what it is because of the thick white mist that covers the ground, stretching in all directions.

      We’re in a field. At least, that’s the closest word I can think of to describe it: It’s a plane that extends as far as the eye can see, shrouded in that low-hanging fog. High above us is a pale sky, except it’s not the blue of earth; it’s a kind of golden-white, with swirling, spiraling clouds of psychedelic colors the likes of which I’ve never seen. Stars twinkle above us too, closer than I’ve ever seen them before, and if it weren’t for the metropolis jutting up in the distance, I would probably never be able to stop looking. It pierces the sky along the horizon, a sprawling city of gold and white, with twisting towers and spires and banners drifting in the breeze.

      “Nyx.” The stranger’s voice brings me back to where I am, and I look to see him watching me with a concerned expression on his face. “Nyx, are you with me?”

      “Yes,” I say, my voice no longer hoarse. My eyes have gone wide. “Where…” I swallow. “Where are we?”

      The man gets to his feet, extending a hand to me. I eye it incredulously for a moment before accepting it and allowing him to pull me upright. “This is the spirit realm,” he says, his eyes sweeping the horizon. “It’s where the angels reside.”

      I stare at him for a long time, my mind racing. “So it’s true,” I say at last, unable to come up with a rational explanation, for all my efforts. “You really are an angel.”

      “Yes,” the man replies. “Michael.” He holds his hand out once more. “It’s nice to finally meet you, Nyx.”

      I swallow hard, words momentarily lost to me. “You’re him,” I whisper. “You weren’t lying. You’re my father.”

      He nods, and I know he’s telling the truth. I don’t know how I know, but I do, as surely as I know my own name. Slowly I take his hand, my own hand trembling, and when he pulls me into a hug, I can’t do anything but hug him back, momentarily overcome with emotion.

      Michael. My father.

      When at last he pulls away, I can see both worry and affection on his ethereal features. “I’ve been watching you for a long time, Nyx,” he tells me, his voice thick with emotion. “I’m sorry I never got to meet you sooner.”

      “Why?” I ask, shaking my head. “Why didn’t you? Where did you go? My mom…” I have so many questions I can’t seem to get them all straight. “Why did you leave her? I don’t understand…”

      “It’s… complicated,” Michael says at last. “But you need to know that it was never your fault, Nyx. Nor was it your mother’s. You have to understand that we angels are… governed by laws beyond ourselves.” He clears his throat. “Interacting with humans is forbidden, as is having children with them.”

      “So why did you?” I ask, wrapping my arms around myself.

      “I was lost,” Michael replies simply. “I yearned for a purpose beyond myself and beyond this realm. I had spent decades watching your world, and I longed to experience it myself. Your mother…” He sighs. “I suppose she was lost too, in her own way.”

      I nod. The separation. “So you had an affair.”

      “Our relationship was brief and intense,” Michael says, “but her heart always belonged with your father. Your… adoptive father, as it were. She realized it in the end.”

      “But why leave?” I ask. “She looked for you when she found out she was pregnant with me. She said you disappeared.”

      “I did,” he acknowledges regretfully. “I can’t pretend I didn’t. But I knew your mother needed something I couldn’t give her, and she would never have been safe with me.”

      I run my hand through my hair, now no longer dirty and tangled. “Why?”

      Michael puts his hands in his pockets. “Ever since the angels left your world,” he says, “we’ve been governed by our own laws. Laws that forbid us from meddling in earthly affairs. By then my brethren knew I had left the spirit realm. They were already looking for me, and they would have found me, sooner or later, had I not returned voluntarily. When they did, they would have found your mother, pregnant with a hybrid.” His face darkens. “They never would have let her bring that pregnancy to term.”

      “Do they really hate us that much?” I ask quietly. “The werewolves have spent decades getting beaten back by the werebears. The humans are tearing each other apart. Even the other lycanthropes are destroying each other in other parts of the world. The Wolf Witches are the only thing that have kept our species alive, and they’re taught by demons.” I shake my head in disbelief. “You’re angels. You’re telling me you couldn’t have helped us? Prevented all this bloodshed?”

      “Believe me,” Michael says, “I would have if I’d had the choice. But my brethren have become… cynical.” He sighs. “They don’t believe earth can be saved. They would rather stay in their white palaces and watch it all burn than intervene. The punishment for interfering is great–I would know. I suffered through ten years of imprisonment for my own visit to earth, and I didn’t even influence your politics.”

      “Then why now?” I demand. “Why suddenly decide to come to earth again after all this time, if it’s so dangerous for you to break the rules?”

      “You’re why, Nyx,” my father says simply.

      “Me?”

      Michael takes an uneasy look around. “Let’s take a walk,” he says. “We’re sitting ducks out here.”

      He doesn’t wait for me to reply, and so I’m left with nothing to do but trail after him through the thick mist. Despite my curiosity, we move away from the city along the flat field, the stars and clouds swirling above us, almost close enough to touch. Part of me wonders if the demons have a realm like this, a place of darkness where they lurk while they’re not teaching Wolf Witches magic.

      “I’ve kept tabs on you daily from here in the spirit realm ever since you were born, Nyx,” Michael continues. “I’ve witnessed you grow up, be raised by your parents. I watched you as you struggled to shapeshift. I saw you get rejected from your pack, and I saw the Wolf Witch Academy take you in. I saw you find love with your mentor, Atlas. When you activated your light magic abilities, I felt pride like I’ve never felt before. I’ve checked in on you every morning, seen so many of your adventures, your ups and downs. Never have I felt the need to interfere, to risk the wrath of my brethren again… Until now.”

      I stop, turning to look at him, torn between confusion and anger. How many times have I almost been killed since my exile? How many times could he have intervened but chose not to?

      “You were always so tenacious,” Michael continues. “I never had any doubts about your survival. Not once. But seeing you there, wasting away in a werebear prison, on the verge of death because you refused to give in to their demands…” He shakes his head. “I couldn’t sit here and watch any longer. I had to do something… So I brought you here.”

      “So I’m really no longer in that cell?” I ask, still hardly able to believe it. It all seems too easy, like at any minute I’m about to wake up on death’s door once again. “I’m not, like… astral projecting, or something?”

      “You’re not,” my father says, a smile playing on his lips. “I transported your physical body here, where you’re safe from the werebears. That’s why your injuries have healed. It’s why you’re no longer starving. The spirit realm heals the body and the soul.”

      “So I could just stay here if I wanted?” I look around, my eyes finding the twisting towers of the city in the distance. “They wouldn’t be able to get my magic?” It’s a tempting prospect, one I might even consider… if I didn’t know that the man I love is still somewhere on earth, searching frantically for me. “There has to be some kind of catch.”

      “There is,” Michael agrees. “You can’t stay here, Nyx. I brought you here to save you from your captors, but I won’t be able to protect you here. It won’t be long before my fellow angels realize I’m outside the city. Given my… history, I’ve likely already drawn suspicion. They will come looking for me, and when they do, they’ll find you.”

      “You can’t talk to them?”

      Michael shakes his head melancholically. “They’re too set in their ways, Nyx.”

      “Yeah,” I say, sighing as I think of the Blood Moon Pack, of the Traditions. “I know all about that. You won’t get in trouble for this, will you?” I ask, suddenly aware what a risk he’s taken bringing me here.

      “Not if I return swiftly,” my father says. “Nyx, I have to send you back now.”

      “Where?” I ask.

      “Outside the prison,” he says. “I wish I could send you farther, but the spell will take too much time to perform. I’m pushing it as it is, keeping you here this long. It’s a fighting chance. That’s the least I can give you. After that, though, you’ll be on your own again.”

      I swallow hard, yearning to ask him more questions, to learn more about this mysterious otherworldly stranger who gave me life… and is now saving my life. “Will I ever see you again?”

      Michael sighs. “I wish I knew, Nyx.” He draws me into another embrace. “For what it’s worth, know that I’m looking out for you. And there’s one last thing,” he adds, pulling back but keeping one hand on my shoulder.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “The spirit realm resonates with light magic,” Michael explains. “You may find your abilities… augmented when you return.”

      “Augmented?” I ask, brow furrowing.

      “In a word,” he affirms, before glancing once more toward the city, where the faintest sounds of activity have begun to filter toward us. “They’re coming,” he says, voice low. “I have to send you back.”

      “Thank you,” I say, taking one last look at him, trying to commit his face to memory. “For everything.”

      “You’re welcome, Nyx,” he says. “Goodbye, and good luck.”

      Just like that, the spirit realm melts away around me, the colors shifting and morphing once again, except this time I don’t return to the dank werebear prison; I find myself standing on the slope of a mountainside, the jagged rocks digging into my boots as I take in the desolate world around me. I’m back where Tobias brought me all those days ago, standing across from the mountain where the mouth of the cave yawns ominously back at me.

      I feel revitalized, invigorated, a far cry from the sorry state I was in just minutes ago… and there’s something else, as well.

      I turn to look, and my suspicions are confirmed. Stretching from my shoulder blades in a shimmering shade of pale ivory are two feathery angel wings, just like Michael’s.

      Wings, I think, my eyes widening. I have wings.
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      “I have to hand it to you,” Nyx says, falling into stride next to me as I make my way across the quad. “You’ve really gotten this whole emo, brooding thing down to a science.”

      I snort, shaking my head, but don’t bother to respond.

      “I mean, like, do you practice in the mirror?” she persists, unfazed. “Or is it just something you’re born with? Did you mention it on your application?”

      I shoot her a look as we head for the training yard, aware of the other students- primarily the female ones—watching us with great interest as we pass. “If we actually applied to get into this place, I would have,” I fire back.

      “He speaks!” Nyx puts a hand to her chest. “So is that what we’re learning today? The best way to smolder? ‘One-syllable comebacks 101’?”

      “If incessant sarcasm was enough to take out the werebears, you wouldn’t need my help to do it,” I growl, both in annoyance and vague amusement. God, how does she manage to get under my skin like this? Is she doing it on purpose, or does she truly not give a shit?

      More importantly, why am I having such a hard time keeping her off my mind? It’s only been a couple of weeks, and the more I try to keep her at arm’s length, the more she manages to worm her way into my chest: her smile, her eyes, hell, even her stupid jokes.

      “Considering I can still do jack shit,” Nyx replies, “sarcasm is pretty much all I have going for me.”

      “That’s—” I begin, stopping just short of saying, “That’s not true.” I don’t need her pressing me on it, and I sure as hell don’t need her knowing I wake up aching for her in the night. Not with the danger we’re all in as Wolf Witches, and with Addison on the warpath. Better to keep her at a distance. It’s easier that way.

      “What?” Nyx asks.

      “You’d do better spending your time practicing,” I tell her as we turn to face each other on the training field. I promised Master Ombres I would try to help her catch up, but so far no dice. It doesn’t help that I have to touch her every time we train, press my body against her whenever I show her the proper stance and hand placement, leaving me wanting her even more each time.

      “I’m trying,” Nyx admits glumly, holding up her hands. “Maybe I’m just not cut out for this after all.”

      “Come on,” I tell her, raising my own hands. “We’re not leaving until you get this.”

      “So… never, then.” Nyx nods. “Got it.”

      I lunge forward to start the sparring match. It’s either that or give her enough time to notice I’m smiling.

      

      I jerk awake in the back seat of Elise’s sedan, which is cruising quietly down the highway toward the Blood Moon Pack’s last known encampment. If we’re lucky, they’ll still be there when we arrive.

      “You okay?” Addison asks.

      I straighten up. “Yeah. Just a dream.” Except it wasn’t a dream. It was a memory, and something about it has left a strange taste in my mouth. Like I’ve just been let in on a secret I should have no way of knowing.

      “Sure it was,” Addison says sarcastically. “Do you say Nyx’s name to yourself in all your dreams, then?”

      “I was saying her name?” I turn to her, confused. I know I need to be cautious—Elise and Ivy are talking quietly in the front seat, and I’m not about to be the one to clue her in to the fact that we’re not humans.

      “Yeah,” Addison says, tossing her blonde tresses behind her shoulder. “More than once.”

      I swallow hard, pushing back my fear. That feeling keeps getting stronger, and the worst thing about it is that I can’t pinpoint whether it’s positive or negative. It’s a bit like déjà vu, except I can’t even tell whether it’s about the past… or the future. Nyx’s face burns brightly in my mind, my heart surging in my chest, and it’s not a surprise when Addison asks in a low voice, “What is it? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      I debate holding it back, but I’m too rattled to act normal. “I’ve just got this feeling,” I mutter, running a hand through my hair.

      “What feeling?” Ivy asks from the passenger’s seat, now tuned into our conversation.

      I clench my jaw. “Like something’s happened to Nyx.”
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      “You can let us out here,” Ivy says as the side road turns from concrete to dirt. The car won’t be able to go farther into the forest. She turns to her girlfriend, her expression serious. “Then get back on the freeway, and don’t stop driving. I know you still have questions, but it’s not safe for me to answer them right now. I’ve already put you in enough danger as it is.”

      Elise stares at her for a moment, looking ready to protest, but then she nods. “Okay,” she says at last. “Be safe, Ivy. Whatever you’re about to do.”

      “I will.” Ivy embraces her, and Addison and I step out while they say their goodbyes.

      Out of earshot of the others, Addison turns to me. “Was it a premonition?” she asks.

      “I don’t know,” I say. “I didn’t even see anything. It’s just a feeling.” I shake my head. “Dark magic doesn’t give us premonitions.”

      “But mating does,” Addison points out. “Even normal werewolves can sense when something’s happened to their mates. It’s a soul connection.”

      I square my shoulders, fighting off a wave of unease. “Then let’s hope our old pack will be able to give us answers.”

      Once Ivy’s seen her girlfriend off and rejoined us, we shift and once more set off into the wilderness. “I have the scent,” Addison announces as the forest thins toward the foothills. “Looks like they haven’t gone far.”

      “Figures,” I mutter. Even after their alpha’s kidnapping, they still think they’re strong enough to hold their own against the werebears.

      We move in silence for the rest of the journey, not slowing down until the first signs of the encampment break through the trees. The werebear attack reduced their numbers, but there’s still an impressive number of tents set up, and they grow more dense the further in we go. It’s only just getting light out, and most of the wolves are still asleep. We don’t even run into any guards until we’re almost at the bonfire, where a pair of werewolves—one shifted and one not—are standing guard. “Well, look what the cat dragged in,” the shifted one growls. “Bringing the werebears down on us wasn’t enough for you, prince?”

      “Isaiah,” Addison says. “Still bitching about Cassandra getting made beta and not you?”

      “Addison,” Isaiah spits. “Still pining after Atlas like a little jealous schoolgirl?”

      Addison advances on him, growling, but I move in front of her, shooting a warning look. Now’s not the time for a diplomatic incident.

      “We’re not here for you,” I state. “I want to speak to my father.”

      “What part of the word ‘exiled’ don’t you people seem to understand?” demands the unshifted guard. “This is the second time you’ve come crawling back to us. Have you come to bring more werebears to our damned doorstep? Or are you just here to try and force your protection on us again?”

      “The Academy doesn’t know we’re here, Cole,” I say. “We didn’t come here on their behalf.”

      “What?” Isaiah chuckles. “Did they kick you out, too?”

      “We’re here to propose an alliance,” Ivy pipes up, stepping to the front. “Not to ask for protection. We’re the ones who need your help.”

      “Some humility!” exclaims Cole. “That’s a first, from one of your kind. What’s she doing with you two?”

      “Grant isn’t interested in an alliance,” Isaiah snaps.

      “Is that you talking, or him?” Addison demands. “And here I was thinking getting your shot at a title taken away would finally make you grow a pair. I guess you’re still just Grant’s lap dog. Shame.”

      That strikes a nerve, and Isaiah’s wolf eyes glimmer with doubt. “Go on, then,” he barks.

      “But—” Cole protests, but a glare from his comrade is enough to shut him up.

      They break apart, allowing us through, and it’s not hard to find the big tent housing my father. He was always an early riser, and when I call his name, his order to enter comes almost immediately.

      He’s curled up in his wolf form—black like mine, with the first strands of white fur around his snout—but he gets to his feet the minute he sees us. His reaction isn’t one of outright aggression, like last time, but his tone is laced with suspicion when he says, “This whole song and dance is getting a bit tiresome, Atlas.”

      “Agreed,” I say. “I’d rather skip the fighting, if it’s all the same to you.”

      “That’s a tall order, coming from you, Atlas,” Dad says. His eyes go to the others. “Addison. Long time no see.”

      “Believe me,” my ex gripes, “this wasn’t my idea.”

      “And yet, here you are.” He shifts into his human form and crosses his arms. “I won’t even ask how you got past my guards. I don’t want to know.”

      “Probably not,” I agree.

      “So what do you want?” Dad asks. “My patience isn’t endless, especially when it comes to Wolf Witches.”

      I knew this moment was coming, but that doesn’t make it any easier, and the words are as painful to get out as I was expecting. “We need your help, Dad.”
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      As idiotic as it is, especially given my current circumstances, for a moment all I can do is stare at them. They’re bigger than I would have expected for angel wings, but then again, maybe that’s what it takes to support a human body. They’re stretched out horizontally on either side of my body, the feathers pearlescent in the light, and I’m briefly struck by panic—how do I control them? But it turns out it’s not much different than lifting your arm; it’s enough for me to think about it, and then I’m folding them up at my sides, taken a little aback by the weight of them.

      That’s all I have time to do, because a commotion from the cave entrance makes my head snap up. There’s the sound of stones clattering, along with voices, which carry all the way to me, amplified by the cavernous space.

      “...Can’t have gotten too far.”

      “She’s a Wolf Witch. They can, like, teleport. She can do that too, right?”

      “Would you shut the fuck up? She’s starving to death. Probably crawling around somewhere out here.”

      “Then how did she break out in the first place?”

      They’re drawing closer to the mouth of the cave, and a wave of fear crashes over me. Frantically I extend my new wings, praying that flying is as easy as controlling them, but a single flap generates no lift.

      Come on, I think. Pick me up!

      I flap them again, but they’re unwieldy, and it takes a surprising amount of strength to whip them through the air.

      “Cassius is going to be pissed.”

      “He’s already pissed…”

      Swearing under my breath, I drop behind one of the boulders in the rock field, my heart hammering in my chest. Stealing a glance around the side, I catch sight of two werebears, both in their human forms, emerging from the cave. A search party.

      There goes my head start.

      Frantic now, I concentrate on trying to make the wings work. They can’t just be for decoration, can they? What the fuck is the point of having them in the first place?

      More stones clatter down the slope as the werebears begin to traverse the side of the mountain. It didn’t take them long to realize I was missing, unless…

      How long was I in the spirit realm?

      I’m completely exposed up here, and as the goons make their way right across the rock field, I’m forced to creep around the edge of the boulder to stay hidden. I can’t outrun them up here, especially if they shift. I risk flapping my wings again, but the exertion is intense, nearly enough to leave me winded.

      Come on, damn it!

      I flap them again—once, twice, three times—and that’s when one of the feathered appendages catches on one of the loose rocks around me. My stomach plunges as it comes loose before clattering down the slope, seemingly hitting every available surface on its way down. The sound carries up here, and I freeze in panic, a bead of sweat rolling down the back of my neck.

      “Did you hear that?” comes one of the voices.

      “Sounded like movement.”

      “It could’ve been an animal…”

      “Are you naive, or just stupid? Come on; we’re checking it out.”

      Fuck.

      The crunching footsteps draw closer as the werebears change course and start to approach up the saddle between the peaks. In a minute they’ll be on me, if not less.

      “To hell with it,” I mutter, and start flapping my wings as hard as I can.

      “What the fuck is that?”

      “Get over there!”

      It’s like trying to have an arm-waving competition with a dumbbell in each hand. My muscles are burning, my breath coming in feverish gasps, and the goons have broken into an all-out sprint. I’m losing my breath, still unable to get enough lift, and I’m about to resort to light magic when I stop dead.

      Light magic.

      An image comes back to me: the time a werebear landed on top of me, pinning me beneath it. I used my magic to augment my strength then; who’s to say I can’t do the same to make my wings work?

      They’re right on top of me as I concentrate all my recently-replenished power into my new wings, curses and shouts tumbling from their mouths. Ten feet away now. Five feet. I flap harder, faster, supercharging my entire body…

      And then I’m soaring up into the sky, the air currents under my wings, finally off the ground as a rush of excitement and awe washes over me. It’s just as I’m preparing to shoot away from the mountain when one of the werebears shifts, leaping into the air as he does. His powerful jaws clamp down on my ankle, tugging me back down, and the light magic I’m channeling through my limbs is the only thing that stops him from ripping my foot clean off. I cry out in pain, only able to maintain some altitude through the frantic beating of my wings.

      “Get the others,” growls the werebear through his razor-sharp fangs, and the other takes off back toward the cave.

      Clenching my teeth against the stabbing pain in my leg, I hurl a ball of light magic directly into my attacker’s face. He yells in rage, temporarily blinded, and lets go of my ankle.

      I rocket into the sky, leaving him bellowing on the slope below, and I don’t want to check what’s behind me. I hurtle away from the mountain and don’t look back.
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        * * *

      

      With magic powering me, I make good time, shooting above the earth on my angel wings with a single target in mind: Atlas. Soon the remote slopes of the White Mountains morph into the more familiar trees and rivers of the Massachusetts wilderness. It’s remote enough that I don’t see anybody on the ground, although I prefer not to pay too close attention to the ground shooting by, hundreds of feet below me.

      Michael was right; my powers seem to have leveled up since leaving the Spirit Realm, beyond just having wings. I don’t get fatigued as easily, even with the constant stream of magic powering my flight, and it’s not until I’m across the border that exhaustion begins to kick in. Blood continues to flow from my wounded ankle, falling all the way to the ground below, and I start to lose altitude as my magic reserves wear down.

      I’m above the forest that shelters the Academy now, dropping lower each second. I grit my teeth, press onward, aware that I’m getting close—just a few more minutes and I’ll reach the fear barrier… only to suck in a gasp as the trees thin below me to reveal an open meadow, but it’s not the meadow itself that sends a chill down my spine. It’s what’s in the meadow.

      At first I think it’s a wolf shifter encampment—it has all the trappings of one, complete with tents, scattered bonfires, scouts, and guards… except it’s not werewolves that prowl along the ground below. It’s werebears. Hundreds of them, maybe thousands. And they’re practically on the Academy’s doorstep.

      I drop quickly below the canopy, not wanting to draw attention, and steal a closer look from a safe distance away. They aren’t doing much, mostly just stalking around and talking in low voices. It’s almost like…

      Like they’re waiting for something. And I’ve got a pretty good guess as to what.

      I propel myself as far as I can before my wings finally give out, landing in a heap on the forest floor. It’s a moment before I realize I can retract them, with a little concentration; they fold in and vanish into my back as easily as if they were never there at all. So this is what it’s like to shapeshift, I think, mostly just to ease my own growing dread. It doesn’t work.

      Without the added weight, I sprint along the ground, my ankle sending shooting pain up my leg with every step, but I do my best to ignore it. I have to get to the Academy, warn them, make sure Atlas is safe. That’s all that matters. Fighting the pain, I press onward, and I don’t stop until I reach the campus.
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        * * *

      

      There are guards stationed outside the front of the castle, and they look at me like I’m a ghost when I first come stumbling up the walkway. At this point, I’m starting to get unsteady on my feet, and between that, the dirt and leaves of the road, and the blood that by now has completely soaked the leg of my jeans, I probably look more like a zombie than a Wolf Witch.

      “Nyx?” asks one of the guards. It’s Quinn, the dark-haired upperclassman with glasses who accompanied us on our mission to Connecticut. “Holy shit, is that you?”

      “Quinn,” I say, out of breath now. “It’s me.”

      “Go get someone from the infirmary,” she tells the other guard, who scurries back inside, before turning back to me. “What the hell happened to you? Are you okay? Where did they take you? What—”

      “I need to talk to the Master,” I pant.

      Quinn’s eyes drop to my wounded leg. “You’re injured. Someone needs to take a look at that, and they’re going to want to debrief you.”

      “There’s no time,” I say, shaking my head. “Please. Shit’s about to hit the fan, Quinn. We can’t afford to wait.”

      She looks at me for another moment before nodding, her expression somber. “I’ll go get the Master.”

      

      “Sorry to barge in on you like this,” I mutter as I sit down at the table across from Alice Ombres, the head of the school. “And sorry for bleeding all over your carpet.”

      The Master shakes her head. “All that matters is that you’re alive, Nyx.”

      “You may change your tune when you find out there’s a werebear encampment stationed within spitting distance of this place,” I reply. “They were within minutes of the barrier.”

      Master Ombres blanches. “So they’ve moved closer, then.”

      “I… What?”

      She runs a hand through her hair. “Our scouts spotted a werebear contingent a few days ago. They were a couple miles beyond our borders. If they’re truly that close, then…”

      “Then they’re heading for the Academy,” I finish for her. “We need to act now. Where are the other upperclassmen? Where’s Atlas?”

      Master Ombres stiffens. “You… didn’t hear?”

      “What?” My eyes go wide, and I lean forward. “What are you talking about, Master?”

      “Atlas is gone,” the Master says, and my heart just about stops in my chest. “He left to look for you.”
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      “I don’t understand,” Cassius says for the umpteenth time. All around us, werebears are fanning out across the mountainside, already in hot pursuit of Nyx. It’s been hours since she first went missing, but it might as well have been a lifetime. “How did she get out?” He rounds on me. “You said you put up a barrier.”

      “I did,” I snap. “It’s still up. It’s been up this whole damn time. She must have found some other way past it.”

      Cassius sneers. “I guess it wasn’t a very good one then, was it?”

      I grit my teeth. He has a point, and I know it, but he can’t blame me for what happened. Not really. It’s still there as we speak, a swirling mass of dark magic that no one—let alone a girl who’s exhausted and malnourished—should be able to neutralize. Even with light magic.

      And now she’s gone, and I don’t know how to feel. Up until today, I’ve been functioning under a kind of compartmentalization, not letting myself think about Nyx languishing in a dark cell, without food or water, as likely to hold out as she is to give in. The thought is too painful, hits far too close to home for my liking. There have been moments over the past days, even before Cassius stopped having her brought food, when I came close to going down there, tearing down the barrier, taking her into my arms, and telling these bastards to go fuck themselves… But I already sold my soul, and the girl I love, in exchange for safety for my pack, and I can’t take back that betrayal. Nyx hates me now, and I can’t even pretend I don’t deserve it. Hell, I would hate me too, in her shoes.

      So instead, I’ve pushed all thoughts of her from my mind, throwing myself into training the werebears in dark magic. I’m by no means at the top of my class in the Academy—that honor goes to Atlas, because of course it does—but I know enough to give them what they need. Negative emotions are the only way to access it, hence the Academy only recruiting werewolves who were rejected by their packs… But pain is a negative emotion, too. What’s surprising is how few werebears have backed out of injuring themselves in order to gain access to the magic. There have been a few deaths, but that’s the price they have to pay to learn our ways. It’s ugly, and brutal, but so is this damned war. All I can do now is wait for it to end, hating myself all the while.

      “It shouldn’t matter,” I spit finally. “The strike team is almost ready. They’re still getting control of their magic, but they understand the principles. And they can do serious damage.”

      “Talk is cheap, Tobias.” Cassius eyes me incredulously. “Are you willing to stand by your work?”

      “I can do more than just stand by it,” I say, squaring my shoulders. “I’ll track her down myself.”

      “And if you fail?”

      I shoot him a glare. “I won’t.” Turning away from the chaos unfolding on the slopes, I reach for my own dark magic and allow it to course through me, powered by my heartbreak, guilt, and self-loathing. I’m too far in to back out now. I need to see this through. “Mobilize the strike team and have them stand by,” I call over my shoulder to the werebear leader. “And brush up on your dark magic. We’re finishing this, one way or another.”
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      “They ask too much of us, Grant,” Cassandra states, her arms folded across her chest as she paces by the fire. It’s died down in the light of day, but a few embers still smolder in the pile of logs. “They have no right, after what they’ve already put our pack through.”

      “You mean, after what you put yourselves through?” Addison snipes from where she stands next to me. “All your werebear problems could have been avoided if you’d just accepted our help.”

      “Bullshit,” Cassandra snaps. “Everyone knows protected packs run in the face of the Traditions. Everything we’ve done to survive, everything that makes us werewolves, you would have us sacrifice that. And for what? So we can be beholden to a bunch of witches in a castle?”

      “Easy, Cass,” Dad says, shooting her a warning look. “Now isn’t the time.”

      “Then when is?” his second demands, rounding on him. “We’ve been going around in circles for hours. This isn’t a negotiation. You need to kick them out.”

      “That’s your right,” I acknowledge stiffly, still uncomfortable letting them hobble me like this, but sometimes you do catch more flies with honey than vinegar.

      Dad sizes us up from where he’s standing. So far he’s been civil, if cold—a nice change of pace—but I can tell his patience is wearing thin, and Cassandra’s right about one thing: if they keep refusing to budge, we’ll just end up going in circles… and wasting valuable time finding Nyx. “The Traditions are… an unfortunate reality of our life here,” he says finally. “But I can’t dismiss them, especially if it means putting what remains of our pack in danger. I’m sorry, Atlas, but the answer is no.”

      Fuck. I should have figured. Not for the first time, I catch myself wishing I had been able to take over the pack, like I was meant to, before my exile. I could have scrapped the Traditions a long time ago. Hell, this war could be over already.

      But then again, I would never have met Nyx. That alone makes it all worth it.

      “You’re signing your own death certificate, Mom,” Addison says, her voice dripping with disdain, but I put a hand out to stop her before she says something we’ll all regret.

      “What about Nyx?” I press. “If you can’t give us numbers, you can at least give us information.”

      Dad raises his eyebrows, perhaps surprised I’m letting a possible alliance go so easily. “What sort of information?” he asks.

      “Why?” demands Cassandra. “So you can take it back to your precious Academy? Maybe sell us out to the werebears?”

      “I swear to god, Atlas,” Addison growls, “if she doesn’t shut up…”

      I grimace, turning to her. “Why don’t you go wait with Ivy while we talk this over?”

      Addison stares at me for a moment scowling, looking first at Dad and then at her mother. Finally she nods. “Don’t give them any ground,” she mutters as she retreats. “They were the ones who exiled us.”

      We watch as she retreats over to the edge of the clearing, where Ivy is sitting under a large tree, looking worried. Probably wondering what happened to her girlfriend.

      Dad turns to Cassandra. “You too, Cass,” he says. “My son and I need to talk.”

      His beta looks like she’s about to protest, but then she sighs, nods stiffly, and retreats out of earshot. When Dad turns back to me, he says, “This is a hell of an ask, Atlas, you know that?”

      “I know,” I say grimly. “But she’s my mate.”

      “Really?” Dad looks at me quizzically. “I guess I should congratulate you, then.”

      “Save it for if we find her,” I say, only to rush to correct myself. “When we find her.”

      “You said the werebears took her?” Dad sniffs. “I guess the magic wasn’t enough, then.” Seeing me bristle, he holds up a hand. “Relax, Atlas. I’m guessing it wasn’t your fault.”

      I look away. “I should have been stronger,” I say quietly. “I could have protected her.”

      “Regretting how you handled it isn’t going to bring her back,” Dad says. “Believe me,” he adds, his expression hardening, “I would know.” There’s a long moment of silence, and I can tell each of us is thinking about Mom, even if neither of us dares to speak her name.

      I clear my throat. “So can you help me or not?”

      “Depends what you want to know,” my father says.

      “Have any of your scouts heard anything about a werebear alliance?” I ask. “It would probably be between a few of their biggest clans—the Black Omen and a couple others, at minimum.” It occurred to me that they could have taken her to their hideout in Connecticut, but after they caught us in the middle of an infiltration, taking her back there would risk attracting too much heat. Then again, werebears never were the brightest of the lycanthropes. “If they’re reporting directly to Cassius, they’ll have to have brought her someplace remote,” I continue. “Somewhere that could shelter a large group without raising suspicions. A canyon, maybe, or an island.”

      “Or a mountain range?” Dad asks.

      I blink. “Why? Have you heard something?”

      Dad thinks for a moment, clearly weighing his options. “I tell you this not because I support what you’re doing,” he says finally, “but because if it weren’t for Nyx, I’d probably be dead. She saved my life when they took me, and I haven’t forgotten that.” There’s another pause. “A few weeks ago, our pack brought down a werebear grunt.”

      “Really?”

      Dad nods. “He was low-ranking, and clearly didn’t know much. Probably battle fodder they sent onto our land to test our defenses. Either way, we caught him. He didn’t spill his guts, but he didn’t want to die, either,” he goes on. “He mentioned something about the White Mountains, in New Hampshire. Said he was supposed to report back there.”

      I run my hand through my hair, hope filling my chest. “That fits the bill. Did he say anything else?”

      “Nothing useful, believe me.” Dad shrugs. “Maybe it’ll help you, though.”

      “Thank you,” I tell him and mean it. It’s the best thing my father has ever done for me. “We’ll get going.”

      “Tomorrow,” Dad interjects. “You look like you haven’t slept in days.”

      I set my jaw. “That doesn’t matter.”

      “You’re no use to your mate if you can’t even stay upright,” Dad informs me coolly.

      “Since when do you care, anyway?”

      “I don’t,” Dad says calmly. “I’m just stating facts. You need to recharge. Believe me, Atlas, you don’t want to go into this with your tank half-full.”

      I’m about to refuse, but the sound of a cell phone ringing draws my attention over to Addison. She puts her phone to her ear. “Master? Is that you?”

      There’s a pause.

      “Master Ombres, can you hear me? Fuck.” She jabs at the screen with a manicured finger as I approach.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “That was the Master,” Addison says. “At least, I think it was. My damn phone dropped the connection.”

      “Figures,” I say. “There aren’t any bars out here.”

      “Shit,” Ivy says, wrapping her arms around herself. “That means they’ve figured out we left.”

      “That was going to happen sooner or later,” I point out.

      “I just hope she’s not trying to kick us out,” Ivy says.

      “Do you think she had something on Nyx?” Addison asks.

      “My Dad may have a lead for us,” I say, and Addison’s eyes snap up. “The White Mountains,” I elaborate. “A werebear scout said there may be a contingent there. It’s not a great lead, but it’s better than nothing.”

      “And I assume they’ve still got their heads up their asses about joining us?” Addison gripes.

      I nod. “I think this is as good as we’re going to get.”

      Ivy sighs and gets to her feet. She’s paler than usual, and there are bags under her eyes. Even Addison, for all her constant comments, is starting to look worn out. Gritting my teeth, I turn back toward my father, who’s watching us from the fire with vague interest. It’s painful admitting that he’s right, but he has a point.

      I walk back over to Dad, aware of the eyes of my former pack members on me. “A few hours,” I state flatly, coming to a stop in front of my father. “Nothing more. Then we’re on the road.”

      Dad just shrugs. “Your funeral, Atlas.”

      I snort, shake my head, and turn away… only to turn back and glance at him over my shoulder. “Before Mom died,” I ask slowly, “did you have any… premonitions? Feelings, like you knew something had happened?”

      Dad’s brow furrows. “Of course,” he says. “Everyone does, when their mate is in trouble.”

      “You knew it was bad, though, right?” I press. “There wasn’t any—I don’t know, ambiguity?”

      “Why?” Dad says. “Have you had one of Nyx?”

      “I don’t know,” I answer. “I think so. But I can’t put my finger on it. Hell, I couldn’t even tell if it was good or bad.”

      “Believe me, Atlas,” my father says, “if your mate had died, you would have felt it. There would be no question.”

      Relief unlike anything I’ve ever felt washes over me, freeing me of all the doubts that have plagued me since Tobias took her away from me.

      Nyx is still alive. The werebears have her, and god only knows where they’re keeping her… but she’s alive.
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      “And you still haven’t heard from them?” I ask. For what feels like the hundredth time since arriving at the Academy, I find myself pacing in Master Ombres’s office with a concerned-looking Charles watching our increasingly agitated exchange. 

      “I got through to Addison Brighton, briefly,” Master Ombres says. “They must be deep in the wilderness to have such spotty coverage.”

      “So that’s it, then?” I ask, flinging my arms out to either side. “We just wait for them to get back? No way.” 

      “I already have scouts out looking for them,” Charles says, albeit reluctantly. “A group matching their description was seen in the vicinity of Blood Moon territory, but we haven’t gotten confirmation.”

      I freeze. Atlas must be desperate if he’s willing to go back to his former pack for help. I’m not sure whether to be enamored or alarmed. “They’re trying to figure out where I am,” I state. 

      “And knowing Atlas, he’s not going to stop until he finds you,” Charles says.

      I square my shoulders, turning to Master Ombres. “Keep trying to get through to them,” I tell her. “I’m going after them.”

      “Nyx…” the Master starts, but then sighs. 

      “What?” I demand, eyeing her suspiciously. “Are you going to try to stop me?” I shift, allowing my new wings to unfurl behind me. “Still think I need protecting?”

      “Absolutely,” the Master states without hesitation. 

      “And that’s why she’s sending me with you,” Charles finishes for her.

      I blink. “Really?”

      Master Ombres sighs. “Let’s just say I’ve learned my lesson about trying to keep a handle on the students here. With the werebears advancing, we need everyone back at the Academy as soon as possible. Atlas isn’t going to listen until he knows you’re safe, which is why you need to be the one to go after him.” She gets to her feet. “Let’s hope those new wings of yours work, Nyx. We’re running out of time.”
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      We stay low as we hurtle between the trees, each of us glowing with our own magic as we pass through the fear barrier and into the wild. It’s weird to think that Charles and I are responsible for rallying the troops, especially since, less than a year ago, he was escorting me through this same forest like dead weight after my exile. We don’t speak much as we move, skirting along the coastline in order to give the gathering werebear forces as wide of a berth as possible. It was right along these craggy cliffs that he first found me and recruited me, saving my life in the process. To think my old village is somewhere right around here…

      The thought stops me dead in my tracks, and I drop suddenly to the ground, shifting out of my angel form.

      My old village. 

      “Nyx?” Charles calls from where he’s hovering above me. “Are you all right?”

      I hesitate, torn between two uncertainties, mentally calculating the odds of success if we change tacks. “Charles,” I say slowly, “do you mind if we take a detour?”

      “Why?” he asks, drifting down to where I am. 

      I bite my lip. “The Graymoon Pack’s village is right along these cliffs.”

      I can see the gears turning in his head. “You want to warn them.”

      “The werebears are practically on their land, this close to the Academy,” I say. 

      “We don’t have time,” Charles says reluctantly. 

      “We’re Wolf Witches,” I insist. “We’re supposed to look out for wolves, not just ourselves. My old pack doesn’t have the numbers that the Blood Moon Pack does. They’re like sitting ducks out here. Someone needs to tell them what’s coming.” True enough, and as much as I love Atlas, I love my family too… but that’s not my primary reason for wanting to go there, which will probably just make me seem insane on top of everything else.

      “The New Moon wolves aren’t nomads,” Charles points out. “They won’t want to uproot, if they’re even willing to talk to you at all.”

      “Not uproot,” I correct him. “Evacuate. And they will. They talked to you, didn’t they?”

      Charles frowns, but I can tell the battle is already won. Finally he sighs. “To hell with it, then,” he says. “What do they call this? Sunk cost fallacy?”

      “Strategy,” I reply. “They call it strategy.”
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      To say returning to my village is strange is the understatement of the century. As a grounded pack, everything about their territory is the same as it was when I left—the small stone houses, the narrow dirt roads nestled against the mountains… The only thing different is me. My heart pounds in my chest as we approach the outskirts of town, where I already recognize most of my former packmates. What if they tell me to go fuck myself? They were never friends, even the ones who weren’t outright hostile, and by rights, they could kill me right now for trespassing after exile. They won’t be able to, obviously, but there’s nothing to say they won’t try.

      I guess it’s just our luck that the first person we run into is the last person I want to see: Peter, the pretty-boy asshole who nearly killed me before I was kicked out. He’s unloading some supplies as I approach, and he does a double-take when he sees me. “If it isn’t the defective wolf herself,” he spits, dropping the crate he’s holding. 

      “Ah, Peter,” I snark back. “I guess hoping that you’d become less of an asshole was too much to ask.”

      “What the hell are you doing here?” Peter demands. “You’d better talk fast, before I call for the others.”

      I put my hand on my chest in mock surprise. “Why? Not strong enough to take me on your own?”

      Charles shoots me a look.

      Reluctantly I let my hackles go down. “Look, I’m not here to cause trouble, all right? I need to talk to Claire.”

      Peter snorts. “Why? Looking to rejoin? Maybe have her pick up some of the slack for you?” He turns to Charles. “And who the hell are you supposed to be?”

      “I’m a representative of the Wolf Witch Academy,” Charles replies. “We both are.”

      “Bullshit,” Peter snaps. “Wolf Witches aren’t real.”

      “Still swallowing the usual Traditionalist propaganda?” I ask, crossing my arms. “Fine, don’t believe us, then. But I’ll tell you what is real: the army of werebears amassing in this very forest. They’re organized, they’re strategic, and they’re getting ready to bring the hammer down on all of us.”

      “You think we don’t know that?” Peter demands. “Or are you stupid as well as incompetent?” He takes a couple strides forward, getting in my face. “You have no authority here, Nyx. You never did.”

      Unable to control my bubbling anger, I raise my hand, allowing a ball of light magic to form in my palm.

      “Nyx…” Charles warns.

      Peter’s eyes go wide, and he backs up a step. “You…” His expression hardens. “Look, if you think making your hand light up is enough to impress me, you’re wrong.”

      I’m opening my mouth to call him out on his obtuseness when the sound of crashing branches makes me whirl around. From out of the forest lumber a pair of werebears, these ones bigger even than most of the ones I’ve seen before. And behind them, like a phantom out of my worst nightmares, is Tobias.

      “Looks like you were right,” the left hand werebear growls to my former friend. 

      “Tobias,” Charles breathes, his eyes widening.

      “How the hell did you find me?” I demand, refusing to let my fear show.

      “I told you when we first met, Nyx,” Tobias replies. “I was the best tracker in my pack.”

      “Werebears!” Peter yells, shifting into his wolf form. A few of the others in the commune stop what they’re doing and turn to look, and I recognize the waif-like figure of my sister, Claire, the pack beta, as she comes charging into the fray, shifting in one fluid movement.

      Charles and I follow suit, him with his wolf form and me with my wings, allowing our respective magics to light up the clearing.

      “So you really are part-angel,” Tobias says, sounding almost regretful. His tone makes it obvious that his feelings for me, however bastardized they’ve become, are still there under the surface. “I’m sorry it has to be this way, Nyx.” There’s doubt in his eyes, and I seize on it. 

      “You don’t have to do this, Tobias,” I say. “It’s not too late.”

      Tobias gives a sad laugh. “It was always too late, Nyx. You chose him and where is he now?” he coldly taunts, and that’s when the werebears surge forward. 

      Charles reaches them first, charging in a blur of fur and dark magic as he latches onto one of their flanks with Claire attacking the other. I leap into the air, my magically-charged wings carrying me out of the way of the other one’s vicious swipe. By now several of the other werewolves have already shifted and are charging into the fray, only to be batted to the side by the attackers’ massive paws. Charles pushes them back with a pulse of dark magic, giving Peter the opportunity to lunge for the throat of the nearest one.

      Tobias, meanwhile, is already levitating up to my level, and I can see the threat of Cassius’ prison written on his face. “I’m not going back!” I shout.

      “The werebears are winning this, with or without you,” Tobias says. “You can still turn the tide for yourself and your pack.”

      “So can you!”

      Tobias just shakes his head. “They have dark magic, Nyx,” he says. “They’re unstoppable.”

      That revelation stuns me into silence, and the lance of darkness he throws at me almost catches me head-on. I dart out of the way, no longer dependent on other Wolf Witches to keep me airborne, and respond with one of my own. It’s a horrible repeat of what we went through last time… except I wasn’t powered-up last time. Extending my arms, I put up a swirling barrier of light magic that catches his oncoming attacks. If he wants me, he’s going to have to come in close…

      And he does, as I knew he would. He’s conflicted about the side he’s chosen, that much is obvious, and he’s getting sloppy. Shifting into his golden wolf form, he lunges for me in midair. I drop below him just as he soars over my head, aiming a blast of light magic at his underbelly. That catches him off-guard, sending him flying with a cry of pain. Even after everything he’s done, I still feel a pang of sympathy for him, along with a hint of worry. I grit my teeth, tap into the ruthlessness I’ve been taught, and double-down. One more ball of light magic is enough to dissolve his platform, sending him tumbling down through the trees, much like me and Atlas the last time we fought Tobias.

      Down below, chaos is unfolding. Charles has driven one werebear back, but my former pack mates are struggling to keep the other from taking them all down. I drop to the ground, wings outstretched, and summon half a dozen tendrils of white light. “Get out of the way,” I shout. The others look at me in confusion, backing off for a split-second, and that’s all I need. I send the vines of light magic unfurling at the remaining werebear, physically shoving it backward so the others—and now Charles—can set upon it with their fanged jaws. As he drops to the ground, slipping back into his human form, I turn to the other werebear, who is only just getting to his feet and shaking off the darkness. It looks like it’s ready to keep fighting, but without Tobias and its fellow soldier, it seems to think better of it. With a snarl, it turns tail and flees back into the woods, toward the spot where Tobias landed.

      “Get after it,” Peter commands a couple of the other New Moon wolves. They take off after the remaining werebear in a blur of fur, and although they won’t be able to outpace the enormous attackers, they should at least be able to push them far enough back from the village to get them out of our hair for the time being.

      Straightening up and letting my wings de-materialize, I turn to Peter. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t vindicated. “Still think Wolf Witches are just a myth?” I ask.

      Peter, breathing hard, looks from me to Charles with wide eyes. “I’ll go get Sebastian,” he says.
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      “I’ve seen a lot since I became an alpha,” Sebastian says, crossing his muscular arms as he turns to face me. “But I have to level with you, Nyx, this is a new one.”

      “You’re telling me,” I reply, giving him a what-can-you-do type of shrug. We’re in his rustic stone cottage near the middle of the village, a fire is burning in the fireplace, and I’m struck with an ironic sense of déjà vu: The last time I was here, I was sitting meekly across from him as he prepared to kick me out of my pack. Now I’m on my feet, facing him, one shifter to another, and even I, for all my self-deprecation, can sense the way the power dynamics have shifted. Maybe it’s aided by how Charles and I prevented what could have turned into a full-blown werebear attack (leaving aside the fact that Tobias wouldn’t have come here if it weren’t for me), or maybe it’s the fact that I haven’t put my wings away, and they seem to dominate the space in the warm firelight. Either way, I’m no longer afraid of my former alpha like I was then, and I can sense he knows it too.

      “I guess I should be glad you guys haven’t run me out of town,” I continue, more to break the silence than anything else. “Yet,” I add.

      “Considering what you did back there, that would be somewhat of a diplomatic faux pas,” Sebastian replies, running his hand through his red hair. “But if you’re expecting us to fight for you, you’re going to be disappointed.”

      Charles chuckles from his place on the couch. “We wouldn’t want you to strain yourself,” he says.

      Claire, who’s standing by the windows, turns away to look—first at me, and then at my fellow Wolf Witch. She, too, has an expression of wonder—and a little fear—in her eyes, and she can’t seem to make sense of me with wings. Hell, neither can I. This wasn’t exactly the introduction to my angel form that I was hoping to give to my former pack, which is by now no doubt buzzing from one end to the other about the near-miss with Tobias and the exile who came back as an angel.

      This was your idea, I remind myself. Better follow through.

      “We didn’t come here for tea and cookies,” I tell Sebastian. “I mean, we wouldn’t turn them down, but…”

      In the corner of the room, Claire snickers, and even Sebastian seems to relax a little. “I see you haven’t lost your sense of humor,” he says.

      “Not a chance,” I say. “Listen, Sebastian, we don’t have much time here. Charles and I came to warn you.”

      “About the werebears?” Sebastian raises an eyebrow. “I’d say the two you took down earlier were more than enough of a warning.”

      I’m already shaking my head. “They’re just the tip of the iceberg, Sebastian. There’s an army of them in the forest, less than a day’s trip from here. They’re…” I hesitate, wondering how much I should disclose, and then settle for, “they’re almost on Wolf Witch territory.”

      It’s the first time I’ve used the W-word since arriving, and Sebastian immediately stiffens. As an unprotected pack, the New Moon wolves have always chosen the Traditions over safety, and I can tell I’m going to have to be careful if I don’t want to blow it—and lose my one chance to get the information I’m looking for.

      Sebastian clears his throat. “I can’t condone talk of… heretics,” he says stiffly. “Not even now, Nyx. You know this.”

      “Considering these two ‘heretics’ are standing in your living room, Sebastian, I would think you’d make an exception,” Claire says, stepping forward.

      I shoot my half-sister a grateful look. “We didn’t come here to fuck with the Traditions,” I tell Sebastian. “Even if we’re kind of fucking with them just by being here, but that’s beside the point.”

      Charles straightens up. “Nyx is right,” he says. “This is a threat that’s going to push our… organization’s resources to the breaking point, and it will spill over. I’m sure your men have reported that one of the three attackers was a former Wolf Witch. Our own magic is being used against us. There will be collateral damage, and your village is right in the line of fire.”

      “You’re telling me you want us to move?” Sebastian asks, shaking his head. “That’s a hard sell, Nyx.”

      “I know,” I say. “This pack hasn’t been mobile in decades. But there’s a war coming, Sebastian, and the werebears aren’t going to discriminate. You’re right in the crossfire, and I…” I swallow, momentarily struck by emotion: regret, rejection, worry. “Even though you kicked me out, you’re still my roots,” I say earnestly. “All of you. I don’t want to see you get hurt in someone else’s fight.”

      “That’s… noble,” Sebastian says after a long pause. “I’ll think about it, Nyx—mostly as a courtesy to you for avoiding carnage back there. But I can’t make any promises, and I’m certainly not about to stick my nose out for heret—Wolf Witches,” he corrects himself.

      “I wouldn’t want you to,” I say. “My family is still here, Sebastian. Keep them safe.”

      My former alpha looks at me for a long time. “You know, Nyx,” he says finally, “I may have misjudged you. You might just have potential after all.”

      “Yes, I do, but I’m not one of your wolves anymore,” I reply. It’s the closest thing to an apology I’m ever going to get. “We can’t stay,” I say, turning to Claire, “but before we go, I need to talk to Mom.”

      Sebastian frowns, but my sister raises her head, as if she’s been expecting this. Given her knowledge of my birthright, she probably was. Clearing her throat, she turns to Sebastian. “Permission to escort Nyx to my house?” She glances at me. “Just for a bit.”

      Sebastian considers for a moment and then sighs, nodding. “I can give you five minutes,” he says. “No more.”

      I nod. Five minutes is all I need.
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      “You actually turned into an angel,” Claire says wonderingly as we approach the family home, where Charles excuses himself to wait farther up the road. “I just can’t…”

      “Can’t wrap your mind around it?” I joke, nudging her playfully. “Me neither.”

      My sister laughs, running a hand through her short hair. “You’ve changed,” she says, shrugging her shoulders. “That’s all I can say.”

      “We all have,” I say. “Let’s just hope for the better.”

      My heart leaps in my chest as we approach the front door, and by now I’ve collapsed my wings; the last thing I need is to give my parents a heart attack in addition to all the unwanted attention from the rest of the pack. Part of me still can’t believe Sebastian was willing to let me stick around, but he owes us a favor, and we know it too. Maybe in some ways Tobias’ attack was a blessing in disguise.

      All other thought goes out of my mind the instant we walk into the living room. My parents practically fly out of their armchairs, and although Claire told them we were coming, their excitement is palpable. Greetings come at me from all directions:

      “Nyx!”

      “How are you?”

      “Are you okay? How’s the Academy?”

      “Oh my god, we’ve missed you so much—”

      I laugh as I disentangle myself from their collective embrace. “You guys are too much.”

      Mom waves me off. “If you ever have kids, you’ll understand.”

      My expression falls at that. “I’d like to think if I ever have kids, they won’t get pushed away from me by the Traditions.” It comes out more harshly than I intend, and my cheeks go red.

      Dad sighs. “The less said about that, the better. We’re just glad you’re okay,” he adds, pulling me in for one of his famous bear hugs. It’s strange to think that he’s not my biological father, but any awkwardness dissipates in an instant. I was starting to think I would never see any of them again.

      “Listen, guys,” I say, my tone turning serious. “I wish I could stay and catch up, but Sebastian hasn’t given me much time. Mom,” I go on, turning to her, “I need to talk to you about something.”

      It might be the expression in my eyes, or the look that Claire shoots her, but Mom seems to pick up on my intentions. “Come on,” she says, beckoning me to the front door, “I’ll walk you out.”

      I turn reluctantly back to my adoptive father, and I can’t shake the sense that he understands, whether consciously or not, that I know the truth of my parentage. There’s a look of trepidation on his face, as well as the paternal instinct that’s never really gone away, even after all these months. “I hope that school is taking care of you,” he says finally. “You look like you’ve lost weight.”

      “Must be all the running around,” I joke. “Tell you what: I’ll eat an extra helping tonight, just to be on the safe side.”

      Dad laughs. “Glad to hear it, kiddo. Take care of yourself, okay?”

      “You too, Dad,” I tell him and mean it.

      I turn to Claire and embrace her tightly, pausing to murmur briefly into her ear, much like she did before I left my pack for the first time. “Get them somewhere safe, Claire. If Sebastian won’t, make him listen to you.”

      My half-sister nods, her eyes shining. “If anyone can, it’s me.”

      And with that, Mom and I emerge back outside. We’re not even past the front porch before she’s turning to me and asking, “It’s about your father, isn’t it? Your biological father.”

      I nod. “I met him.”

      Mom stares at me in shock. “You met him? You mean, you… You actually saw him?”

      “It’s a long story,” I say. “I thought I was dreaming at first; it was like he… materialized. He… saved me.”

      “That sounds like Michael,” my mother replies, with a wistful half-smile that soon falters as she shakes herself. “But I don’t understand, Nyx. How did he find you? How did he reach you? I thought he had gone back to… Wherever it is angels live.”

      “The spirit realm,” I supply. “I know. He brought me there.”

      “He brought you there?”

      “Like I said, it’s a long story.” I swallow hard, glancing over my shoulder toward the road, where Charles is waiting for me. “I wish I had time to explain, Mom, but I need to know: How did Michael transport between his realm and our world? Was it magic? Some kind of teleportation?”

      Mom frowns, chewing her lip. “He never told me,” she says. “I thought he was a human until I found out I was pregnant with you.”

      “But you went looking for him,” I press. “You figured out he was an angel.”

      “I had suspicions,” Mom confirms. “I spent months digging: libraries, old records, lycanthrope myths, human folklore… Most of what we know about angels dates back to before they abandoned humanity. I have no clue how much of it is true.”

      “Did any of it stand out?” I ask. “Anything about the way they traveled back to their dimension?”

      Mom closes her eyes, furrowing her brow as she racks her brain. “There was… something,” she says at last. “A line in one of the ancient texts I dug up, talking about how they abandoned earth. Something like… ‘And they went back to their city on wings of light, never to be seen again.’ ”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Well, it’s appropriately dramatic, I guess. Was that all?”

      “They didn’t have a transport portal, if that’s what you’re wondering,” Mom says, unable to completely disguise her own frustration. “At least, not that they’ve written about anyway.” She sighs. “I wish I had more for you, Nyx.”

      I shake my head, already puzzling over it. “It’s okay,” I tell her. “I might be able to use this.”

      “Honey,” Mom says, putting her hands on my shoulders. “Can you please tell me what this is about? Has Michael come back?”

      “No,” I say, “but that’s not to say he won’t.”

      “What does that…” Mom begins, but already Charles is approaching the front porch, waving to me with an urgent look in his eyes.

      “I’m sorry, Mom,” I tell her, pulling her in for another hug and squeezing her tight. “I have to go. I promise, it’s all going to be okay.”

      “I hope you’re right, sweetheart,” she says as she lets go. “Be careful.”

      “I will,” I promise before turning and tromping down the steps to meet Charles. We don’t have any time to waste, especially after this little detour. It’s time for me to find my mate.
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      This time there’s no stopping, and as Charles and I fly through the forest, I struggle to fend off a growing sense of urgency. If Atlas has already left his pack, we’re fucked, and I’ll never forgive myself for taking this detour. I do my best to distract myself by turning my mother’s information over in my mind, still wondering if there’s anything I can do with it. My biological father seemed convinced that the angels wanted nothing more to do with our world, that they would subject us to unspeakable things if they found me trespassing on their domain, but what if that’s not the truth? What if they could be convinced to come back, to aid us in the war against the werebears?

      Judging by the power I’ve seen—in my father and in myself—that could change everything. But without Michael here to port me back and forth, I’m cut off from the spirit realm, and if they’ve truly cut themselves off from mortal affairs, then there’s no way to get in touch with them. Maybe the demons will know more, but I’ll be damned if I’m going back to the Academy without Atlas at my side.

      It’s a long time before we reach Blood Moon territory, but their camp is hard to miss from this high up: Their numbers are enough to rival even the army Cassius has assembled. If only they were actually willing to do something.

      “Come on,” I say, dropping to the ground and folding up my wings. “We’re here.” The last time I was here was with Atlas, when his own father told us to fuck off instead of heeding our warnings. That was the first night I ever spent with him, and little did I know I would end up bonded to him as his mate. A shiver goes through me as I think back to that night, but it’s soon replaced with anxiety as we approach the guards to the encampment, a pair of wolves who look even more put-off to see us than last time.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” says one of them, shifting into his wolf form and advancing on us a step. “More of them.”

      “I take it you’ve had other Wolf Witches here?” Charles asks, crossing his arms.

      “We have, and we’ve about maxed out our hospitality,” growls the first guard. “Our alpha may have gone soft, but the rest of the Blood Moon pack still has a backbone. Now get out of here before we run you out.”

      “That won’t be—” begins Charles, but a new voice cuts him off.

      “They’re not going anywhere.”

      It’s that husky voice that makes my stomach flutter and my toes curl, the voice that I’ve come to love despite everything. His voice.

      I skirt the guard, my eyes going wide as I see Atlas approaching. His dark hair is tousled, his green eyes are blazing, and his crescent-shaped scar seems to shine on his face like silver. He comes to a stop before me, looking at me like he can’t even believe I’m real, like I’m a dream he’ll wake up from at any minute.

      “Hi,” I say meekly. So much for a rousing romantic speech.

      Atlas doesn’t respond, and for a moment I’m worried—is he angry at me? Has he already moved on?—but the next thing I know he’s rushing forward, sweeping me into his strong arms, his lips crashing into mine like the whole world is falling down around us. I melt into his touch, my heart singing and the butterflies from my stomach filling my whole body, wishing I could stay in his embrace forever and never let him go. His lips move against mine with all the pent-up passion of the past weeks, and the worry, frustration, and love seem to surge from him directly into me. If it weren’t for the lack of oxygen, I would gladly keep kissing him, but eventually we break apart for breath, and he rests his forehead against mine, wrapping his arms protectively around me. His expression is still one of disbelief.

      “Where did you come from?” he asks. “How did you get here?”

      “I escaped,” I tell him breathlessly, reaching up to touch his sculpted cheek. “Master Ombres said you came looking for me.”

      Atlas’s eyes widened. “You made it back to the Academy?”

      “You didn’t think the werebears would take me out that easily, did you?” I tease.

      Atlas grins, his eyes still clouded with fear for me. “I guess not.”

      “My scouts had a feeling you’d be here,” Charles says from where he’s standing behind me, a vaguely amused expression on his face. “You weren’t kidding, Atlas,” he says. “You were never going to stop, were you?”

      “No,” Atlas says, still not letting go of me. “I never was.” His grip on my waist tightens. “You guys got here just in time. We were about to leave tomorrow for the White Mountains.”

      I stare at him. “You figured out where I was?”

      “With some… help,” Atlas says, his green eyes darting over to the large tent where the alpha no doubt makes his home.

      “You really went to your dad for help,” I say, shaking my head in disbelief.

      Atlas closes the distance between us, brushing a stray strand of hair behind my ear. “I would have done anything to find you, Nyx. And I’m going to make sure no one ever touches you again, do you hear me?”

      I swallow hard and nod. The dominance in his eyes is sending a surge of heat through the pit of my stomach.

      “I hate to impose on your father’s hospitality, or lack thereof,” Charles says, “but it’s getting late for a return trip, and we’ll need to collect Addison and Ivy before we go back.”

      Atlas clears his throat. “I can talk to my dad. See about staying another night.” He turns to me. “But I still don’t understand. What happened to you, Nyx? How did you get away from Tobias?”

      I pull back long enough to give him a sheepish smile. “You’re probably going to want to be sitting down when I give you the details.

      Atlas draws me back in for another kiss, his teeth grazing my ear and sending a fresh shiver up my spine. “I’m going to want to do a lot more than that,” he murmurs.
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      We barely even make it back into his tent; we can hardly keep our hands off one another. For all that the memory of him sustained me during my time as a prisoner, nothing comes close to the way his warm skin feels against mine as his fingers find their way under the hem of my shirt. He stops long enough to close the flap behind us, and then he’s on me, catching my lip between his teeth as he pulls my pelvis flush against his. I can feel his hard cock through his jeans, sending shocks of electricity through me, and he practically tears my shirt off in his haste to claim me.

      I fumble with his shirt as he discards my bra and latches onto one of my nipples, prompting a sharp moan from me as his free hand works at the button of my jeans. “Fuck, Nyx,” he murmurs against my skin as his fingers find the junction of my legs. “You’re dripping for me. You’re mine. I need to be inside you.”

      “I’ve missed you,” I whisper, tangling my hands in his hair as he dips first one, and then two fingers inside me, curling them at an angle that practically makes me see stars as he brushes my clit with his thumb. Atlas’s lips drop to my neck, biting down as he sucks a spot there, marking me as his. I’m like jelly in his arms, and I can barely make my hands work well enough to get his shirt off, running my hands over the hard muscles of his torso before tentatively brushing the hardness of him, by now straining against his jeans.

      Atlas groans. “Nyx,” he murmurs.

      I let him take the lead, picking me up and lowering me onto his sleeping bag before covering me with his body. He presses his lips once more to mine, his tongue meeting mine as he works at the button of his own jeans and tugs them down, kicking off his shoes so he can position himself between my legs. His emerald eyes meet mine in a silent question, and when I nod, he slowly begins to slide into me, stretching me open as he pulls me against him with his free hand. For a moment he remains still, his eyes glowing and we both gasp from how perfect it feels. His desire is written on his face, and as I tangle my hands in his hair, noises of pleasure escaping me while he picks up the pace, for a moment it’s like nothing else in the world matters except for every thrust, every kiss, every touch.

      “Atlas…” I moan as he continues to move, the pleasure making me gasp and writhe beneath him. “Don’t stop—”

      “I won’t,” Atlas promises, setting his jaw, and as the ecstasy grows even more intense, it’s all I can do to cling to him and bury my face in his shoulder. My orgasm is more intense than any I’ve ever had before, and when Atlas’s hips finally still, I’m already trembling from the aftershocks.

      Drawing back to look at me, Atlas hums out a breathless laugh.

      “What?” I ask, suddenly self-conscious again.

      “Nothing,” he says. “I’ve just missed you.” He presses his lips to my forehead. “I love you, Nyx.”

      “I love you too, Atlas,” I tell him, and as we settle into the sleeping bag and he wraps his arms around me, I realize that, despite the joy of our reunion, there’s still something nagging at me. It almost feels wrong to share it now, in the beauty of the afterglow, but we can never shut out reality for long, and I’ve just had a big enough dose of reality to last a lifetime.

      “Atlas?” I say after a long moment of silence.

      “Mm?” he says, sounding sleepy.

      “I need to tell you something.” Feeling the way he starts against me, I turn to look at him and snort. “Relax. I’m not pregnant.”

      Atlas rolls his eyes, but not even he can disguise the affectionate smile on his face. “So what is it, then?”

      I bite my lip. “When I was in Cassius’ prison,” I say slowly, “I visited the spirit realm. That was how I escaped.”

      The confusion on my mate’s face is obvious. “The spirit realm?”

      I nod. “I met my father, Atlas. My real father.”
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      Atlas turns to me, his heavy brows drawing up. “You’re serious?” he says, but despite the surprise in his voice, he doesn’t stiffen up or pull away like I was afraid he would. “The angel?”

      I nod. “Michael is his name.”

      “And he… helped you escape from Cassius?”

      I swallow. “I… wasn’t doing well in there. Cassius was trying to force me to teach the werebears light magic. He tried to starve me out.”

      Atlas’s face goes stony, his grip on me tightening instinctually. Anger mixed with a level of protectiveness I’ve never seen before darkens his expression. For a long moment, he doesn’t say anything, and I can feel the anger brewing in him like a heat that suffuses his entire body. “I’ll kill him,” he says finally, his green eyes hard and sharp in the low light. “I’ll kill them all.”

      I move to look up at him, searching his face. “All that matters is that I’m here now and we will make them pay. Together,” I tell him, reaching up to run my fingers delicately over his silvery scar.

      “And I’m never letting you go,” Atlas tells me. “They’re never going to touch you again, Nyx. I promise.”

      I press my lips to his forehead, feeling him relax a little underneath me. “I didn’t mean to upset you,” I murmur against his skin.

      “You can’t upset me, Nyx,” he tells me, taking my wrist in his and pulling me back down to my chest. “For as much as you try sometimes,” he adds with that crooked smile I’ve missed so much.

      I roll my eyes. “Guess I’ll just have to try harder, then,” I say, laughing when he reaches up to ruffle my hair.

      “You were talking about your dad,” Atlas prompts as I settle back into the cradle of his arms. I clear my throat. “Right. He transported me to this… other dimension. He said it was where the angels live, ever since they abandoned the earth. He healed me, freed me from Cassius’ prison… and gave me these.” Gathering my courage, I allow the blankets to fall off my shoulders, materializing my wings and extending them out on either side of my body.

      Atlas’s eyes go wide as he takes in the sight. “You… have wings,” he murmurs wondrously.

      I nod, feeling a little sheepish. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you earlier.”

      “Don’t be,” he replies, shaking his head. “They’re beautiful.” Gingerly, like he’s afraid to hurt me, he reaches out and brushes his fingers through the silky white feathers. A shiver goes up my spine; the feeling of it is strangely intimate, thrilling in the same way someone running their hands along my bare skin is thrilling. “Do you like that?” he murmurs, his eyes burning into mine as he watches my reaction.

      “Yes,” I whisper, letting my eyes slip shut. “Don’t stop.”

      “I won’t,” he promises, pulling me in for another kiss. I melt into his body, and as he draws me down on top of him, I allow myself to lose myself in him again, even if just for a time.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Addison is already up and ready to go by the time we emerge, bleary eyed, from Atlas’s tent the next morning. My clothes are hopelessly rumpled, and there’s no disguising the marks his mouth left on my skin—not out in the woods, where makeup is scarce. I’m almost dreading the blonde’s reaction to the sight of it when we rejoin her, but to my surprise, no bitchy remarks or over-the-top observations come out of her mouth as we approach. Instead, she simply says, “I heard you were back,” as she turns away from the fire pit.

      “In the flesh,” I say lamely, spreading my arms and dropping them.

      Addison stares at me for a beat, one eyebrow raised, before finally pronouncing. “Well, your sense of style hasn’t improved.” There’s a gleam in her eyes that takes away much of the sting, and I can’t help but wonder if my kidnapping has marked the end of an era in her eyes.

      “Neither has your attitude,” I retort, but I give her a playful half-grin. “I wanted to thank you for coming to find me,” I add. It’s weird thanking Addison Brighton for anything, but it also fills me with an odd sense of optimism. “You didn’t have to.”

      “I know,” she says with a shrug of her shoulders, “but I did.”

      I can only stuff my hands awkwardly in my pockets, feeling exposed.

      Atlas is watching the exchange with one arm slung around my waist, clearly still half-ready to tell his ex off if she tries anything, but there’s a look of amused surprise on his face. “Where are Charles and Ivy?” he asks. “We need to get back to the Academy.”

      “Charles, I have no idea,” Addison says. “As for Ivy—”

      “Right here!” comes my friend’s familiar voice as she all but charges out from between the tents, flinging her arms around me like she can’t believe I’m really here. “Holy shit, Nyx,” she exclaims. “You’re back. I can’t believe it.”

      I laugh as I disentangle myself from her. “Neither can I, if I’m being honest. It’s been a hell of a couple of weeks.”

      “Sounds like we’ve got some catching up to do,” the redhead remarks.

      “Definitely,” I agree, “but preferably after we’ve saved our asses. Where’s—”

      As if on cue, just as I’m about to ask where he is once more, the sound of Charles’ panicked yell sounds out through the clearing. Moments later, he’s bounding toward us in his wolf form, calling our names with a fear in his voice that makes my stomach drop. On either side of him are the two Blood Moon guards who were posted for the night watch. “Nyx! Atlas!”

      “What is it?” Atlas demands, already shifting instinctually as he moves to stand in front of me. Already, other members of the pack are emerging from their tents, looking around to see where the trouble is. “What’s going on?”

      “It’s Tobias.” Charles’ dark eyes blaze out of his black fur.

      “Tobias?” I shake my head in disbelief. “How did he get here?” A chill takes hold of me. “Did he track us from the New Moon pack?”

      “The New Moon pack?” Ivy asks, turning to me with wide eyes. “You saw your old pack?”

      “There’s no time,” Charles interrupts. “Take to the sky, all of you. You’re going to want to see this.”
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      We burst through the trees, all five of us, using our magic—the others on platforms of dark magic, and me carried by my wings. Below us, some of the other members of the pack have already gathered at the alarm raised by the guards, and are watching us from between the trees with some apprehension.

      What’s ahead of us is so much worse, however.

      All around the camp, moving from the north with coordinated, tactical efficiency, is another group of werebears. They’re moving fast—fast even for werebears, gliding along the grassy ground as one unit, as if carried on their own personal air current. And, in a way, that’s exactly what’s happening. This group is different from the army assembling outside the Academy, and although fewer in number, it strikes fear into me that’s impossible to shake.

      Ivy shifts into her wolf form. “I can’t believe it.”

      “Are they…?” Addison asks, letting the question hang in the air like she’s too afraid to finish it.

      I clench my jaw, balling my hands into fists at my sides. I should have seen this coming, right from the moment Tobias pursued us to my old pack. “They are,” I answer for her. “They’re using dark magic.” And they’re heading right for us.
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      “I don’t see how this is possible,” Grant is saying, looking from one of us to the next as if he expects us to have the answers. “I thought only you people could do magic.”

      “We can,” Charles replies. “That is, we used to. One of our own betrayed us.”

      “You’re saying Tobias managed to teach Cassius’ army dark magic?” Addison demands. “In, what, a few weeks? How?”

      “I don’t know,” Charles says, his expression grim. “My men haven’t heard a thing.”

      “He must have spent my entire captivity training them,” I say, feeling sick to my stomach.

      “We knew this was coming,” Atlas insists. “That’s been their goal this whole time. All to have a weapon against Nyx and the Academy.”

      “What do they want with our pack?” Cassandra asks.

      “Give you three guesses,” I snark, crossing my arms. “They’re trying to take me out; your pack is just an added bonus.” I can feel Atlas pull me closer against his body when I say it, but I’m not about to sugar-coat it. “If they can wipe out their biggest non-Wolf Witch threat in the process, all the better.”

      “And then they push through to the Academy,” Atlas says, crossing his muscular arms.

      Cassandra rounds on the alpha. “I told you taking these rejects in was asking for trouble. You’ve put a target on our backs, Grant.”

      “That doesn’t matter!” I nearly shout, impatience and fear getting the better of me. “None of that matters. They’re on their way here as we speak. We need to get away, not sit here pointing fingers!”

      “And go where?” demands Cassandra, turning to me. Her eyes dart to Charles. “You’re the Wolf Witches; you’re supposed to know what to do when these things happen.”

      “This is unprecedented,” Charles snaps. “You can’t seriously think—”

      “Nyx is right,” Grant interrupts, startling me with his candor. “I don’t know what their plans are for your organization, and frankly, I don’t care. But if the Blood Moon pack is in danger, we can’t sit around here twiddling our thumbs. We need to move.”

      “Where?” asks Ivy.

      I lick my lips, my mind racing, and when I glance up at Atlas, his expression smoldering in the growing light, I can tell he’s thinking the same thing as I am. “The Academy,” I say, stepping forward.

      Cassandra snorts. “If you really think we’ll stick our necks out for your pile of—”

      But Grant holds up a hand. “Let them speak.”

      “We’re not asking you to fight for us,” I insist, staring down Atlas’s father. “We’re asking to fight for you.”

      “She’s right, Dad,” Atlas says. “You guys won’t be able to take them down, not with so little warning. The Academy has a barrier around its campus, and there are Wolf Witches. Demons, too; the pack will be safe there—safer than you’ll be if you wait for Tobias and his forces to show up.”

      Grant is silent for a long moment, and Cassandra looks at him, flabbergasted. “You’re not actually considering this, are you?”

      The Blood Moon alpha looks at her. “You remember the last time the werebears attacked us,” he reminds her. “I was almost killed, and many of us weren’t so lucky. If they have magic powers now, we’re fucked. No matter how we spin it.”

      “You’ve taken hits,” Atlas says, “but you can still cut your losses, Dad. I know you never wanted an alliance,” he adds, his tone softening just a little, “but you can’t afford to push back on this any longer. You need our help.”

      “Then we’ll take it,” Grant says finally. “Assemble the pack, Cassandra. We move, now.”‘

      We fly into motion, pouring out of the tent with frantic intensity as the others begin to raise the alarm, but one look at the tree-lined horizon tells me that we may already be too late: They’re already here.
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      “Go, go, go!” Cassandra yells. All around us, frantic werewolves—some of whom I recognize, some of whom I don’t, some in their human forms and some in their wolf forms—scramble to pack up the tents and get moving. It’s utter chaos, and all I can think as I watch it unfold is, We’re never going to make it.

      At the edge of the valley, where the horizon rises past the trees in the distance, the line of werebears sweeps toward us like a swarm of ghosts, borne on a wave of dark magic that has them hovering inches above the ground. There aren’t all that many of them, maybe between thirty and fifty, but given their size advantage, that’s more than enough to rip apart what remains of my old pack. They’re moving fast, too fast, roars sounding from their powerful jaws as they advance on us, and there’s nowhere in the valley to run. We’ll have to head east, toward the coast, and pray they haven’t hemmed us in on that side, too. The Academy is our only chance.

      I’m ushering the senior pack members toward escape, joining the guards as I shift into my wolf form and urge them forward, relying on my tactical training to keep them in a protective formation. Next to me, Nyx extends her hands, which immediately start to glow with light magic. At the edge of the encampment, trees begin to fall under the force of her telekinetic white light, collapsing across the ground in a makeshift barricade. I can’t help but smile at her ingenuity. Addison, seeing this, drops what she’s doing and joins in, felling trees all across the valley in an effort to head off the approaching group. It won’t hold them off for long, but it might be enough to buy us some time.

      Beyond the camp, the werebears have crested the ridge. They’re within half a mile of us, and are hurtling toward us with frightening speed; soon we’ll be in range of their spells. At the front of the team is the biggest one I’ve ever seen: twice the size of any polar bear, with snow white fur that stands in sharp contrast to his black heart. There’s no way it can be anyone but Cassius, the man responsible for everything: the attacks, the interrogations, the alliance between the strongest clans.

      The kidnappings.

      Nyx’s imprisonment.

      I’m seeing red.

      Just behind him, at the vanguard, is Tobias, the lone wolf shifter among them, and the rage at the sight of him that fills me makes a snarl fall from my jaws. He almost got Nyx killed.

      “Where are we going?” Dad demands, shifted now too, as the last of the tents get put away and the pack assembles, ready to flee.

      “Southeast,” I say. “We have to move, now!”

      “You heard him!” my father shouts across the ranks. “Follow the Wolf Witches!”

      On cue, Addison, Charles, and Ivy shroud themselves in dark magic, distinguishing themselves from the rest of the group so that they know who to follow as they take off in the opposite direction.

      “Nyx,” I say, kneeling down so she can get on my back, but she’s already shaking her head, her magnificent wings unfolding and extending from her shoulders.

      “No need,” she says, grinning. “Wings, remember?”

      I chuckle, falling into step beside her as we race to the front of the pack, but the humor evaporates when the sound of crashing draws my attention back to the clearing. The wall of fallen trees is being torn apart, the trunks sent flying in all directions by tendrils of dark magic from the approaching werebears, who are now within paces of the barricade.

      “We need to get a barrier up!” I shout, putting myself between the werebears and Nyx.

      “On it,” my mate says, her arms glowing with magic as a shield of white light begins to materialize between the last of the Blood Moon pack and the oncoming attackers. The pack is enormous, and it’s going to take a lot to keep it up, but she’s up to the task, sending a wall of magic shooting into the sky even as she flies alongside me.

      “Will that thing hold?” Dad asks, sounding incredulous.

      “It better,” Nyx says, her determination obvious.

      Moments later, the first of the vanguard crashes into Nyx’s shield, sending sparks flying and shouting in pain as the others pile up behind them. Nyx grits her teeth, grunting as the full force of Tobias’ team collides with her magic.

      “Are you okay?” I ask.

      “Yeah,” my girlfriend says. “I’m fine.”

      Her resilience is something else, but the thought of losing her again to Tobias and his treachery is too much. I throw up a barrier of my own behind hers, and just in time by the looks of it, because the werebears are already drawing on the magic that bastard taught them. They hurl spells left and right, showing none of the discipline or precision we were taught at the Academy, and their attacks are relentless. All we can do is put as much distance as we can between ourselves and them before they make it past the shield; it might be our only head start before we reach the campus.

      We run until our lungs burn and our legs tremble with exertion. To my dad’s credit, he doesn’t complain, and neither, to my surprise, do any of the others. But we’re almost out of range of our spell, and I can tell Nyx is getting tired; we both are.

      “Get on my back,” I say, turning to her.

      “I’m fine,” she protests, breathing hard as she fights to maintain the shield.

      “That wasn’t a request, mate,” I say.

      She looks at me, our eyes connecting, and flaps her wings once before settling on my back so I can take some of the exertion off. Now she can move the shield without having to also concentrate on flight. The feeling of her legs wrapped around me once more, and the knowledge that I have her back, against all odds, fuels me, and I fight through the pain as we speed for the Academy, moving faster than I ever thought we’d be able to. Anything to hold her in my arms again, free from the darkness of this war.

      But even half-angels have their limits, and it was only a matter of time: the barrier flickers, and then collapses, Nyx nearly collapsing too.

      “Nyx!” I shout, my focus breaking as my backup shield falters.

      “I’m okay,” she says, tangling her hands in my fur. “Fuck!”

      Unhindered now, the werebears rush to close the distance, and whatever lead we’ve gained is closing rapidly. I grit my fangs, push myself to go faster, but it’s the pack that’s the problem; they don’t have magic, and never has that been more painfully obvious than now.

      “They’re overtaking us,” Dad shouts.

      “No, they’re not,” I say, determined. “We’re not going to let them.”

      “Atlas!” Ivy shouts from the front. “They’re gaining on us!

      “What do we do?” That’s Addison.

      “We ferry them the rest of the way,” Charles shouts back. “Use your magic!”

      The others do as they’re told, each of them picking up a cluster of werebears on swirling platforms of darkness and shooting into the sky. I do the same with whatever magic I have left, but there are still werewolves left, and our reserves won’t last much longer. “It’s not enough,” Addison yells from above.

      “We’re almost there!” Nyx cries, pointing to the left as one of the telltale cairns goes speeding past. Turning on my back, she lobs a ball of light magic at the werebear near the front of the contingent, sending him back several yards.

      “We’re not going to make it!” Cassandra protests. “They’re gaining on us!”

      “We won’t be able to take everyone,” Ivy says in dismay.

      My dad has dropped his snout, his eyes burning with inspiration—or is it regret? “Cassandra,” he says, now panting with exhaustion, “send everyone left on the ground to me.”

      “Yes, alpha,” Cassandra says, peeling away to start shouting orders to the warriors of the pack.

      “Your fighters can’t beat them, Dad,” I shout to him. “They have us outgunned.”

      “That’s why we’re not going to fight them,” my father says, turning to look at me. “We’re going to distract them.”

      Nyx’s fingers tighten in my fur. “You can’t,” she protests, looking Dad’s way. “They’ll tear your men apart!”

      “They’ll tear us apart anyway if we don’t get into the safe zone,” my father counters. “Unless you can levitate us all, we’re fucked anyway.”

      “Wait a minute,” I say, fear taking hold of me. “What are you saying?”

      Dad doesn’t respond, but he doesn’t have to, and deep down, I already know; I’m all too familiar with the look on my father’s face, that gleam of determination that can’t be shaken off, no matter how hard I try.

      “You’re going to sacrifice yourselves.”

      “What?” Nyx demands, alarmed. “No, you can’t!”

      “They’re almost on us!” Addison shouts from overhead. “Somebody do something about the stragglers!”

      “You can’t carry us all,” Dad states, his tone cold and matter-of-fact but his eyes stay on mine. “Someone is going to die no matter what; at least I can buy the rest of the pack time.”

      “Dad…” I say, but I don’t know how to finish. How can I talk him out of it when it might be the only way out? But how can I not try, when he’s my father? For the first time since my exile, I’m struck by a wave of concern for him, and it’s almost enough to make me slow in my tracks.

      “I wish there was more I could say to you, Son,” he says, panting now. “I’m sorry for the way things ended, Atlas. I hope you can pick up the slack where I’ve fallen short because maybe you were right. Don’t let your brother become alpha, he is too clouded because of what he did to you as a kid. That scar, he never meant it. Be his brother but be my son. Be the alpha.”

      That’s what finally makes me stop. “Pick up the slack…? Dad, what the hell are you—” I begin.

      “Cassandra, to me!” Dad shouts for his beta, already in battle mode. He turns back to me with regret in his eyes. “Make this worth it, Atlas,” he tells me. “Make sure the rest of the pack gets to the academy. They are good people and you will make a brave alpha. You had to be brave your entire life and that was my fault.”

      “I will, Dad,” I say, my voice thick with emotion, and I mean every word.

      “What’s he talking about?” Nyx asks from atop my back.

      I can’t answer her, and maybe I don’t want to, because before I can do anything else, my father is turning away, moving back toward the advancing werebears with the rest of his wolves in tow. Eyes gleaming, he turns back to look at me for a moment. That’s the last time we see each other before he takes off toward the attackers. I forgive you.

      “We can’t let them do this,” Nyx protests, already trying to get down from my back. “I can try to carry them. My light magic…”

      “You can barely stay upright,” I tell her, not looking away from the others. I will save my people, my mate, my world. “We have to trust him.”

      “Atlas…” But she trails off. She knows I’m right.

      Steeling myself for a moment, I leap into the air and lift off on my magic, still putting as much as I can into keeping aloft the others from the pack. Others look down at the scene from all angles as the few remaining Blood Moon wolves clash with the werebears, woefully outnumbered and out-powered. For a moment, all I can do is stare as they’re quickly overwhelmed.

      “We have to go,” Addison shouts back to us. “Now!”

      That pulls us back to the present, and with one last, reluctant glance down at my father and Cassandra, I fly with the others to the Academy, leaving the rest of my former pack behind. Soon the fear barrier and the castle housing the school come into view.

      No one is in charge of the rest of the pack. No one, of course, except any survivors to the alpha himself, as dictated by the Traditions that got me kicked out in the first place. And that can mean only one thing.

      I’m the new alpha of the Blood Moon pack until my brother turns up and no doubt challenges me.
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      Slowly, stiffly, I allow the bubble of light magic I’ve created to get past the barrier to dissolve around me as we emerge onto the Academy’s side of the enchantment. I’m holding on to Atlas so tightly that I’m almost afraid to let go, so emotionally and physically drained from the sprint that the exhaustion threatens to overtake me.

      No, I tell myself as the last of the magic dissipates, leaving me a shell of the person I was when I woke up this morning. Have to focus. Get to the Academy. We’re not out of the woods yet.

      I don’t dare look back as we shoot onward, dropping back to the earth when it becomes clear the werebears are bottlenecking at the point where the barrier starts. I can’t bring myself to think about what’s happening to the ones we left behind. It doesn’t matter what else they were; they were still werewolves, and Grant was among them. Atlas is silent beneath me, but I can feel the emotions pouring off of him: grief, regret, confusion, apprehension, and above all, worry. He doesn’t speak until we’re on the castle grounds, the others finally slowing down as the last of their magic—and adrenaline—wear off.

      “Stay close,” he says, dropping to one knee so I can slide off his back before he shifts back to human. His green eyes are locked forward, not looking at me, although he slides a protective arm around my waist as the others begin to shapeshift as well. Charles is already making a beeline for the guards, who are shouting back in confusion, and what looks like the entire staff of the Academy is coming pouring out of the building in response to the commotion.

      “Hey,” I say, taking Atlas by the hand and moving his face to look at me. “Are you okay?” It’s woefully inadequate, but what else am I supposed to say? Sorry your dad died even when he was a monster to you? How are you feeling?

      “I’m fine,” Atlas says, his tone dark.

      It’s a lie, and we both know it.

      “I’m here for you,” I remind him. “Whatever you need, just say the word.”

      Atlas turns back to me, his green eyes blazing in the sunlight. “You’re everything I need,” he tells me, pulling me close so he can press his lips to the top of my head. I wrap my arms around him, clinging to him for all I’m worth. Like this, I can almost pretend none of this is happening.

      “What is all this?” comes a familiar voice. Reluctantly, I peel away from Atlas to see the two head demon instructors moving toward our group down the path from the castle entrance. They’re flanking Master Ombres on either side, and all three of them are in their demon forms. It’s a sight to see, and it doesn’t bode well.

      “The werebears,” Charles says. “They reached the Blood Moon pack; we brought them here.”

      “Why?” Master Ombres demands.

      “Because,” Atlas says, stepping forward, “the werebears know dark magic.”

      A ripple of agitation and surprise goes through the assembled students.

      “I beg your pardon?” Magnus says.

      “It’s true,” I say, coming to stand beside my mate. “Tobias is in the lead. He’s got dozens of them mobilized and casting spells. They’re rudimentary, but they’re enough.” I take an unsteady breath. “They were looking for me—that’s why they were there. And now they’ve decided to go full-on scorched earth.”

      The Master blanches. “So it’s true, then,” she says. “They’re making their move.”

      “Indeed,” Charles says, stepping in. “I saw it myself, Alice.”

      “We had to get the Blood Moon pack to campus,” Atlas finishes, looking away. “Not all of them made it.”

      The Master’s black eyes sweep over the assembled werewolves, and then she nods, switching into strategy mode. “Where are the werebears now?”

      “They’re backed up at the fear barrier,” Charles explains. “That seems to be holding them… for now.”

      “Wait,” I interject, alarmed. “For now?”

      “It’s powerful dark magic,” Persephone reasons. “It took all of the Academy founders to erect that barrier. It was designed to be impossible to take down.”

      “Impossible for non-Wolf Witches,” the Master corrects. “It was never meant to hold against one of our own. In theory, if enough dark magic users worked in tandem…”

      “They’ll be able to get through,” I say, my voice breaking.

      “Still, it will take time,” Magnus states. “Tobias won’t know the spell, not at his level. Which means trial and error.”

      “So we have time,” says Charles.

      “To do what?” Persephone demands. “We’ve just inherited an entire pack. We’re not equipped for surviving a siege, especially against magic users. Do we even have the supplies to hold out against these guys?” She rounds on me. “You led them to the Blood Moon Pack. This all could have been avoided if you’d just—”

      “Don’t ever speak to my mate that way,” Atlas says, moving to stand between us, his eyes flashing. “I was the one who went to the pack. If you’re going to blame anyone, blame me.”

      “Nyx was acting with my approval,” Master Ombres says. “This is on my hands. We’ve failed to act for far too long, and now the werebears have the advantage. She gives her bat-like wings an agitated flap. “Get everyone inside,” she instructs, turning to face the others. “Triage the wounded, set up a holding area for the Blood Moon members, and start pulling students in order of experience. Seniors first, down to the freshmen. We’ll need forces ready if they manage to break through.”

      “When they break through, you mean,” Persephone corrects her.

      Atlas and I look at one another, and even if we weren’t mates, I would know we’re thinking the same thing: War is coming, and if the fate of his father is any indication, it’s not going to end well.
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        * * *

      

      “Cots?”

      “Check.”

      “Food reserves?”

      “Check—everything that was in storage.”

      “Medical supplies?”

      I consult my clipboard and frown. “Ivy has pulled everything available from the infirmary. There’s… not much left.”

      “Fuck.” Addison rubs her forehead. “So much for restocking. We’re going to have to prepare for casualties.”

      “You mean, more casualties?” I say.

      It’s meant to be facetious, but the blonde just looks at me with a defeated expression. “We’re never going to make it,” she says.

      “Don’t go there,” I say. “Don’t think like that. One minute at a time, that’s all we can do.” My eyes sweep out over the entrance hall from where we’re standing at the top of the grand staircase. Covering the landing are beds, boxes of supplies, and werewolves, more than I’ve ever seen in one place before. Some are Wolf Witches, tallying the troops, but most are from Atlas’s former pack—children and elders, mostly, along with a few warriors and scouts. More of them are being attended to on the upper floors, with the Wolf Witches outside, sweeping the grounds and brushing up on their magic, for all the good it will do.

      Addison sighs, shaking her head. “You know,” she says, turning to me, “I used to be jealous of your magic. Now I’m starting to think it might be the only thing that gets us out of this.”

      I grimace. “No pressure, right?”

      She gives me a thin smile. “None whatsoever.”

      “Nyx.” I turn to see Atlas coming around a corner with Charles at his side.

      “Atlas,” I say, slipping my hand into his. “What’s going on? Any news?”

      “That’s what we’re trying to find out,” Charles says. “I’ve been instructed to scout from above, and I would appreciate your help. My men are out patrolling the perimeter, but they can’t get a read on the barrier itself.” He gestures at himself. “That chase took it out of me, I’m afraid. I don’t think flight would be a good idea.”

      I nod. It’s been hours since we arrived, enough time for us to recuperate, but we’re younger, and the last thing we need is one of the most talented Wolf Witches here falling out of the sky. “Absolutely,” I tell him, nodding to Atlas. “We’ll take care of it.” We start to descend the stairs, but I pause to shoot Addison what I hope is a reassuring look. “Don’t lose your head,” I tell her, and I mean it. “We need you, too.”

      Addison gives me a grateful smile before returning to her work. I just wish I knew how to follow my own advice.

      “Sounds like you two are getting along,” Atlas remarks as we step outside.

      “She came looking for me with you,” I say earnestly. “That means something.”

      We take off side by side, Atlas on his misty platform of darkness and me with my wings, which glow subtly in the dying light. As we head in the direction of the werebears, I can feel his eyes on me, sending a thrill of adrenaline into my stomach. “What?” I ask, a little self-conscious.

      “I’ll never get over the way you look with wings,” he tells me. “It’s… incredible.”

      “Yeah?” I grin at him. “You’re not so bad yourself.”

      Atlas rolls his eyes, but the love in them is unmistakable. The affection of the moment is short-lived, however, evaporating the moment we approach the edge of the school grounds, where the trees below us thin to make space for the gated trail.

      It’s just what I was afraid of: Amidst the trees, visible even from in the sky, the army of werebears I spotted on my way back from New Hampshire has joined the contingent led by Tobias. The entire campus is surrounded on all sides, and the fear barrier, once invisible, can now be seen, shimmering and shuddering with dark magic each time one of the magic-wielding werebears hurls a blast of power at it. Leading the charge are Cassius, still in his bear form, and Tobias, who’s standing farther back. To my surprise, he isn’t participating, and even from this far away I can see the discomfort in his posture as he watches the destruction unfold. I can’t help but wonder what he’s thinking as he witnesses the consequences of his jealousy and betrayal.

      “I don’t get it,” I say at last. “I thought the barrier was fear-based, not an actual, physical wall.”

      “The enchantment was laid into the ground when the Academy was built,” Atlas explains. “The effects are psychological, but the barrier itself is physical.”

      “What’s it doing now?” I ask as another blast of magic makes the shield writhe with bursting shadows.

      Atlas sets his jaw. “It’s absorbing their magic,” he says. “The more they throw at it, the more it will suck up… until it can’t hold anymore.”

      I swallow a lump of fear. “And then it comes down. They get in and storm the castle.”

      Atlas nods. “Exactly.”

      “How long do we have?”

      He shakes his head. “A few hours. Maybe more. We’ll be lucky if it holds for the whole night.”

      “They’re going to wipe us out,” I say in a small voice.

      Moving with his magic, Atlas floats over to me, wrapping his muscular arms around me and putting his chin on my head. Our swirling powers seem to merge together, shrouding us in a blanket of light and dark energy as we watch our destiny come closer and closer.

      “I’m not going to let that happen,” Atlas says.

      I wish I could believe him.
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      We linger there for a few more indulgent moments, each of us fighting the reality that’s rapidly closing in on us. Maybe it’s inevitable that a pocket of darkness begins to rise from far below, carrying not a werebear, but a wolf shifter with pale golden fur, and just the sight of him makes my hackles go up.

      “What the hell do you want, Tobias?” I demand, moving in front of Nyx to protect her.

      Tobias raises a paw in response, and although he doesn’t try to move across the barrier, he doesn’t move away, either.

      “Stay back,” Nyx says, already summoning more light magic in her hands.

      “I’m not here to fight,” Tobias says, calling across the void between us.

      “Yeah?” She snorts. “This is your definition of ‘coming in peace,’ then?”

      I grunt, a ball of dark magic forming between my palms. I draw my arm back to launch it; I’m not in the mood to negotiate, least of all with him. “Back the fuck up,” I tell him, in no uncertain terms, “or I swear, I’ll kill you right here and send your body back to Cassius myself.”

      Tobias just shakes his head, giving Nyx a look of longing that makes my blood boil. But his next words surprise me: “Go ahead. That’s a fitting end to my story, right?”

      “What are you talking about?” Nyx asks, drifting a bit closer, but I grab her wrist. I’m not about to let her walk into whatever trap he’s set up for us.

      “I never wanted any of this, Nyx,” Tobias says.

      “Oh, you didn’t?” I bristle. “You sold us out, Tobias. This is what you signed up for. The least you can do is own it.”

      “Believe me, I haven’t forgotten,” he says, sounding resigned. “We take the hand we’re dealt, right? That’s what rejects do.” He drops his eyes to the chaos unfolding below. “Seeing it with my own eyes, though…”

      “If you’re looking for forgiveness, you can look elsewhere,” I tell him.

      “Not forgiveness,” Tobias says, lifting his gaze back to us. I don’t miss the way his gray eyes settle on Nyx. “I don’t expect you to let me off the hook for any of this. I just came with a warning.”

      “Sure,” she says, moving forward again as my hold on her tightens. “If you’ve come to tell us the werebears are trying to take down the barrier, you can save your breath. We already figured that part out.”

      “No.” Tobias shakes his head, his expression turning serious. “I came to tell you it’s about to come down.”

      “What?” Nyx’s eyes widen.

      Tobias presses his lips together. “There are more dark magic users arriving from the north,” he says. “With them joining in, it won’t take long. An hour at most.”

      I clench my jaw. Nyx turns to me, alarmed. “What do we do?” She turns back to Tobias, as if the bastard will have answers, but he just shakes his head.

      “I wish I knew,” he says, his eyes not leaving Nyx.

      I’m ready to tell him to fuck off, but then a commotion below draws our attention back down, and I can see with growing agitation that he’s right: Another cluster of werebears is making its way through the trees, wisps of dark magic coloring their fur as black as night. By the time I look back up, Tobias is already flying back down to meet them.
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      I’m sitting on the edge of the bed in my dorm, my hands clasped together between my knees as I prepare for what’s ahead. Outside the castle, the racket of the siege on the barrier has only grown louder as it continues to weaken. It won’t be long now, given what Tobias said.

      The sound of the door opening makes me look up. “Hey,” Nyx says as she slips into my room, coming to sit quietly on the bed next to me. “Need some company?”

      “From you,” I say, “always.”

      She smiles self-consciously as I pull her against my side, wrapping her arms around my torso. She is the most beautiful female I’ve ever seen. I knew it when I first saw her and tricked her into fake dating me just so I could get close. I had to train her, and be close to her, any excuse to kiss her. I wanted her, loved her, needed her from the moment we met. “How are you holding up?”

      I shake my head, running a hand through my hair. “Been better,” I say.

      “Is it the fight?” she asks. “Did what Tobias said throw you off?”

      “Partly,” I admit, turning to her. “I’ve never been afraid to die before. But I am now… Now that I have someone who makes me want to stay alive.” I cup her face in my hand. “I never realized how much loving someone can change a person.”

      “Don’t go all sappy on me now,” Nyx teases, giving me a playful smile, but I can see the fear in her eyes; she’s thinking the same thing I am.

      “Never,” I say with a half-smile, playing along for a moment only to grow somber again. “It feels like the world is falling apart around me. I have a responsibility to the Wolf Witches, but it goes beyond that. I have one to you too, as my mate. And with the pack now in my hands…”

      “Wait,” Nyx interjects, her eyes widening. “What are you talking about?”

      I press my lips together. “Dad’s gone,” I say. “Cassandra’s gone. The hierarchy is in tatters. The only rule of succession they have left to fall back on is the alpha’s next of kin… even if that next of kin is a reject. My brother sent a message—he felt our father’s death and he won’t be alpha. He doesn’t want anything to do with this, considering we are all going to die.”

      “Meaning you have to be alpha,” Nyx breathes. “But that’s based on the Traditions. I thought you hated them.”

      “I do,” I affirm. “But I don’t know if I have a choice. Packs fall apart without alphas. They’re already a shadow of what they used to be. If they can’t rally, the werebears will wipe them out.”

      Nyx shifts back on the bed. “So you’re really considering this, then?” she asks. “Taking over as alpha?”

      “I guess that depends,” I reply, meeting her eyes.

      “On?”

      “You,” I tell her. “I’m only doing this if I can bring you with me, Nyx. As my alpha female. My mate.”

      “You mean…” Nyx swallows. “As your mate?” She shakes her head. “Atlas, I don’t see how that’s possible. That would mean helping you lead the pack. I’m a reject, too—hell, I’m not even a pure wolf shifter. I don’t…”

      But I don’t let her finish, leaning forward to silence her with a kiss. She searches my face as I pull away, tangling my hands in her long hair. “I don’t care what you are, Nyx,” I tell her. “You’re my mate, and you always will be. Either they can accept that…” I kiss her again. “Or they can rot.”

      Nyx looks up at me timidly. “Do you mean that?” she asks in a small voice.

      “Every word,” I say, and this time when I pull her in for a kiss, I don’t stop. Instead, I draw her onto my lap, pulling her flush against my chest as she wraps her legs around my waist. Fuck, even in the midst of an attack, with a battle on our doorstep, she still manages to drive me crazy with the smallest of touches.

      Gradually I settle into a rhythm, pressing my tongue into her mouth as I tighten my arms around her, reaching one hand under her shirt as I fumble with the hem of her jeans with the other. A small sound escapes her as I caress the spot between her legs, sending a wave of desire through me, and I’ll be damned if it’s not the most beautiful sound I’ve ever heard.

      Withdrawing my hand, I take hold of her thighs, picking her up as I fall back on the bed and setting her down so she’s straddling me before I resume my attack on her lips. Getting the message, Nyx fumbles with my belt buckle, and it’s difficult to separate long enough to take off our clothes. Our devotion and desperation have collided, and we drink each other in with the knowledge that this might be the last time.

      I line up at her entrance, feeling how wet and tight she is with just the tip of my cock. I rip off her top, grabbing her tits and pushing fully inside her. Fuck, she is tight and wet, and I’m nearly ready to come. She moans, arching her back as I rub my thumbs across her nipples and feel her tighten slightly around my cock. God, I missed this. Her moans, her frantic breath, the way she clings to me like I’m the only thing in the universe. My fingers dig hard enough into her thighs to leave marks as I lose it. I thrust hard and deep, gritting my teeth to resist coming until she does. I need to feel her come around my cock. Although she’s on top, I set the pace, my movements growing more rapid as the ecstasy grows.

      “Atlas…” My name tumbles from her lips as I sit up. I can feel her nails running down my shoulders as I snake my arms around her body, pressing more deeply into her, claiming her as my own. Just as we’re about to fall over the edge together, she sprouts her wings, spreading them out to either side like the otherworldly being that she is. I run my hands across her wings as she rides me, fast and hard, and I feel her orgasm around me. She cries out my name, tightening around my cock as I let go with a roar of pleasure.

      Outside, the war approaches, but here, in this moment, we have each other and I plan to be inside my mate for all of the time we have left.
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        * * *

      

      Nyx lies sprawled across my chest, her wings spread out over us like a blanket of feathers. I absently run my fingers through them as we catch our breaths. “I guess it’s all moot, at the end of the day,” she murmurs.

      “What is?” I ask.

      “All this stuff about becoming the new alpha,” she says, not looking at me. “We’ll be lucky if we survive the night, let alone the rest of your pack.”

      “Hey,” I interject, putting a thumb under her chin to make her look at me. “Don’t—”

      Nyx cuts me off. “I’m serious, Atlas. We’re never going to make it. The instructors can pretend we’ll find a way, but that doesn’t change anything.”

      “They might be able to send for help,” I reason, not really believing it.

      “From whom?” she protests. “All the unprotected packs hate us. All the ones with Wolf Witch guardians are too small to help. We’re fucked. You can lie to the others all you want, Atlas, but you don’t have to lie to me. I know you better than any of them.” She takes a shaky breath. “This is probably our last night alive.”

      I exhale, not contradicting her. I won’t lie to her, but it doesn’t mean I won’t rip this world apart to keep her safe. “Then I guess it’s a good thing we got to spend it together,” I say quietly, pressing my lips to hers.

      Nyx hums appreciatively into the kiss, not breaking the contact until we’re both out of breath, and when she does, she’s glowing again, alight with the soft glow. I chuckle. “This might be what I’ll miss the most if it all falls apart,” I tell her.

      “What?” she asks.

      “The way you literally light up when you’re with me,” I say. “I don’t know if it’s an angel thing or a light magic thing, but whatever it is—” I cut myself off mid-sentence. Nyx’s eyes have just gone huge, and there’s a look on her face that I’ve never seen before: a look of desperation, sudden realization… and hope.

      “Nyx?” I ask, taken aback. “What is it?”

      “That’s it,” she says on a breath, and I can only imagine what she’s thinking. “That’s it, that’s the key.”

      I shake my head. “Nyx, what are you…”

      “Light magic,” she exclaims, already sitting up in bed. “The spirit realm. I’ve spent so long trying to figure out how my dad crossed the barrier, but the answer’s been staring me in the face this whole time.”

      “Wait a minute, wait a minute,” I say, sitting up. “You’re talking about a way to get in touch with the angels? To cross over to their world?”

      Nyx nods.

      “Is it a portal?” I ask, trying and failing to read her expression. “Some kind of conduit?”

      “It’s me,” she says, turning to me with a look of fresh determination in her eyes. “I’m the conduit.”
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      I’d be lying if I said I knew what I was doing, but when have I ever known what I’m doing? All I’ve ever done is improvise my way through life, and I’m not about to stop now. I scramble to get dressed, aware of Atlas watching me from the bed. He’s probably worried, and I can’t blame him, but that’s not going to stop me from trying if it means saving our asses.

      The spirit realm resonates with light magic. Those were Michael’s exact words before he sent me back. Hell, just being there supercharged my powers and gave me wings. My magic must be what can bridge the gap. The only question now is whether I’ll be able to use it to get over there.

      “Do you know how to do this?” Atlas asks, as if he’s reading my mind. Given that we’re mates, he might very well be.

      “Nope,” I say as I pull my boots on. “But I understand the principles… I think.”

      “Teleportation is next to impossible,” he protests. “Not even the demons themselves use it often, and only when they need to get to the underworld. You could hurt yourself if you deplete your stores that much.”

      “All I need to do is get there,” I say. “Just being there will recharge whatever I expend crossing over. I just need to—”

      But I don’t have time to finish because the next moment, there’s a thunderous crash from outside the building that’s so intense it makes my ears ring. The castle shakes on its foundations, and screams begin to filter in from outside, where an ungodly cacophony is unfolding.

      I turn to Atlas, frantic. He sets his jaw. “They’re here.”

      Another crash heralds part of the building collapsing, and I run to the window. Outside, students and staff are racing to meet a massive wave of werebears, some of them riding waves of dark magic and some of them normal. I don’t recognize any of them, but I do catch a glimpse of one of the other Wolf Witches charging into the mass of bodies, only to be sent flying by a blast of dark magic. The Academy scouts, carried on their own dark magic, zoom down on them from above, and I can make out the bat-like wings of several instructors as they clash with Cassius’ forces. More students come pouring out the doors, with Charles in their midst, but I can’t see what the werebears are doing from this angle. Whatever it is, it’s not good.

      I have to go. Now. Taking a breath, I close my eyes and begin to draw on my magic, thinking back to what little I’ve learned about the principles of teleportation. Magnus always said it was about more than visualization—that you have to feel the place with all your senses, not just imagine it. I try to envision the open field, the swirling, iridescent clouds overhead, the gleaming city in the distance. Slowly, I begin to glow subtly as I infuse myself with my own magic. Come on, come on, come on…

      But nothing happens. I open my eyes and grit my teeth, trying harder, but other than lighting up the room like a beacon, I’m not doing anything besides wasting energy. I don’t have the focus, or the level of positive emotion that I need to generate enough power.

      “Nyx,” Atlas says, his eyes returning to the chaos outside. I can see the conflict on his face, along with apprehension, and, above all, concern for his mate…

      Atlas! The solution comes to me the same way the teleportation did. Positive emotion!

      “Atlas,” I say, “kiss me.”

      Atlas stares at me, confused. “Nyx, what are you—”

      “There’s no time!” I exclaim as outside the window, one of the turrets comes crashing down, stones exploding everywhere as students scramble to get out of the way. “Just trust me!”

      Atlas looks ready to protest, but something in my expression must convince him not to, because he crosses the room in two long strides, takes my face in his hands, and presses his lips fiercely to mine. I lean into it like my life depends on it, putting myself mentally in the spirit realm, unleashing the surge of light magic I’ve been building.

      And then the world around me is dissolving, leaving Atlas standing in his room with nothing but empty air in his arms.
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        * * *

      

      The field is empty, much like it was before, except this time, my biological father isn’t here to guide me. It’s dead quiet and utterly deserted, a sharp contrast to the commotion I just left behind, but the white city is still shining in the distance like a lighthouse. That’s where I’ll find the rest of the angels: a veritable army of beings whose power makes my own light magic look like child’s play. They could wipe out Cassius’ forces in seconds… if they could be convinced to break their hundred-year standoff and help us.

      There’s only one way to find out. I spread my wings, flapping furiously as I propel myself toward the horizon. I make good time, and as I approach the spiraling turrets of their fortresses, I realize I’m being watched: Two guards, dressed in white, their features as bright and ethereal as Michael’s, are standing on either side of the gate leading in, and they glow blindingly as I approach, making me shield my eyes.

      “An invader,” one of them says.

      “A half-breed,” says the other.

      “Michael’s welp?”

      “There is no other.”

      “My name is Nyx,” I tell them, risking moving forward. “Michael is my father.”

      That was clearly a mistake. Without even exchanging a glance, they appear on either side of me, as if by their own form of teleportation, and seize me by the arms. The instinct to fight them off is intense, but I hold back; this could be my one chance to turn the tide of this fight, and I can’t blow it now, especially if they aren’t about to kill me outright.

      “You should not be here, mortal,” one of the angels says, his voice booming across the empty field.

      “I know,” I say as they drag me down to the ground and shove me toward the gates, which glide open on command. “And I’m not going to fight you. But I need to speak to your leader.”

      “Oh, you will,” the other angel says. “Raphael will want to know about this.”

      “Who’s Raphael?” I ask, but they don’t reply as they push me through the gates and into the gleaming city. It’s positively gorgeous, with twisting, spiraling towers, billowing flags, golden spires and ornate columns supporting enormous, beautiful white buildings. There are other angels around, but unlike the werebears in the prison, they don’t shout and taunt me as the guards push me along. They don’t say anything, instead just watching from where they hover above the ground, as if I’m a curiosity the likes of which they’ve never seen before. I suppose I am, in a way.

      The biggest building at the end of the road is a castle that seems to glow with its own field of light magic. The doors open unbidden, and we move through a cavernous grand hall that leads down a corridor and into a throne room of white stone. Seven seats are positioned on a dais at the back, and on each of them sits an angel glowing so brightly that I can’t make out their features behind the light. Their very presence seems to exude power.

      The one in the center leans forward to look at me. “A human,” he states, his voice echoing and reverberating in the empty space.

      “Not a human, Raphael,” corrects the guard on my right. “A hybrid. Michael’s child. Nyx.”

      The middle angel, Raphael, gets slowly to his feet. “Why have you come here?” he asks.

      “To find her father?” proposes one of the others.

      “Not to find my father,” I say. “I came here to find you.”

      “Insolence!” shouts one of the other angels. “Violation! She is not worthy of setting foot in our domain.”

      “We must have her destroyed,” suggests another. “Her existence is an insult to our kind.”

      “Enough,” interjects Raphael, still watching me—at least, I think he is; it’s hard to tell, since I can’t see his face. “We cannot render judgment without context. You, hybrid,” he says, pointing at me. “How have you come to travel between realms?”

      I swallow. “Michael taught me.”

      “Corruption!” shouts one of the others. “Michael has time and again proven himself unworthy of our mantle. If anyone is to be destroyed, let it be him.”

      “No!” I protest. “Please, I… Michael saved my life. I was dying, and he brought me here to heal me. That was how I figured it out.” I stare up at Raphael, my expression beseeching. “Please,” I repeat. “Don’t punish him for that. At least just hear me out.”

      Raphael watches me for a long moment. “Send for Michael,” he commands the guards at last. “This demands a tribunal.”

      I have no clue what a tribunal is or what the angels plan to do with me. All I can do is wait in silence, aware of their ethereal eyes on me, as one of the guards retreats to find my father. If I’ve fucked this up, then I’ve just sentenced him to death. Possibly myself, as well.

      It feels like an eternity until the doors open again, and the guard strides through with my father at his side. A surge of emotion wells up in me at the sight of him, but as soon as his eyes meet mine, his expression turns distressed. “You shouldn’t have come here,” he says as they push him to a stop beside me.

      “I didn’t have a choice,” I say. “The werebears have arrived. They have dark magic. They’ve brought down the barrier around the Academy. Everything is falling apart.” I swallow the lump in my throat. “They’re going to kill us all. I didn’t know where else to turn.”

      “The squabbles of mortals are not our concern,” says one of the angels. “They made their choice long ago. They have chosen chaos and destruction.”

      “We’re trying to survive,” I protest. “The werebears are the ones that want to wipe us all out!”

      “Ah yes, werebears and werewolves,” quips Raphael. “A war as old as time immemorial. Further proof that humans aren’t the only species capable of destroying one another.” He leans forward. “Tell me, Nyx, can your kind truly consider yourselves above humans, when you make the same mistakes time and again?”

      I press my lips together. I don’t know how to answer him. The war has lasted centuries, since long before the angels turned their backs on the earth. But how much has really changed? How much violence has been perpetuated since?

      “You have no answer,” Raphael responds for me. “I thought as much. Why do you think we left your world behind? Why do you think we fight so hard to keep heretics like your father from inserting themselves into mortal affairs?” He strides down from the dais, extending his fiery, blindingly bright wings. “Because you have shown yourselves to be incapable of change. You are unworthy of our help.”

      “So that’s it, then,” I say, my heart sinking. “You’re not going to do anything.”

      Raphael steps back. “Begone from our realm, Nyx. Idealism is wasted on you.”

      I lower my head, turning away from him as the guard starts to pull me back toward the door… only to be struck by a frustration so strong that I can’t hold back any longer. Wrenching out of the guard’s grasp, I turn back to Raphael. “You want to talk about idealism?” I demand, staring up at him. “Talk to the demons of the Academy. They’re supposed to be the bad guys, right? So why are they the only ones helping the werewolves?”

      One of the guards starts forward, but Raphael holds up a hand, stopping him.

      I curl my hands into fists at my sides. “You angels sit up there on your thrones, playing holier-than-thou, acting like you’re paragons of virtue. Demons—literal demons, wielders of dark magic, your polar opposites in every way—have done more for werewolves than any of you. Hell, for everyone on earth. You know why? Because they believe we can end this war. Maybe not all wars, but this one. And they’ve put their lives on the line to make it happen.” I turn back to Michael, who is watching me with a mixture of concern and awe. “My father,” I say, pointing to him, “believes it too. He saw the good in mortals; that was why he came to earth. And what do you do? You imprison him for it.” I snort, stepping away. “You say we’re not worthy of your help, Raphael. But maybe you’re not worthy of helping us.”

      It’s so quiet in the throne room that you could hear a pin drop, and Raphael is still just watching me. We stand there for several moments, staring each other down, and when he raises his hand, for a moment I’m sure he’s going to smite me where I’m standing. Instead, he simply says, “So be it.”

      Then he touches me on the head, and I’m back at the Academy.

      What’s left of it.
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      All around me is chaos, and Nyx is nowhere to be found. I had to leave my room to avoid being crushed by the rubble when one of the towers came down, but my destroyed living space is the least of my problems right now. Even in the main hall, where most of the weaker Blood Moon wolves are hunkered down in their wolf forms, dust is raining from the ceiling and the screams of people outside are filtering in through the thick walls.

      “This isn’t working,” Addison shouts to me from where she’s standing. We’re still in human form, using our magic to keep the main double doors shut as someone—presumably from Tobias’ strike team—tries to blast their way through.

      “Where are the other Wolf Witches?” I demand, leaning to the side as another chunk of rock falls from the ceiling.

      “Ivy and Charles went out with them to hold off the army,” Addison says, pushing even harder with her wall of magic. “Where’s Nyx?”

      “That’s a long story,” I say, setting my jaw and willing myself not to let my emotions get the better of me. The pack—my pack—needs me to keep my head.

      “Guys!” I whirl around to see Nick, one of the other underclassmen, racing toward us in his wolf form. “What’s happening?”

      “Can’t you see?” Addison demands. “Stop asking stupid questions and help us keep them from breaking down the door!”

      Nick eyes her for a moment and then nods, stepping forward… only for a chunk of the building to come crashing down, burying him before he can even reach the door. Screams go up from the assembled werewolves.

      “We can’t keep this up,” I say, turning to Addison. “I have to go out there.”

      “Go,” my ex says, panting with exertion now. “I can hold it.”

      I eye her for a moment and then nod, pausing long enough to check on Nick before I emerge. He’s lying motionless in the rubble, his neck broken. Pressing my lips together, I straighten up, cloak myself in dark magic, and blast the front door open, sending out a wave of energy.

      The werebears assaulting the entrance are sent reeling back, but not far enough, thanks to their own powers. Soon they’re on top of me again, and it’s all I can do to telekinetically shut the door behind me, already shifting into my wolf form. I send out another surge of energy to push them farther away; their abilities are impressive, but imprecise, and that might be our only saving grace. All around the school grounds, carnage is unfolding: bodies—of demons, werewolves, and werebears—are everywhere. Magic is flying in all directions, and the wounded are struggling to get out of the line of fire. Students are rushing this way and that, hurling magic, some shifted and some not. The werebears who haven’t yet learned dark magic are going toe to toe with the few remaining able-bodied Blood Moon wolves, while the professors do their best to fend off the empowered Black Omen members. And still no sign of Nyx… but I don’t see her among the fallen, which is an indescribable relief.

      “Atlas!” I whirl around to see Quinn, a senior, racing toward me; I don’t realize why until she sails over my head and clamps her jaws onto the neck of the werebear that was getting ready to crush me with its massive paw. Dark magic swirls around it, and it counteracts her magical strength, sending her flying.

      “Shit,” I say, launching a spell at the werebear just as Quinn gets up and charges it again. Our magic might as well be parlor tricks, for all the good it’s doing. Our advantage is gone, and judging by the violence unfolding, we’re fighting a losing battle.

      “How do we take them down?” I yell.

      Quinn doesn’t respond; she’s already biting at the werebear’s flank, but it’s no use. The next thing I see is her being magically thrown again—farther this time—and striking a tree at top speed. She slides to the ground where she lies motionless, and she doesn’t get back up.

      Left to deal with the werebear on my own, I brace myself with a dark magic force field, opting to shift back into human form. As the beast charges, I duck down before springing up, throwing the whole damn thing into the stone wall of the Academy. Others come, ready to break down the door, and I push them back, digging into everything I was taught during my training. One after another, I throw, blast, bite, and tackle them, ignoring the pain and the exhaustion. If the last thing I do is keep them from breaking in and destroying my pack, then so be it. Clenching my jaw, I focus on Nyx—her face, her smile, her laugh—and the promise I made to protect her. That alone is what gives me strength to push through.

      Magnus, one of the other teachers, flies over to me and relieves me with his own wave of dark magic. “Where’s the Master?” I demand.

      “On the other side of the campus,” he says. “We need to reinforce this side.”

      “It’s far too late for that,” comes a new voice.

      I turn to see the enormous white bear, the one who led the charge on my pack, gliding over to us: The man responsible for all of this. The man who imprisoned Nyx. To my surprise, his lapdog, Tobias, is nowhere to be seen.

      “Cassius,” I snarl.

      “You must be Atlas,” he replies. “Nice to finally meet you.” With a roar, he charges me, sending me flying back onto the steps and knocking the wind straight out of me. I see stars, the world spins around me, and I sit up just in time to see Magnus pushing back against him with a barrier of magic, but he’s getting tired. Flagging. We all are.

      Dragging myself to my feet, I prepare to shift, but it’s too late: Cassius charges the force field head-on, augmenting his strength with magic, and it’s no surprise when he breaks through, seizing the exhausted demon in his jaws and thrashing him before tossing his bloody corpse to the ground.

      “You son of a bitch!” I shout, hurling a bolt of dark magic at him. Cassius dodges, but it nearly catches him in the skull.

      I shift into wolf form and lunge for him when a burst of blindingly white light draws my attention—and Cassius’—to my left. It fades out quickly, leaving Nyx standing in its place. She looks stunned as she glances around, clearly disoriented, unaware of the werebear closing on her from behind.

      Just like that, I drop what I was doing, flying over her head to tackle the creature before he can lay one paw on her. Reinvigorated, I throw him off me, whirling around to see Nyx spreading her wings and unleashing a blast of her own magic, which pushes away half a dozen attackers that were moving in on us. Our eyes meet from across the battlefield, and although she shoots me a tame smile, I can read the disappointment on her face: She didn’t get the angels to come.

      “We’re on our own,” she calls to me.

      I grit my teeth and growl, “Figures.”

      She opens her mouth to reply, and then her eyes go wide. “Atlas!” she screams. “Behind you!”

      I turn just in time to see another werebear’s massive form charging straight for me, its lips pulled back from its razor-sharp teeth as he prepares to crush my skull in its jaws. I don’t even have time to react; all I can do is brace myself for an impact that… never comes.

      I open my eyes, and for a moment I can only stare. The werebear is suspended in midair, trapped in a swirling globe of dark magic, but the spellcaster isn’t me, or Ivy, or any of the scouts.

      It’s Tobias.

      He looks like shit: he’s breathing hard, bleeding from a nasty-looking head wound, and he’s trembling from the exertion, but that doesn’t stop him from keeping Cassius contained, despite his own dark magic attacks.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” I shout, as confused as I am exhausted.

      Nyx rushes to my side, encasing the globe of dark magic in another layer of light magic, and I watch as together, she and Tobias hurl the trapped werebear away from the battlefield and into the trees beyond. “Tobias…” she says, breathing hard as the blond turns to look at her. “What is this?”

      “The right thing,” he replies.

      That’s when Cassius strikes him down.
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      I watch, horrified, as the werebear leader slams my former friend to the ground, his claws as sharp as razor blades as he rakes them down Tobias’ body. “Treacherous little worm!”

      “No!” I shout, and this time it’s no bubble that I create: I unleash a wave of blindingly bright light, striking Cassius head-on just as he prepares to make the killing blow. He shouts in pain, closing his eyes in time for Atlas to hit him with a weaker spell, which sends him tumbling to the far end of the field.

      “Nyx,” Atlas says, charging over to me in his wolf form. “Are you okay?”

      But I don’t respond; I’m already dropping to my knees beside Tobias, who’s spitting blood, his breathing shallow. The gashes extend from his neck to his hip, and they’re impossibly deep, too deep to close.

      “Nyx,” he rasps as I touch his shoulder.

      “Stop,” I tell him. “Don’t try to talk. We need to find a healer. Atlas…”

      I turn to look up at my mate, but he’s already shaking his head, his expression grave. “It’s bad,” he says. “Nyx, I don’t know if…”

      “Don’t say that,” I protest, looking from him to Tobias, who just saved his life. “What the fuck were you thinking?” I demand, fighting back the tears I didn’t know I was capable of shedding for the guy who betrayed me.

      “Did it for you,” Tobias says. “Would do it again.” His gray eyes find mine. “I’m sorry, Nyx. For everything. I fucked up with the werebears and I should have saved you then.”

      I shake my head, tears now running down my face. “You can’t go and die on me now. I wanted you to be alive to hate you forever,” I tell him, trying desperately for a joking tone and failing miserably.

      Tobias gives me a weak smile. “Not the perfect end to my story, but I figure…saving your mate…” He sucks in a labored breath. “Not a bad way to go, in the end.”

      “Tobias…”

      “Stay alive,” he implores me, his breathing ragged. “Stop Cassius.” He reaches up to me with an unsteady hand, brushing a strand of hair out of my face. “I always loved you, Nyx. Always will.” Then he drops his arm, and I know even before his eyes close that he’s gone.

      I stare down at him, conflicting emotions crashing down on me as I wipe frantically at my tears.

      “Nyx,” Atlas says gently, putting a hand on my shoulder, “we need to move.”

      As much as I hate to leave his body here, I know Atlas is right. Swallowing, I nod, stand up, and take stock. My blast of magic has scattered the other werebears temporarily, and Cassius is nowhere to be seen—maybe he ran off in search of an easier target.

      Not that it matters; we’re losing the fight, and that’s plain to see. The campus is a battlefield, and all around us are fallen werewolves. More roars, snarls, and shouts of pain trickle over from the other side of the building. Nearby, Charles is shooting spells at a non-empowered werebear, fending off another with a force field that’s quickly flagging. Atlas and I exchange a look before charging over to him and taking down the magic user in a crescendo of light and dark magic. This frees up Charles, who hurls the other attacker into the fence before turning to us. He’s looking even more haggard, with cuts and scratches covering his face. “You’re alive,” he says, breathing heavily.

      “Yes,” I say, “but I don’t know for how much longer.”

      The scout surveys the scene. “We’re outgunned,” he says, wiping blood from his nose. “We may need to consider evacuating.”

      “The Master will never abandon her school,” Atlas says. “And neither will I, as long as my pack is in there.”

      “We might not have much of a—” Charles begins, but he’s cut off by a bolt of magic that throws him clear of us, knocking the wind out of him as a group of magic-wielding werebears close in around us. He struggles to get back to his feet.

      “Get behind me,” Atlas commands.

      “No way,” I reply, instead moving to stand back-to-back with him. “I love you,” I remind Atlas, aware that this might be my last chance to tell him.

      “I love you too, Nyx,” he says. “Never forget it.”

      I raise my hands and spread my wings, ready to make a stand as the new enemies start forward… only for the sound of howling to draw my attention to the forest. As if on cue, from out of the trees emerge dozens of werewolves: Peter, Marie, Anastasia, Sam, my parents… and leading the charge are Sebastian, Claire, and Ivy all in their wolf forms. They plow into the werebear forces, driving them toward the castle, and for a moment I can only stare, my mouth open. Then I come to my senses and unleash a tendril of light magic, striking down the closest enemy so Atlas and I can break free of the circle. Sebastian and Claire work in tandem to take down one of them, while Mom and Dad set in on another. Caught off-guard, the attackers retreat around to the other side of the Academy.

      “Where the hell did you guys come from?” I demand as my former packmates gather around us.

      “I found them on the outskirts,” Ivy explains, sounding out of breath. “They came to help.”

      “It’s true,” Mom says, looking from me to Sebastian.

      “Was this your call?” I ask my former alpha, disbelieving. They came through for us. Even after kicking me out and sending me away, they still came through.

      “Not mine,” Sebastian says, nodding at Claire. “Hers.”

      Claire grins. “Did you really think I was going to let my kid sister get her ass handed to her?”

      I give a breathless laugh. “No. I guess not.” I turn to Sebastian. “She’s rubbing off on you, isn’t she?”

      Sebastian shrugs his broad shoulders. “Let’s just hope I don’t regret this.”

      Ivy surveys the ruins of the castle. “Are we able to evacuate?”

      I shake my head. “There’s no time. You guys have pushed them back, but they’re going to regroup.”

      “Sounds like we got here just in time,” Sebastian remarks, turning to face the rest of the pack. “All right, everyone, get in your defensive formations. We’re sending these bastards back to where they came from!”

      The others howl and snarl in agreement, fanning out just in time to push back against another wave of werebear forces. Atlas and I stand side by side, hurling magic and throwing up barriers in an attempt to support the new forces. They’ve bolstered our numbers, but none of them know dark magic, and never has that been more painfully obvious than now, with the werebears raining darkness down on them from all sides. I watch in horror as one of them tramples my former packmate, Christopher, while another flings Jonas up into the air and sends him crashing back to the ground. As for Sebastian and Claire—

      “Claire!” I shout, telekinetically lifting up the werebear that had its jaws locked onto her flank. She shoots me a look of gratitude as she lunges once more, with Sebastian joining in. The werebear tries to break my light magic with a spell of his own, and my focus falters—just for a split second, but that’s enough for it to burst free, charging Sebastian at top speed.

      He never had a chance.

      “No!” Claire screams, but it’s too late; he’s already been crushed under the massive weight of the thing, its jaws sinking into his neck even as he struggles to push it off.

      With a roar of rage, I slam a blast of light magic down on it, felling it in one swoop, but it’s too late. Not just for Sebastian, but for the rest of us, too. They’ve bought me enough breathing room to fly up and survey the back of the castle, but the Graymoon Pack was never huge, and it’s clear from the carnage on the other side that we’re still outnumbered. The Master is locked in battle with someone from the strike team, sending out waves of dark magic to defend the students that remain, but even she won’t hold out forever. Half the building has caved in, and the part that’s still standing looks unstable. If they reach the foundation, they’ll bring the whole place down on top of the Blood Moon pack.

      “Atlas!” I shout down to him, where he’s in his wolf form alongside Claire and Ivy. “We need to—”

      Then something slams into me in midair, sending me hurtling through space. The world spins, my wings tangle around me, and my grip on my magic dissolves. Next thing I know, I’m falling, just like in my old dream, plunging downward as the ground races up to meet me…

      I clamp my eyes shut, draw on the thought of Atlas below, and shoot back into the sky like a missile of pure light. Righting myself, I turn to see Cassius hovering in the air before me, his eyes burning with rage and evil. “You,” he seethes, spitting blood from his fangs, “have been nothing but a thorn in my side, Nyx.”

      “Good,” I say, and snap a tendril of light magic his way.

      He deflects it lazily with a spell of his own. “You’re losing, Nyx,” he tells me, drifting closer. “Your friends are dead. Your teachers are dead. Do you really want to see the rest of your people die?” He throws up a force field as he advances on me. “It’s not too late. Cut your losses, while you still can.”

      “Thanks,” I say, conjuring a shield of my own, “but I think I’ll take my chances.”

      We charge each other in midair, a werebear and an angel hybrid, and when we clash, we send a rain of sparks pelting down on the world below us. Once, twice, three times we strike each other, and each time is enough to make my ears ring from the impact. I flap my wings in determination and wipe the blood from my face. This is the man who tried to kill me, who cost the lives of so many of my friends, of Sebastian, of Tobias. If taking him down means going down with him, then so be it.

      The fourth time we connect, I don’t pull back, instead leaning into the force of his shield with everything I have. I flap frantically, desperate not to lose ground; if I can just knock him off balance long enough for him to fall…

      I clench my jaw. My muscles are on fire, my breathing is rapid, and my heart is beating frantically in my chest. I dig deep, willing myself not to give him an inch, forcing myself forward, screaming from the exertion, the fear, the rage…

      And that’s when I see it, out of the corner of my eye: The whole sky has lit up. Cassius sees it too, craning his neck to watch as dozens of balls of light begin to appear around us like enormous shooting stars.

      Except they aren’t shooting stars. They’re angels.

      “What the fuck?” the werebear leader shouts as the balls of light begin to take shape, morphing into the humanoid forms of the beings I encountered in the spirit realm. I recognize the blindingly bright forms of the leaders, a formation of seven with Raphael in the lead, but there are others, too: ones I don’t recognize, other, more human looking ones…

      And Michael, my father, is leading the charge.

      “No way,” I breathe, my eyes widening.

      “What is this?” Cassius demands, abandoning his push to move away from the oncoming beings. “What did you do?”

      I don’t reply; I’m too mystified by what’s happening around me. On the ground far below, the fighting has stopped. Everyone, from the werebears to the demons to the Wolf Witches and the werewolves, has frozen and turned their faces to the sky, awestruck by the ethereal spectacle that’s raining down from the heavens.

      Cassius roars in defiance, but I can see the fear in his eyes as Michael comes to a stop behind him, the rest of the tribunal circling around him in a ring of fiery power.

      “Who the hell are you?!” Cassius demands, turning from one to the next. Enraged, he lobs a ball of dark magic at Michael, who destroys it with a simple flick of his hand. His panic growing, he turns to Raphael, who is already moving forward, glowing the brightest of them all. “Stay back!”

      But the lead angel doesn’t reply. He simply extends his arms, and then Cassius is engulfed in a ball of blindingly white light. He screams in agony, flailing this way and that, suspended in midair in a constricting prison of light magic. A moment passes, and then another, and his screams subside, snuffed out like a candle, along with the rest of him, as the light goes out.

      The other angels, my father included, follow suit, raining power down on the werebears below. Just like that, the tide is turning: some put up a fight, shooting rudimentary dark magic at the celestial invaders only to be quickly dispatched. Others see what’s happening and head for the hills. It doesn’t matter. It’s a mass exodus, the werebears fleeing into the forest like a swarm of ants, driven away by forces so powerful, they’re almost incomprehensible. Our allies below can only watch, stunned, and from where I’m hovering, I catch Atlas’s eyes, which have gone wide with awe and admiration.

      Within minutes, the campus has gone quiet, all sounds of battle receding into the surrounding forest. I run a hand through my hair, hardly daring to believe it, and when I turn back to Raphael and my father, I’m half-expecting there to be some catch. “You came,” I say. It’s a stupid statement, but I’m too dumbfounded to say anything else.

      “We came,” Michael echoes.

      “But why?” I ask, looking from him to the leader. “I thought…”

      “Perhaps,” Raphael says slowly, his voice booming out over the campus, “we were mistaken.”

      “You…” I swallow, shaking my head. “I…”

      “It is not often that a mortal speaks to us the way you did.” Raphael moves toward me. “Your lack of propriety is rivaled only by your stubborn belief in your own kind… and that,” he says, “is worthy of respect.”

      I clear my throat. “I, ah… I guess now’s a good time to take back some of that ‘holier-than-thou’ stuff, huh?”

      Raphael doesn’t laugh. “Consider this your warning, mortal,” he says. “We have given you a chance to make good on your idealism. Do not waste it.”

      I steal a glance down at the bystanders, who are watching in wide-eyed silence. Master Ombres stands among them, her leathery wings twitching in curiosity and trepidation. Atlas stands beside her, his eyes never leaving me. “I will,” I say finally, turning back to Raphael. “Mortals aren’t a lost cause, Raphael, and I’m going to prove it to you. We all are. You have my word.”

      The angel makes a low rumbling noise, sizing me up, as if trying to gauge whether I really mean it. I stare back at him, unflinching despite his bright glow. “We shall see,” he says finally. “Tread carefully, Nyx. We will not meet again.” And with that, he gestures to his followers before lifting up once more. One by one, they form a line, and one by one, they disappear back into the heavens, blinking out in little bursts of light as they cross out of our world as easily as they came.

      Before long, the only one left is Michael, his wings flapping idly as he watches the others disappear. At last he turns to me. “Did you talk him into this?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “No, Nyx. You did.”

      I rub the back of my head. “He sure has an odd way of responding to insults.”

      “You may be the first mortal in history who’s ever spoken to an angel like that,” my father says. “Nobody has ever told them off before.”

      I duck my head. “I just said what I was feeling.”

      “Well, it worked.” My father approaches me. “I couldn’t be more proud of you, Nyx.” He glances back up at the sky. “It’s… a shame that I can’t stay.”

      “So you’re going back then,” I say.

      My father nods. “You may have ushered in a new era, Nyx,” he says. “You’ve made the angels rethink their isolation. They will grow curious in the coming days, and when they decide to reenter the mortal world, they will need guidance. Someone who understands earth.”

      “Someone like you, you mean.”

      “Indeed.”

      “I…” I swallow, suddenly choked up. “I’m sorry I won’t get to see you more.”

      Michael moves forward, pulling me into an embrace. “You will,” he says. “I’ll be watching, Nyx. You’re not alone—you never were.” When he draws back, his face is lit up with love and pride. “You know how to find me.”

      I nod, wiping the tears from my eyes and smiling back at him. “So… until next time?”

      “Until next time,” Michael affirms. “Goodbye for now, Nyx.”

      I embrace him tightly once more before pulling back, watching as he takes on his own light form and follows the others back to the spirit realm. Before his vessel vanishes, however, he glances back down at me. I lift my hand to him, nodding in understanding.

      Then he’s fading out, disappearing from my life once more, but my smile doesn’t vanish. I’ll see him again. I know it.
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      And, as they so often do, things move on. While once life at the Academy felt like it moved too fast, like we were so caught up in the war that we were losing ourselves in the process, now the world seems to have slowed to a crawl, and not even the substantial efforts to rebuild what was lost can completely counter it.

      Not that I’m complaining or anything.

      I’m standing in the training yard amidst dozens of other students, and the air is crackling with nervous energy. The surviving instructors are standing in front of us, their expressions ranging from curious to proud, and at the head of the line is Master Ombres, by now fully recovered from her injuries. The herd has thinned significantly, and not just because we lost so many people. The remains of the Blood Moon Pack have returned to their encampment to circle the wagons, and the few remaining werebears from Cassius’ army have scattered. Without organized leadership, they pose less of a threat, but the ones wielding dark magic still need to be tracked down. I wish I could say the battle for the campus was the end of it, that we were able to take them down in one epic fell swoop, but perfect endings are for fairy tales. Tobias taught me that much.

      “Are you nervous?” Atlas asks, slipping his arm around my waist.

      “Shitting bricks,” I reply. “This is as bad as my Mating Day.”

      “Except you have a mate this time,” Ivy points out. “You saved the Academy, Nyx. You’re going to be fine.”

      “We saved it,” I correct her, turning to look at Addison, who’s standing next to her mentee. “All of us.”

      “Okay, okay,” Addison says, waving her hand in my direction as she fights a smile. Maybe we might even be friends. Maybe. “Enough with the sappy stuff.”

      “You mean you don’t want me to give a rousing speech when I accept my assignment?” I ask, feigning a gasp. “And here I was expecting a standing ovation.”

      Addison snorts, but her expression is soft.

      “Your snark is, as always, appreciated,” Atlas murmurs, embracing me from behind as he presses his lips to my neck. “You’re going to do great.”

      “Don’t jinx it,” I warn him, laughing, but can’t resist turning to press my lips to his. 

      “So, Ivy,” Atlas says, resting his chin on my shoulder, “when are you seeing Elise? We still owe her for the ride she gave us.”

      Ivy swallows. “I guess that depends on where they send me, and how strictly they follow the Traditions.”

      “That’s always the question, isn’t it?” I say, my eyes drifting over to the spectators seated behind the instructors. All the packs who will be assigned Wolf Witches today are represented, including, for the first time, the Graymoon Pack. Claire is the new alpha in the aftermath of Sebastian’s death, and although she looks a little nervous under the scrutiny of the crowd, I’m sure she’ll grow into it. My parents are also here, and as Master Ombres holds up a hand to silence the crowd, I catch my mom’s eye in the stands. She offers me a knowing smile. We have a lot to discuss, she and I, and Michael said he would be waiting for me in the spirit realm. It’s not perfect, but maybe it doesn’t have to be.

      “Thank you all for being here for today’s guardianship ceremony,” Master Ombres says, her voice magically amplified, booming out across the field. “It’s tragic to have to meet under such circumstances, but this is also a chance to celebrate our survival. We have lost many, but their sacrifice was not in vain; we have defeated the Black Omen and can look ahead to a new age for werewolves.” Her tone turns somber. “However, now is not the time to become complacent. Werebears remain, as do other lycanthropes, who may use this power vacuum to their advantage. Wolf Witches are still needed, and I thank all the alphas present for choosing the future of our kind over the restraints of the Traditions. Let us take a moment to honor the fallen, who gave their lives to protect the Academy…”

      We bow our heads as she begins to list the names of the dead: Quinn, Nick, Magnus, so many of the scouts, and dozens of names I don’t know. Atlas’s arms tighten subconsciously around me, and I can tell he’s reflecting on how close he came to losing me. When Master Ombres reaches the end of her list, she hesitates for a moment before adding Tobias’ name, and I catch myself fighting tears. For all the terrible things he did, there was always some good left in him, and he paid the ultimate price to help undo the damage he caused. I hope, wherever he is now, that he’s found redemption.

      “Now, let us commence the guardian assignment,” Master Ombres continues. “The newly-minted Wolf Witches assigned to these packs as guardians have been specially chosen by the faculty for their courage, tenacity, and strength in the face of the werebear threat. May they continue to put their skills to use in defense of their new packs.”

      One by one, the graduating Wolf Witches are called forward, and one by one, they’re given their assignments. There are only about ten of us in all, and it feels like the end of an era as they move to stand beside their new alphas. I can’t help but think back to Mating Day, almost a year ago now, and the uncertainty I felt as I watched the rest of my packmates pair up. How much have things changed since then? How much have I changed? Despite my newfound power and the end of the werebear war, so much of the road ahead is unclear. With Atlas leading the Blood Moon pack, there’s no knowing if I’ll even see him again. I could be sent anywhere. My throat thickens as I tell myself it’s not going to happen, but I can’t believe it. If there’s one thing I’ve learned this past year, it’s that nothing is certain.

      I watch as Addison is called up. “Addison Brighton,” Master Ombres says, “you will be sent to the Harvest Moon Pack, under the alpha Cicero.”

      Addison recites the oath before moving to join the remains of Tobias’ pack. They were hit hard by the werebears, but if anyone can get them back into fighting shape, it’s Addison. 

      Ivy is next. “You’ve got this,” I tell her, and although she smiles, I can see the trepidation in her eyes as she goes to meet the Master. She’s not the only one whose relationship is at risk here.

      “You will be sent to the Graymoon Pack,” Master Ombres says, “under the new alpha, Claire. May you protect and serve your charges with everything you have.”

      The relief on my friend’s face is palpable, and as the crowd applauds, I could practically jump up and down in excitement. Claire has shown she’s willing to buck the Traditions, and I’ve never known my sister to lead with an iron fist. Ivy will do great; I have no doubt.

      Soon enough, only me and Atlas are left.

      “Atlas,” Master Ombres calls.

      Atlas gives my hand a reassuring squeeze before pulling away to join the Master. “You’ve shown great initiative and undaunted focus,” she tells him. “You are easily one of the best students this school has ever seen, which is why your situation is so… unusual.”

      “Yes, Master,” Atlas acknowledges. “I know.”

      “That said,” she continues, “your pack’s desire to have you back as alpha speaks for itself. May you help them rebuild to their former glory.”

      “I intend to,” Atlas says without hesitation. “Under my guidance, the Blood Moon Pack will regain its strength, free from the oppression of the Traditions.”

      He bows his head in deference before moving to stand among the other alphas; he’ll have his own initiation ceremony when he rejoins his pack, but he has the Academy’s blessing, and that’s the most important thing. As he retreats, his green eyes meet mine from across the field. Even at this distance, I can feel the spark pass between us.

      “Last but not least,” Master Ombres says, “Nyx. Please step forward.”

      This is it. I swallow hard, my heart hammering in my chest as I make my way to the front of the field. Adrenaline surges through me, and I realize my palms have gone clammy. 

      Master Ombres gives me a knowing smile. “You’re the first Wolf Witch to pass through these doors without ever performing an act of dark magic,” she tells me. “An angel in an academy run by demons. What will befall us next?”

      I can only shrug my shoulders, falling back on bad jokes. “Kids these days, right?”

      The Master chuckles, as do more than one of the assembled werewolves. “Indeed,” she says. “All jokes aside, Nyx, you have proven yourself worthy of the honor of being a Wolf Witch. You brought the angels to us and turned the tide of battle. Your light magic has changed everything for us—and I have no doubt it will change everything for your new pack as well. Without further ado, the time has come to assign you to your alpha…” She smiles. “And our placement for you should come as no surprise. Nyx, you will be sent to the Blood Moon pack,. the jewel in the crown of wolf shifter kind, under the alpha Atlas as his mate and the new alpha female. Do you swear to uphold your duties as a Wolf Witch to maintain order, protect your pack, and serve the good of our species?”

      She could be asking me for anything—I’m too over the moon to do anything but nod, my grin large enough to split my face. “I do.”

      “Then as Master of this Academy, I hereby declare you a Wolf Witch. May you protect your pack with the courage and power you have demonstrated here.”

      The crowd erupts into applause, and even though I was only joking about the standing ovation, that doesn’t stop them from giving me one.
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      The afterparty is something else, and not even the ruined building is enough to stop us from celebrating in the field when the ceremony closes. The relief—and excitement—are palpable, and I can only embrace Atlas as he and I move to join my family.

      “Congratulations, Nyx,” Claire says, pulling me into a hug. “You’re going to kill it.”

      “Poor choice of words,” I admonish her. “But… I hope so.”

      “That’s what I keep telling her,” Ivy says, laughing. “Maybe one of these days you’ll believe it, Nyx.”

      “We couldn’t be more proud of you,” Dad tells me, exchanging a look with Mom as they turn to Atlas. “And you, Atlas.”

      “Glad I’ve made a good first impression,” Atlas remarks, shaking each of my parents’ hands.

      You have,” Mom tells him. “Our daughter couldn’t have chosen a better mate.”

      Atlas chuckles, pressing a kiss to the top of my head as he pulls me against him. “I couldn’t have chosen a better mate.”

      “You two are already legends back home,” Claire tells us. “Everyone’s speculating about what you’ll do now that you’ve graduated.”

      I crane my neck to look up at Atlas, whose green eyes meet mine. The love in them is enough to make me go weak in the knees. “I don’t know,” I reply, but for the first time that I can remember, that doesn’t bother me. We’ll be together, and that’s what counts—-we’ll figure the rest out along the way. And as I turn to look back at the remains of the Academy, already in the process of being rebuilt, it occurs to me that maybe an uncertain future isn’t so bad after all.

      It’s not a perfect happy ending, but it’s ours. In the end, that’s all that matters.
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        Thank you for reading Lux Wolf!  Look out for more series coming soon, maybe based in this world! <3

        Please continue reading for a small excerpt of Supernatural Shifter Academy also written by us!
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      Sometimes when I look into the light of the sun, I can only see the shadows around the edges, waiting for their chance to smother what brightness is holding them back.

      But looking up at the sky, as I make my way down the sloping drive, I can only see big black thunderstorms forming on the horizon. I’m only just past the top of the hill on Bowery Street, and considering how quickly the weather is going sour, the odds of getting home before it starts to rain are slim to none.

      “Damn,” I mutter, pulling my backpack up higher on my shoulders and shaking my head. It’s times like these when I really wish Central High’s bus route included my neighborhood. Well, our neighborhood. Their neighborhood. Whoever’s neighborhood it is, it’s too far outside the city center for the school bus to reach, and since I don’t have a car, I’m what some might call shit out of luck. Normally I don’t mind the long walk home—in fact, I usually enjoy it. It’s a chance to listen to some music, stretch my legs after eight hours of sitting at a desk, and, most importantly, it means less time spent around Mark. When the weather’s bad, though…

      Kicking myself for not thinking to bring an umbrella, I continue down the road, hoping I’ll get lucky and not end up soaked by the time I reach the house. Doubtful. All I can reasonably do at this point is try not to get water all over the front entryway and pray that Mark won’t be in one of his moods when I get in. I can practically hear him snapping at me already, slurring his words as he gestures at me with an empty beer bottle: Damn it, Millie! You couldn’t even dry off before getting mud all over the front porch? What’s wrong with you, huh?

      I shake my head, feeling the first raindrop plop down on my shoulder like a warning. Yeah, I know, I think. It feels like I’m on my way to the gallows.

      Okay, maybe that’s a little overdramatic. But not by much. I’ve been living with my most recent foster parents, Mark and Tonya Stone, for going on a year now, and things haven’t been peachy. It’s not like I’m not used to bad foster family situations--in fact, that’s basically all I’ve ever known, with a few exceptions. It’s like the start of every fantasy story I’ve ever read: a baby girl, abandoned at the hospital when she was born by parents she never knew, drifting from one abominable living situation to another and wondering why she was put on this planet. Except if this was really a fantasy story, a fairy godmother would have appeared at my bedroom window a long time ago to whisk me away on some whimsical adventure.

      Instead, the only things that have ever appeared at my bedroom window are the eggs thrown by neighborhood pranksters and the occasional crow.

      It hasn’t been all bad, though; I think as the ground levels out beneath my feet. The raindrops are coming more frequently now, and I see the horizon light up briefly with the flash of lightning. Mollie, the foster mother I lived with from when I was nine to when I was eleven, was easily my favorite of the bunch. Mollie, I remember her saying when she first introduced herself. It’s only one letter away from your name, Millie. It’s like it was meant to be.

      And for a while, I almost believed it. With Mollie, I actually felt like I had a home, not just a place to stay. She showed me how to cook, let me watch her TV programs with her, and actually seemed interested in me as a person, not just a source of government-provided income. She even gave me a necklace—a little sterling silver pendant in the shape of a crescent moon—that I had worn until the clasp broke. Now I keep it tucked into the worn combat boots that I wear every day, no matter the weather. If I can’t wear it, then at least I can keep it—like a good luck charm, or something.

      But, as I’ve been forced to learn again and again as I’m passed from one set of strangers to another, nothing good is meant to last. The economy took a hit, Mollie had to close down her bakery, and it was determined that she was no longer fit to support me. So off I was packed, to a new family, a new set of introductions, and a new set of disappointments. Rinse and repeat.

      With every good thing in my life, shadows seep into the edges and make it impossible to stay good for long.

      As I turn off the main road and into Mark and Tonya’s neighborhood, I remind myself to stop ruminating. What has that ever gotten me, other than resentment? Feeling the reassuring pressure of Mollie’s necklace against my ankle, I speed up a little, motivated to at least minimize my time outside in the rapidly increasing downpour. Once I get home, I’ll have to finish my trigonometry homework, as well as work on the English paper that’s due this coming Monday.

      It’s as I’m contemplating my schoolwork that I’m hit with an increasingly familiar new wave of anxiety. I turned eighteen last month, which means that not only am I in my last year of high school, but my days in the foster care system are numbered. One would think I would be happy to be finishing the endless cycle of lousy living situations, and I am, but I’m not blind to what this next transition will mean: I’ll be on my own, for better or worse. And given my luck so far, my money’s on worse. I’m going to have to decide what to do about university, about getting a job, finding a place to live… the training wheels are coming off, and I’m in no way prepared for it.

      I guess that’s something every foster kid has to face, I reason, feeling the raindrops now pelting down on me. I lift my backpack and hold it above my head like a shield, aware that my papers are going to get wet but hardly caring at this point. But not every foster kid has had as hard of a go of it as I have. I know I’m just feeling sorry for myself, but it’s almost impossible not to.

      The truth is that I’ve never really felt at home anywhere, with the exception of those two wonderful years with Mollie. No matter where I go or who I live with, I’ve never really felt a sense of belonging. I’ve made friends here and there, but by the time I’m ever really starting to find a niche in one place, it’s time to pick up and move somewhere else. It’s like my life has never really begun, leaving me with a lingering sense of emptiness and dissatisfaction everywhere I go.

      By now, my blonde hair is beginning to dampen, and I pick up my pace, practically jogging now in a desperate attempt to stay dry. That’s enough chewing the cud, I tell myself. Just take things one day at a time. That’s all you can manage. By the time I reach Mark and Tonya’s old, single-story house, I’m thoroughly soaked and shivering. Like a lost kitten… or something. It takes me a minute to fumble my house key out of my dripping backpack, but eventually I get the front door open, pausing on the threshold like one wrong move will set off an explosion.

      And for all I know, it will.

      “Tonya, honey, is that you?” I can hear Mark’s voice coming from the kitchen. Good. If I’m lucky, I can get down to my basement room and change my clothes before he’s any the wiser.

      “It’s me, Mark,” I call back, hoping my tone comes across as jovial and unbothered.

      “Hmph,” he says, and then goes quiet. Judging from the sound of his voice, he’s been hitting the bottle for at least an hour already. Ever since losing his job at the factory on the other side of town, he’s been taking full advantage of the unemployment checks and letting Tonya put food on the table by herself.

      Tonya, a mousy woman who probably won’t ever have the gumption to divorce her deadbeat husband, pulls odd hours at the diner down the street to support his drinking habit. Funny how they should take me away from someone like Mollie and then stay silent when I end up in a legitimately dysfunctional living situation. But what do I know, right?

      I manage to slip out of the entryway and down the basement stairs, doing my best not to drip water on the grimy linoleum floor. The basement is half-finished, with a pull-out couch serving as a bed and my meager possessions all crammed into the closet by the back wall. It’s more or less a glorified storage area, but at least nobody comes down here to bother me. Down here, I can re-read my worn copies of Narnia, the Harry Potter series, and yes, even Twilight, in peace, daydreaming about being swept away into a life full of purpose and magic, where tragedy and boredom were always just the precursors to a grand new adventure.

      The grimy mirror on the back of the door makes me pause, looking at my blonde wet hair falling around my shoulders, dripping rainwater onto my drenched clothes. My very dark blue eyes stare back at me, daunting me with how much they look like the very water that smothers my clothes. Not for the first time, I wonder what my parents looked like. Do I look like my mother or father? Or neither of them.

      But the mirror doesn’t have answers for me. Of course it doesn’t. No one does.

      I’m just pulling on a dry sweater when Mark’s gravelly voice shatters the silence into a million pieces. “Millie, what the hell?!”

      My eyes go wide. “Yeah, Mark? What’s wrong?”

      “Get up here,” he yells, and even from down here I can hear the alcohol in his voice. Swallowing hard and bracing myself for the worst, I pad back up the basement stairs to find Mark standing in the entryway. His hulking figure makes me feel even smaller than I normally do, and with his shoulders hunched, his beer gut sagging over the top of his trousers, he looks more like a troll than ever before. “What the fuck is this?” he demands, pointing down at the floor by the welcome mat.

      “What…?” I begin, taking a step closer, and then I see it. A set of streaky, damp boot prints leading to the basement door. Shit. Why the hell didn’t I take my shoes off?! “Oh,” I say, blanching as I turn to look at him again. “I, uh… I’m sorry. It’s pouring outside.”

      “Yeah?” Mark rounds on me, his bloodshot eyes flashing. “Is that right? And why the hell didn’t you think about that before you went and got mud all over the floor?”

      “I’m sorry,” I repeat, inching back as he takes a step toward me. “I’ll clean it up. I didn’t even think about it—”

      “Of course you didn’t, because you don’t think, period,” Mark says, swaying slightly on his feet, and I can smell the stench of booze coming off him. Not beer this time, either. Something heavier. Whiskey, maybe. And there’s something in his voice that floods me with unease. Have I ever seen him this drunk before? “Sometimes I wonder why the hell we’re even keeping you,” Mark continues, running a hand through his thinning hair. “I mean, you’re useless, do you know that? We spend all this time and money providing for you, and what do we get?” He advances on me, making my heart jump to my ears. The unease is turning into full-blown fear. “Nothing,” he finishes. “That’s what.”

      “Mark,” I say, my voice coming out embarrassingly small, “please… I’m sorry. Really. I’ll—”

      “Did I say you could talk?” he roars, and then he does something I’ve never seen him do before, no matter how drunk he’s been. He takes a swing at me. It’s sloppy and uncoordinated, and I’m able to duck out of the way. His fist connects with the wall, and he roars in pain. “You little…” he begins, winding up to throw another punch.

      Where’s Tonya? She won’t be back until dinner time, at the earliest. It occurs to me that he could do whatever he wanted to me right now, and no one would be the wiser.

      He’s going to hurt me, I think, heart thundering as I continue to back up. He’s actually going to hurt me.

      In that instant, with that realization, I feel something strange welling up in the pit of my stomach, something cool and insistent—a feeling I’ve never experienced before. For a moment it’s enough to draw my attention away from Mark, away from school, away from everything. The novelty of it makes me wonder if this is how newborn babies feel.

      I can feel something in me waking up, something I couldn’t put my finger on even if I tried. And one thing becomes clear to me, a truth I think I’ve known for a long time but was unable—or unwilling—to face until now.

      I need to get out of here.

      

      Click here to read more…
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