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        Dance in the rain with your shadows.

      

      

      

      
        
        For those who embrace their shadows, may this book offer the peace you need to welcome the night. In moments when darkness seems endless, sorrow overwhelms you, and the heart can barely endure another day, I hope this story will bring you comfort and the realization that you don’t have to flee from the darkness. It isn’t just a representation of the depth of your struggles, but also the magnitude of your strength, because sometimes, we truly find ourselves in the dark.

      

      

      

      
        
        When the light has faded, and all that remains is the force of our will, remember that the deepest calm doesn’t lie beyond the struggle, but within it.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Content Warning

          

        

      

    

    
      Hello, my daring readers!

      

      This book delves into intense, dark themes that may not be suitable for everyone. Frankie, our protagonist, has a traumatic past filled with experiences that are vividly recounted, though some aspects remain deliberately ambiguous. Please prioritize your mental and emotional well-being and consider skipping this book if you find such content disturbing.

      This series is not for those who shy away from unconventional relationships and themes, including reverse harem, polyamory, sword crossing, profanity, or violence.

      Additionally, this isn’t your typical paranormal romance. Frankie is unique in her ability to shift shadows, a skill tied to the mysterious rules of the shadow realm, which she must navigate entirely by her own volition. Throughout the first book, Frankie tries to leave her violent past behind, focusing instead on love and academia, but not everything is as it seems.

      

      Trilogy Overview:

      Frankie’s journey spans a trilogy, with each of the first two books ending on a cliffhanger. For those eager to discover what happens next, consider joining my reader groups, beta team, or ARC team.

      Specific Content Warnings:

      - Abuse and Abusive Relationships

      - Alcohol Use and Alcoholism

      - Anxiety

      - Assault and Attempted Murder

      - BDSM

      - Blood Depictions

      - Bullying

      - Child Abuse (Referenced from Frankie’s Past)

      - CNC

      - Emotional Abuse

      - Kidnapping

      - Mental Health Issues

      - Murder

      - Physical Abuse

      - Prostitution (Memories of Frankie’s Past)

      - Rape (Implied)

      - Sexual Abuse, Assault, and Harassment

      - Explicit Sexual Content

      - Slut Shaming

      - Starvation

      - Profanity

      

      End Note: 

      Frankie’s story will have a happy ending, but the journey is filled with challenges. If you’re new here, brace yourself for a wild ride, and remember, you’re not alone in wanting to uncover the mysteries ahead.

      Thank you for your attention to this warning, and take care.

      Elle

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Blurb

          

        

      

    

    
      Good Girls Don’t Cry

      The shadows have always been my refuge. My protection. My weapon.

      But at Shadow Locke University, they’re something else entirely—they’re alive, and they’re hungry for more than just the darkness I command.

      I should be focusing on my scholarship and keeping my head down. Instead, I’m caught in a dangerous game of secrets and power with four men who threaten everything I’ve built:

      Leo, the golden-boy rugby captain whose charm hides ancient power

      Matteo, my shadow-eyed protector who watches me like a predator

      Bishop, my ex-lover turned professor who still sets my blood on fire

      Dorian, the cold genius whose family curse binds him to my fate

      I thought I was dangerous before. But as my powers grow stronger and a lunar eclipse approaches, I’m discovering that the real threat isn’t the darkness inside me—it’s the secrets these men keep. Secrets about who I really am. What I’m capable of. And why the shadows sing when I command them.

      They say good girls don’t cry. But at Shadow Locke University, even tears can be deadly.

      Perfect for fans of dark academia, morally grey characters, and slow-burn reverse harem romance.
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      When shadows bleed and veils decay,

      Two souls torn shall find their way.

      Born where light and darkness meet,

      Twins divided, now must complete.

      

      One in light, though spirit scarred,

      Behind white walls and crystal barred.

      Eyes that pierce through darkest lies,

      Holding truths of severed ties.

      

      One in shadow, battle-worn,

      Through countless homes and hearts now torn.

      Wielding darkness as her shield,

      Ancient powers forced to yield.

      

      Together face the beast of old,

      Whose secrets left their blood runs cold.

      For in their scars and shared pain lies,

      The power that will cleanse the skies.

      

      Through blood and grief and bonds of steel,

      The realms’ deep wounds begin to heal.

      With sigils carved in flesh and bone,

      They’ll pay the price to claim their throne.

      

      When eclipse devours day’s last breath,

      And shadows dance between life and death,

      Their powers merge in sacrifice sweet,

      As light and dark at last complete.

      

      With pack bonds forged through pain and love,

      And ancient magic sung above,

      The truth in broken hearts shall dwell,

      Till balance tolls its final knell.

    

  







            Prologue

          

          

      

    

    






Frankie

        

      

    

    
      I’m dead inside.

      Shadows cling to my flesh—not just figurative ones, but real, palpable darkness that responds to the dysphoria within my soul.

      A void has taken root where a once vibrant soul danced with the light.

      I recall, with a bittersweet ache, those days when my heart swelled with an uncontainable love, and tears would well in my eyes at the sight of joyous reunions—those heartwarming scenes of loyal dogs greeting their owners, or battle-weary soldiers returning to the open arms of their children. I cherished such tender and raw moments with a fervor I never dared admit aloud.

      The aroma of spring flowers and laughter of children playing in the park, which used to lift my spirits, now seem like distant echoes of a life once lived, and I can say I hated those moments, but I didn’t. I loved every simpering second of it.

      Now, though, all these years later, I despise the girl I was, with her naïve heart and hopeful dreams. Her smiles, once the embodiment of her innocence, now seem like illusions, her truths as elusive as shadows, and her tears... those tears that once spoke of a heart too full, now only serve as a reminder of the depths to which she—no, I have fallen.

      I loathe her with every fiber of my soulless existence, because she represents a past filled with foolish hopes and unguarded emotions.

      I hate her. I hate every smile she wore like a shield, every lie she swung like a sword, and every goddamn tear she cried.

      I fucking hate her.

      These bitter thoughts claw at me as I perch on a sticky barstool in some nameless downtown dive. The air is thick with cigarette smoke and desperation, punctuated by the clink of glasses and murmured conversations. It’s a haven for lost souls and predators alike—and tonight, I’m hunting those who hurt others.

      The man at the bar has a sleazy grin and predatory gaze that marks him as my prey. I watch from my darkened corner as he dumps a small packet into his companion’s drink while she’s distracted. She returns, red lipstick smeared and smiling, reaching for the glass. My stomach twists—not for him, but for her.

      Move, Frankie.

      Swallowing my fear, I slide off my stool, pretending to stumble over to them. My steps are confident as my body sways right into them, knocking the drink over.

      “I am so sorry,” I slur as I fall into his lap and blink up at him. I press a palm against his chest, giggling and biting my lip. Hook, line, and sinker.

      “Are you kidding me?” Red Lipstick exclaims, her voice a mix of frustration and concern. She dabs at her dress with a cocktail napkin, then meets my gaze with unexpected kindness. “Hey, are you okay? You seem off.” She hesitates, glancing between me and the man before deciding. “I should go clean up. Be careful, alright?” She rushes off to clean herself up. She can call me whatever she wants. I’m saving her from a fate worse than death.

      Trust me, I know.

      Darkness swells around me, and a gruff voice murmurs to me that everything is going to be okay. I just need to relax. Swallowing bile as I push the memories away, I push off from him—only he holds on to me, his touch gentle despite his earlier actions.

      So fucking predictable.

      “Come on, let me get you home,” he says, sweeping my hair off my forehead. I give him a watery smile, one I don’t have to fake, not completely.

      “Really?” I hiccup.

      “Yeah, sweetheart.” He lifts me up, setting me on my feet. I sway into him, letting out a giggle.

      They always do.

      Tossing a few bills on the bar, he steers me to the parking lot with a palm on my lower back. He even feels wrong. He looks like a gentleman to the rest of the world, but through the years, I’ve uncovered his kind. They all feel the same—like an oil spill in fresh water.

      “Where do you live, honey?” He pauses just outside the bar.

      “Just a block over.” I hiccup as I give him a half-truth. He doesn’t need to know that my home is my Jeep. I point to an alleyway I scoped out earlier. It’s dark, desolate, and isolated—the perfect spot for a perfect crime.

      “I’ll walk you.”

      I just bet you will. “Thanks.” I hang onto him as we walk.

      “What’s your name, kitten?” His grip tightens possessively.

      “Josie.” The lie drips from my tongue like honey, and he swallows it whole.

      Around the corner, his gentleman’s facade cracks. He slams me against the alley wall, hand over my mouth, thigh forcing between my legs. His cologne fails to mask the whiskey on his breath as he leans close. “A girl like you... you remind me of someone. Someone who got away.” His voice wavers between menace and nostalgia. “I can’t let that happen again.”

      I give an appropriate little whimper, pushing tears out of my eyes.

      “Shh, it’s okay, baby. I’ll take good care of you.” He grips my hip hard, and this time, the whimper is real.

      Do they all get the same playbook?

      When his fingers dip under my skirt, it’s the sign I need to make my move.

      The shadows have been with me since the night I ran from the orphanage, coalescing like a protective cocoon. Perhaps that’s why they’re as dark and cold as the trauma that birthed them. I used to think I was crazy, seeing things that weren’t there, but you can’t hallucinate the way they respond to my needs, the way they feel like extensions of my own body. My best guess is some genetic mutation, triggered by trauma—nature’s way of making sure I’d never be helpless again. They rise now, peeling off the sticky alley walls to wrap around his hands.

      “Fuck, I want to savor you.” He groans, his hands everywhere, greedy and entitled.

      Please. No. Stop.

      The words echo from my past, but I’m not that helpless girl anymore. I lock eyes with him, letting him see the void within me. “My turn,” I whisper, and unleash the darkness.

      “What the hell?”

      I lash out with a shadow, wrapping it around his mouth. “Shhh.” I crouch down and crawl over him. “No talking.”

      He whimpers just as I did moments ago.

      My shadows grow until they form two giant black wolves on either side of me.

      He begins to cry. It’s cute, especially when he shakes his head back and forth. If he could talk, I bet he’d be pleading for his life.

      Good boys cry like the little bitches they are, and damn me to hell, but I love listening to their whimpers and tasting their tears.

      “It’s okay. It won’t hurt,” I promise him, even though I don’t know if it hurts or not.

      I push him down into the puddle of darkness my body casts—the shadow of myself—and he falls into it, the ground eating him alive.

      It’s almost too easy.

      Slowly, I get to my feet and brush my hands off on my pants before letting them drop to the wolves at my side. “Come on, let’s go home.” I urge them forward.

      I feel nothing as we walk away, and not a single ounce of evidence of what just occurred exists. My shadow eats it all.

      “You guys were hungry tonight,” I whisper as I run my hands through their dark fur. Even now, their softness surprises me.

      I should name them.

      One looks up, his red eyes full of excitement before he takes off toward my Jeep, only to hop around as he waits for me. I don’t let them out often. Hell, I don’t even know where they actually come from, but I do know they are mine, and I am theirs.

      It’s been us against the world for five years now.

      As I approach my Jeep, a glint of white under the windshield wiper catches my eye. For a moment, I’m transported back to last month, filling out college applications in a 24-hour diner, daring to hope for a different future. I pull the envelope free, my heart racing as I recognize the bold letterhead—Shadow Locke University.

      The silence in the alleyway feels even more profound as the shadows momentarily freeze around me. The letter feels heavy in my hands, a tangible link to a world so different from the dark corners I’ve inhabited.

      

      Francesca Vale,

      On behalf of Shadow Locke University, I am thrilled to extend to you an offer of admission to the Bachelor of Science program in cybersecurity for the upcoming fall semester…

      

      My mind races back to the girl I once was, who was full of dreams and untouched by shadows. Could this be a path back to her? Or perhaps a way forward, to meld my dark gifts with something like a normal life?

      I only have a GED, obtained in a blur of determination just a month ago. Could I dare to hope for more?

      With my wolves at my side, I trace the university’s embossed logo, a world away from this grimy alley. “A fresh start,” I whisper, the words foreign on my tongue. My wolves cock their heads, red eyes gleaming.

      Two paths stretch before me. One littered with the bodies of men like tonight’s prey, the other leading to lecture halls and false promises of normalcy. But the darkness is a part of me now. “Well, boys, looks like we’re going to college. Let’s see what monsters we find there—and what kind of monster I become.”
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            Frankie

          

        

      

    

    
      2 Years Later

      

      “Get the fuck up and get out.” Marcus’s voice grates like sandpaper, punctuated by a sharp jab to my kidney.

      “Fucking hell.” I swat his hand away, suppressing the urge to break his fingers—not just for me, but for every silent plea I’ve witnessed in this place. The air crackles with restrained fury. “I’m up.”

      “From here, it looks like you aren’t up.” His voice is part sneer, part nails on a chalkboard, but equal parts vindictive. He’s only waking me up and forcing me out because summer is ending, and he’s sick of me.

      That makes the two of us, Marcus.

      The shelter’s couch groans beneath me, threadbare fabric reeking of old sweat and faded fears.

      “Are you hungover?” His faux concern drips with disdain.

      “No.” Yes. I rub crusty eyes and an empty stomach.

      “You smell like whiskey and bad decisions.”

      I feel like it too.

      I finally look up at the asshole who runs this women’s shelter, a place where hope seems to die.

      One would think that a woman would run the women’s shelter, but no, some person made the conscious decision to put this bottom-feeder in charge. The only reason I sleep on this stupid couch every summer is because I know what kind of person he is—the worst kind—and kids stay here.

      Three summers ago, I heard him corner someone vulnerable in the hallway. They didn’t believe her, but fear doesn’t lie. I’ve returned every summer since, not for shelter, but as a watchdog in the shadows. I can’t expose him, but I can be a deterrent. As I stare at his pudgy face and cold eyes, I imagine him on a morgue slab. I’d feel nothing.

      He doesn’t deserve to live, and yet, I can’t kill him.

      “Go away, Marcus.” I glance away, only to pull my backpack from between the couch cushions where I tucked it. All my belongings are in this little backpack. Usually, while staying here, I’ll leave it in a locker at the local rec center. Last night, I couldn’t.

      “No, I’m here to see you out.” He crosses his arms, the fabric of his cheap suit stretching over his bulky frame. I’m sure he thinks it makes him look intimidating, but it doesn’t. All it succeeds in doing is making him look like a hairy bobblehead. “Orders are coming from the state.”

      If I had a dollar for every time I heard that bullshit.

      “What time is it?” I run a hand down my face, feeling grimy and in need of a shower. The sticky residue of last night’s forgetfulness clings to my skin, urging me to wash away the memories along with the dirt.

      “Seven,” he says smugly.

      Four hours of sleep. Well, it’s longer than what I’m used to. I’ll just nap in my car later. “Go away, Marcus.” I rub the kinks from my neck. This couch is shit, but I sleep here because it’s the first room in the women’s shelter.

      The one closest to the front door.

      The one that divides the women’s quarters from Marcus’s.

      Like I said, I know his kind. It’s a feeling, a vibe that makes my gut scream. It’s an instinct I listen to. It’s kept me alive more often than not.

      “No, you see that door?” He points a pudgy finger at the front door. “I’m here to escort you out, and next summer, you can’t stay here.”

      It’s far too early for this bullshit.

      Feeling my body slowly wake up, I tug my black and red hair back into a low ponytail. It needs to be washed, brushed, and cut, but I can only control two of those things right now. None of it will be accomplished before I find a cup of coffee. The relentless ache behind my eyes pleads for caffeine.

      “Yeah, well, Marcus…” I snap the band a little too tightly and stand up to face him. We stand eye to eye—not because I’m tall, and not because he’s short, but because we are both exceptionally average. We are just a pair of everyday people, one haunted by shadows, the other casting them. “Go fuck yourself.”

      I grab my bag and head for the door, a yawn cracking my jaw loud enough to threaten the silence of the morning.

      “Don’t come back here, Frankie,” he calls to my back like the coward he is. His words ricochet off the walls, hollow and brittle.

      I give him the finger as I walk out. Marcus’s parting shot, meant to unsettle, only solidifies my resolve. I’ve been evicted from places far more welcoming than this. Unfortunately, Marcus isn’t the type to let things go. His threats might carry more weight this time, especially with the eclipse drawing near—a time he superstitiously believes is a harbinger of change.

      The August heat hits like a wall as I step outside. Briny ocean air mingles with exhaust fumes while seagulls screech their morning chorus. I shrug off my leather jacket, tying it around my waist as my Doc Martens hit the sidewalk, ink exposed on my arms beneath my tank top.

      The women’s shelter is located in the center of town, right by the courthouse, and if I were a conspiracy kind of gal, I’d bet that was done on purpose. And Marcus? His cousin is, of course, the commissioner of Morrow Bay.

      I can only push my luck so far.

      Slinking down the dark alley between the buildings, I make my way to the back parking lot, hoping that in those four hours, my car wasn’t towed or broken into. At least Marcus woke me before the meter maids go on rotation.

      Relief spills through me as I spot my baby. He is my first love and the only man I will ever love—Jeep.

      My vintage Jeep Wrangler—just Jeep—is the only constant in my life. The red beast fights me sometimes, but we understand each other.

      Peeling off the cover, I toss my backpack in the back and climb in. I need to shower. I smell like death. I also need to make my way to Shadow Locke Island and see if I can get on campus a little early.

      The semester starts in less than two weeks, and if they won’t allow me on campus now, then I’ll have to spend two weeks sleeping in my Jeep. It isn’t the first time, but with Marcus kicking me out, I guarantee he already called the commissioner, who will have the police keeping an eye out for me.

      I have lived in this quaint, seaside town for two long years. Well, it’s more like a small city. I never would have known about its existence if I hadn’t received an acceptance letter to a university I never applied to.

      The brittle acceptance letter in my glove box still bears the university’s crescent moon emblem. Two years ago, it pulled me from Arizona to Connecticut with nothing but a backpack and desperate hope.

      If it weren’t for the scholarship for foster kids, then I wouldn’t be here.

      “Frankie,” a voice, warm and literally coming from the only ally I’ve made in two years, calls out to me. Blinking against the sun, I see Officer Hart, her short, spiky hair almost white in the blazing sunlight. Her smile is all kindness and comfort. Sometimes, I find myself wanting to hug her just because I’m curious about what it feels like to be hugged by someone who gives a shit about me.

      I don’t, of course. I don’t touch, ever, unless it’s to release my inner demons or to satiate the need to get off.

      “Officer Abigail Hart.” I squint at her because she is standing in front of the rising sun. “Heading in or out this early?”

      “Out.” She leans her elbows against the door, dipping her head until her blue eyes glare at me over the rim. “Commissioner Evans has it out for you.”

      “And what did I do to him this time?” I begin to massage my temples. The relentless throb there seems to have found a companion in my stomach, which grumbles loudly, reminding me it hasn’t been fed since before the final rush at work last night, and that was on a Thursday.

      Officer Abigail Hart just gives me a look like I already know, which I do, but he doesn’t have to be a dick about it. Really, he could just let me live my life. I only have two years left here, that’s it, and then I’ll be on my way with a degree in my hand.

      “Stay safe out there, Frankie,” she advises, her tone a mix of concern and official warning.

      Rolling my eyes at the line, I glare at her. “You damn well know it isn’t my fault.”

      “And I damn well know that where there is trouble, you usually aren’t too far behind. Whether that’s on purpose or not, I don’t know,” she says. “I’m just letting you know. Do you have anywhere to stay tonight?”

      She knows I don’t. “I’ll figure it out.” I always do. A hot day in August won’t change that.

      I can tell she isn’t buying it, not with the way she slowly inhales, her nostrils flaring just so. “You know⁠—”

      “Don’t.” I swallow, knowing where she’s going with this. She’s going to show me compassion. I can’t. “I’ll be fine. I swear.” For twenty-one years, I’ve been fine. I pushed through any obstacle thrown my way, and I will continue to do so.

      “The lunar eclipse.” Officer Hart’s voice drops, eyes scanning our surroundings. Her intensity draws me closer despite myself. “There are old legends in Morrow Bay about celestial alignments opening doors to other realms.” Her gaze pierces through me. “Someone like you might find it interesting.”

      “The eclipse?” I echo, my frown deepening.

      Officer Hart pauses, her gaze drifting toward the clear sky then back to me with a significance that sends a shiver down my spine. “Not just any eclipse, Frankie. This one’s different. There are old legends in Morrow Bay, stories of rare, celestial alignments opening doors to other realms and other possibilities. I thought someone like you might find it interesting.”

      Dropping her head, she looks through me. It’s an eerie feeling, being seen. I can always tell when Officer Hart sees more than I want her to. There’s a charge in the air, like something zaps between us, and I’m always the first to look away.

      My stomach clenches and my shoulders tense as Officer Hart’s gaze lingers. I force myself to meet her eyes, fighting the urge to look away or flee. Every second feels like an eternity as I silently will her to stop seeing through my carefully constructed walls.

      “What about it?” I ask, licking my dry lips. Damn, I’m thirsty. I shouldn’t have stayed at the bar, drinking with Andy last night.

      “Just asking,” she replies. “Listen, why don’t you swing by the house tonight? Tori and I would love to have you.”

      I try so damn hard not to wince, but I can’t help it, it slips through, and Officer Hart laughs, the sound warm and somehow understanding.

      “I work.” I wipe sweat from my brow, trying not to show how much I want to strangle her daughter. We aren’t just polar opposites, but she also makes me want to commit literal homicide when she opens her mouth. Luckily, I didn’t have to deal with her too much on campus the first year.

      The second? We were placed in the same dorm, on the same floor, and she made sure everyone knew she was in charge as the resident advisor. She’s equal parts preppy snob and compassionate. It’s an odd mix, one I steer clear of as much as I can.

      This year, if I get stuck with her again, I’ll be sleeping in the student parking lot in Jeep, where I hope no one will try to rob me.

      Tori is my own personal Cordelia. I’m no Buffy. Nope, just a foster kid from Arizona with more demons than reason, but Victoria Hart is a local, born and raised in Morrow Bay, and somehow, she’s the daughter of this angel before me.

      Officer Hart’s warmth makes it impossible to believe she birthed someone as calculating as Tori. Dark circles rim her eyes as she taps my Jeep. “The offer stands, Frankie. If you ever get hungry, you know where to find me.”

      “I know where to find you,” I whisper, because I do know where to find her. She always keeps the invitation open, and I never use it.

      Stubbornness keeps me from showing up, and stubbornness will make sure I die alone. It’s a path I’ve accepted with open arms, and I’m fine with that.

      “Tori’s moving in this weekend,” she adds with a wink. “Maybe head to the island early.” She pulls on a baseball cap and walks away.

      At least I know where I’ll be sleeping tonight.
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            Frankie

          

        

      

    

    
      Shadow Locke University rises from its island like a fortress, connected to Morrow Bay by a single bridge. The line of cars at the gatehouse tells me I’m not the only one trying to get on campus early.

      As I kneel on my seat, my attention snaps to the black Bentley idling impatiently behind me. Its sleek, imposing form stands out starkly against the more modest vehicles lined up for the gate. As I throw a defiant two-finger salute at its tinted windows, a ripple of curiosity runs through me. Cars like this are rare at Shadow Locke, and they usually herald the arrival of someone of importance—whether for their wealth, their family’s influence, or their hidden agendas.

      I flip back around, bounce in my seat, and creep forward. The bastard honks again. Maybe it’s the lack of sleep—hell, maybe it’s just some weird astrological event—but I turn into the embodiment of fuck around and find out, because when I’m one car away from the gate, I angrily throw the Jeep into park and climb out, intent on giving the bastard behind me a piece of my mind.

      The window reveals a flustered driver, face flushed red. “Miss, I do apologize⁠—”

      “Tell your pompous prick behind the tinted windows that a horn isn’t a toy.” I glance at the New York plates. Figures.

      “Please, miss.” He gestures desperately at the gate. “Move forward.”

      “Ah, you work for an asshole.” I shake my head. “We really don’t need another pompous prick at this school,” I tell the man. His eyes nearly bug out of his head. Behind him, I can just make out the shadow of someone moving, and he tilts his head to the side as though listening.

      “Miss, sir apologizes,” he insists, a bead of sweat glistening on his brow.

      “Sir,” I mimic and walk away, only because my bladder is yelling at me to get on the island and find the nearest restroom and then hit up the coffee shop if it’s open. “Dick,” I mutter, slamming my door a little too hard, and creep forward.

      “Frankie.” Franklin’s white brows lift above his warm smile, grandfatherly as ever.

      “Franklin.” The tension leaves my shoulders.

      “ID for the cameras?” He barely glances at the card I pass him. “Move-in day for out-of-staters.”

      Grumbling a few choice curses under my breath, I drag a hand down my face. All it seems to do is smear the sweat over my cheeks and neck. “I forgot.” I yawn, taking my card back. “Freshmen.” I glare in the rearview mirror.

      “Some,” Franklin agrees. “From what I’ve heard, there are a few transfers.”

      “Really?” I crack my neck and glance at him. The teacher to student ratio is low, assuring everyone succeeds. It’s what I’ve come to love about this place.

      “Some overseas transfers,” he says. “Filling spots from last year’s... departures.”

      Shadow Locke’s five hundred student limit seems more like a suggestion. Each semester, people vanish without explanation, their absences barely acknowledged in the excruciatingly normal routine of campus life. I can’t help but wonder who’ll be next.

      “You working tonight?” Franklin asks just as the vehicle behind us honks again.

      I chuckle and throw it into park just to be a dick. “Yeah, why? You and the misses thinking of stopping in for a drink?”

      “Nope, just letting you know that the dean put a university curfew into effect.”

      “You’re kidding me.” The bridge is the only way on and off the island.

      “No, they are having us shut it down at eleven,” he explains.

      “Typical.” So much for having a place to sleep tonight. I was so close. “Alright, thanks for the heads-up.”

      “Only do it because you’re the only one who doesn’t treat me like the help around here.” Franklin stands up and presses the button to raise the boom. “Welcome home, Frankie.”

      Another honk follows me onto the bridge. Daddy’s money in a Bentley, probably here for ragers and an easy degree while I’m fighting to survive. The world’s a shithole, but at least my dead parents spared me the disappointment.

      I’ve never had a home, not really. My parents died when I was too young to remember them, and after that, I jumped from foster home to foster home, then from shelter to shelter, and there was no way in hell I was spending one more minute in an environment like that.

      I remember the first time I drove over this bridge, catching sight of the university before me, and just how incredibly magical it was to see it that very first time, rising into view as though it sprung from the ocean itself.

      As I drive closer, the fog parts to reveal students milling about, their excitement a discordant note against the university’s somber backdrop. I can’t help but wonder how many of them will still be here when the semester ends, and how many will join the ranks of SLU’s unexplained disappearances.

      The main road winds like a serpent to the island’s only parking lot. Beyond that, it’s all footpaths—perfect for hiding from the world, if not from whatever roommate awaits me. I park beneath a spire’s shadow as ocean wind carries the eager chatter of freshmen and their hovering parents.

      “Screw this.” I pocket my keys and lock up, mostly just because I set the alarm on the Jeep to deafen the person who tries to open the door without unlocking it first, then I climb out, letting my Docs hit the pavement.

      Halfway across the lot, goosebumps prickle my skin. I crouch, pretending to tie my boots, and catch the Bentley’s tinted window cracked just enough to reveal watching eyes.

      I see you too, Bentley.

      Pushing off the ground, I saunter through the open doors. It’s just as sweltering inside as it is outside—maybe worse.

      Student affairs stands empty—just me, blessed air conditioning, and a coffee pot with a “Help yourself” sign. I’m pouring a cup when the door creaks.

      “What?” a voice questions. It’s clear by his tone he doesn’t want to be here. That’s fine, neither do I.

      “Here for my key.” I press down on the single-serve coffee maker and spin around to see the man at the tall counter.

      Ocean eyes glare at me—ice blue with waves of green, piercing and cruel beneath a perfect golden crown, save for one rebellious curl.

      “Hey, sunshine,” I drawl, my voice dripping with sarcasm. “Want me to pour you a cup? Looks like you could use the caffeine boost.” I blink at him and his absolutely beautiful appearance. His golden blond hair is cut to within an inch of perfection. I say within an inch, because there’s a rogue curl that messes up his appearance. Dressed as though he’s trying to impress the King of England, he’s wearing a designer suit—well, I’m guessing at the designer part. It has to be.

      “Name.” His tone drips superiority.

      Keys. Bathroom. Bed. Focus. “Frankie Vale.”

      His eyes narrow, the AC’s hum highlighting my grimy discomfort under his microscope stare.

      “Name,” he repeats, each syllable a thinly veiled insult.

      I clench my jaw. “Francesca Vale,” I grind out, hating how my full name tastes on my tongue. He grunts, turning to the key cabinet. As he moves, I catch a whiff of expensive cologne that makes my nose wrinkle. My bladder screams for attention, and I tap my foot impatiently.

      Come on, come on.

      As I wait, I notice a small tear in the fancy wallpaper behind the counter, a tiny imperfection in this polished facade. Somehow, it makes me feel better.

      His slacks stretch perfectly over his ass as he turns. Mean or not, I’d let him pin me down and take what he wants. The thought sends heat through me that has nothing to do with coffee.

      I try again. “You’re new here.” And so quick to judge people he doesn’t know. I keep my head down and make sure no one really sees me, so why does he hate me?

      “Of course I’m new, you dishrag.” He doesn’t even bother to turn around. Dishrag? I bite my cheek to keep from laughing. That’s adorable. “You’re from out of state?” he asks in a normal tone.

      “Yep.” I mean, technically, I’m from Arizona.

      Two years ago.

      He grunts again and turns around, that sneer still on his pouty lips. “I’m only giving this to you because you stink and need a shower, and I don’t want to smell you any longer than I have to.”

      His words sting, but I force a smirk. “Wow, customer service at its finest. I’ll be sure to leave a glowing review.” I grab my coffee and step up, determined to get my key and escape this insufferable interaction. I go to reach for the keys, only for pretty boy to hold them just out of my reach. “What, are you a child?”

      “Do you belong here, Ms. Vale?” he asks me, catching me off guard.

      “I like to think so.” I casually sip my coffee. If he’s going to hand them over, then he is, but I’m not about to beg for them. Besides, I can read the room number from here. CT30. Celestial Tower. Excitement swims in my stomach that I get to stay in the year three dorms. Unlike other universities, SLU shifts their students around. I don’t get the same dorm, and I don’t get the same roommate. This year, it’s the towers. I’ve been looking forward to living there since the moment I stepped on campus.

      Tilting his head to the side, he drops the keys in front of me. “You don’t.” He looks me up and down, and somehow, he finds me lacking. I don’t care. At least that’s what I tell myself.

      “That’s your opinion.” I sip my coffee, holding his gaze. “Doesn’t make it right.” His eyes drop to my lips as I snatch the keys. “Thanks, pretty boy.”

      I pivot, victory warm in my chest—until I slam into something solid. Hot coffee explodes between us.
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      The scalding coffee sears my skin. My shirt clings to me, uncomfortably wet and rapidly cooling, as the sting of the burn pulses in time with my racing heart.

      The searing pain hits me like a truck. “Fuck!” I gasp, my body reacting before my mind can catch up. My fingers fumble with the hem of my shirt, desperation overriding any sense of decorum. The damp fabric hits the floor with a sad slap.

      A gentle touch on my arm makes me flinch. “Hey, you okay?” a deep voice asks, laced with genuine concern.

      I look up, meeting a pair of ocean-blue eyes. My usual defenses falter, thrown off by the unexpected kindness. Before I can protest, strong hands lift me onto the counter. The room spins for a moment, pain and surprise making me dizzy.

      “Let me see,” he murmurs, leaning in close. His breath ghosts over my skin, raising goosebumps that have nothing to do with the cold air on my damp skin.

      From the corner, a bored voice drawls, “How touching. A knight in shining armor.”

      The spell breaks. I blink, suddenly aware of my surroundings – the sterile office, the lingering smell of coffee, and my own vulnerability. My cheeks burn, this time from embarrassment.

      “I’m fine,” I mutter, trying to slide off the counter. But those firm hands keep me in place.

      “Not so fast,” Blue Eyes says, his tone brooking no argument. “That looks like a nasty burn.”

      At this height, we’re level, putting him at over six feet tall. Clad in a tight white T-shirt that outlines every muscle and worn, low-slung jeans, he embodies the essence of a dream, and he’s barefoot, making him seem even more out of place. A forgotten backpack lies next to my spilled coffee cup at his feet.

      “Let me look,” he murmurs, his attention shifting to the reddened skin of my stomach, the concern in his gaze softening the edges of my embarrassment and pain. It’s a vulnerability I’m not used to allowing others to see, yet in this moment, with him, it feels almost natural.

      From the shadowed corner of the room, a voice, sharp with derision yet tinged with a superiority that seems to know no bounds, cuts through the tension. “How quaint,” Dorian drawls, each word dripping with disdain. “A chivalrous rescue atop our pristine counters. Do enlighten me on your next act of gallantry.”

      “Man, can’t you see she has burns?” The man before me looks over my shoulder at the desk jockey.

      “And I couldn’t care less,” he replies in a dull tone, almost as though he’s trying to make his voice sound as bland as possible.

      “Then at least make yourself useful and get my keys,” he grumbles while prodding at my stomach.

      “Name.”

      “Leo Calderwood,” he answers absentmindedly.

      “How original.”

      Leo’s jaw tightens, hands clenching on my thighs. “And who the fuck are you?”

      “Dorian. Second year.” He steps into the light, meticulously tailored and radiating entitlement. The keen intelligence in his eyes marks him as more than just another trust fund brat.

      “Your full name,” Dorian repeats, seemingly taking pleasure in the monotone delivery.

      “Leonardo Calderwood. Third year.” Dismissing the pest, Leo looks at me. “Slight burns on your stomach, but you look like you’ll heal easily enough.”

      “Well, there goes my caffeine fix,” I deadpan, giving him a once-over. “Hope you’re better at making coffee than spilling it.” He doesn’t look my age. In fact, he looks like a grown-ass man with a beard growing in who shaved his head. Actually, I hate his shaved head. It doesn’t suit him, yet I’ve only just met the man.

      His lips twitch, and those ocean eyes lock on mine. “Leo.”

      “Frankie,” I reply. “I’d shake your hand, but it looks like we’ve already moved onto third base.”

      “Get her off there,” the pest snaps, slapping keys down beside me. “I don’t wish to wipe her juices off my sanitized counter.”

      “Ah, one should be so lucky.” Leo lifts me up before setting me down on my own two feet. “I know I’d be lucky.”

      He winks and then smiles at me, flashing me dimples as though he damn well knows they’d disarm me, and they do. I’m a slut for dimples.

      “Disgusting,” the pest mutters.

      “Oh, now what a shame.” Leo looks over my head. “I love the taste of an aroused woman. Maybe you’re so cranky because you’ve never had the pleasure of tasting a woman who is actually into you.”

      I bite back a laugh and lean down to grab my backpack to get a clean shirt.

      “How dare you?” the pest growls. “Do you have any idea who I⁠—”

      “Don’t care.” Leo grabs his keys and turns to me. “Do you know where CT38 is?”

      “Sure do.” I grab a new top and tug it over my sports bra, then pick up the wet one. Now, I’m also sticky. Shit, I hate feeling sticky. “I’m heading there right now.”

      “Hey, least I can do is replace that coffee,” Leo grins, dimples flashing. “Though I might need a guide to this culinary wonderland you call a mess hall.”

      “Good, please leave,” the pest tacks on. We both ignore him as we step out of the office.

      “So, Frankie…” He waits until the door clicks shut before giving me his full attention. Usually, I’d hate that attention. Having someone look at me so completely as though they can see me inside and out always unsettles me. But Leo? There’s this vibe about him that’s low-key and easygoing, as though everything in life for this man is just, well, easy.

      “Leo.” I tug my strap over my shoulder. “I’m guessing you are an out-of-stater?”

      “Caught.” He smirks. He needs to stop doing that, or else I can’t be held accountable for my swooning actions. “Maine.”

      “Ah.” I turn away and begin to lead him out of the building. “Arizona,” I tell him. “You’re new.”

      “Caught again.” He rushes forward and grabs the door for me.

      I pause, staring at him in confusion, then I look around, because surely he isn’t grabbing the door for me, except we are the only two in here. Now, he’s standing there awkwardly, holding the door for me, while I gape at him with my mouth open. Move your ass, Frankie.

      Nodding like an awkward penguin, I shuffle by him with a muted, “Thanks.”

      Leo just chuckles at me as though he can see right through me and pulls freaking sunglasses from his backpack, making him look like an aviator. It’s hot as hell and only makes my attraction to this man grow. How dare he be so handsome and a gentleman? He won’t stay single for long, and if he isn’t a scholarship student like me, then it means he comes from money. I inwardly sigh and try not to lump him into the same little box as the guy in the office.

      “Maine, huh? What brought you to Shadow Locke?” I lead him across the courtyard toward the cafeteria.

      Leo slides on his sunglasses. “The adventure,” he says with a grin. “You don’t turn down a chance like this.”

      “The mysteries are part of the charm,” I admit. “That, and the scholarship.”

      But Leo just nods, no judgment in his expression. “So, Oh Wise Islander, what’s the first rule of survival here?”

      “Rule number one: respect the sea.” I smirk. “Lesson two: Shadow Locke isn’t just a university—it chooses us. At least that’s what they say.”

      Leo looks at me, his interest piqued. “And why do you think the island chose you?”

      I consider the question, the ocean breeze playing with my hair. “To uncover its secrets,” I muse. “Or maybe... for the island to uncover something in me I didn’t even know was there.” I glance at him, his curiosity mirrored in my gaze. “What about you?”

      “Perhaps to meet someone who could show me the island through their eyes.” His sincerity makes me blush. “To discover adventures I never knew I needed.”

      Something electric passes between us. “I know a cove where the stars reflect on the water—like walking through the night sky itself.”

      His smile deepens. “Now that’s an adventure worth having.”

      “Shadow Locke is full of surprises.”

      “I’ll hold you to showing me that cove, Frankie.” The way he says my name sends a shiver through me, as though he’s been practicing it in front of a mirror and knows how to say it to make my toes curl. Leo Calderwood is disarming with his dimpled smile and warm gaze.

      He’s a walking heartbreak waiting to happen.

      Good thing I don’t have a heart to break.

      But those dimples make my stomach flutter traitorously. I dig my nails into my palms. No, Frankie. Charm on the surface always hides trouble underneath.

      The cafeteria buzzes with groups of excited new students. Their easy camaraderie only emphasizes my solitude.

      Leading Leo to the coffee bar, I instantly begin to make a fresh cup, even as my shirt continues to dry in my backpack.

      “You weren’t fucking around.” He laughs, stepping up beside me and choosing tea.

      “There it is.” I point to his cup. “I knew you were too perfect and that if I just waited, your flaws would show.”

      His laugh booms out of him, infectious and light. “You think I’m perfect?”

      “Ugh. I regret speaking.” I use far more sugar than I’d normally use. “I take it back. All of it.”

      “No, no.” He pours his hot water in. “No take backs.”

      Wiggling my nose, I rip my last packet of sugar open. “Perfect is subjective,” I say instead.

      He leans close, and I catch the scent of cedarwood. Instead of my usual panic at invasion of space, I feel... safe. The realization unsettles me more than any fear.

      “And I think you still believe I’m perfect,” he whispers. His breath sends shivers down my spine. When he backs away, I find myself missing his warmth.

      “Arrogance suits you.” Again, he laughs. Me? I look away and put a lid on my coffee cup.

      “You know, they say that if you drink your coffee black, you just might be a sociopath,” he observes.

      I grab a banana and an apple as I head toward the cashier, rolling his words over in my head. “I take my coffee with sugar, but it wouldn’t be the first time someone called me crazy,” I mumble, not thinking he heard me.

      He does, of course. “Ah, but Frankie, do you think you’re crazy?”

      What an odd question. I don’t answer as I step up to the cashier. Crazy? Maybe. I do love to watch men die, but does that make me crazy?

      No, I decide. They had it coming.

      “Is this all?” she asks, raising a brow.

      “Nope.” Leo grabs a handful of granola bars they always keep at the register just in case. “These, and it’s on me.”

      The cashier rolls her eyes and begins to ring everything up.

      “Thanks,” I say, sipping my coffee.

      “It’s the least I could do for spilling your other cup.” He hands over his student identification card, freshly printed.

      As she finishes ringing everything up and popping it all in a bag, which he hands to me, I think about his question again. For some reason, it just hits wrong. Do I think I’m crazy? No. I don’t. Not really, at least, aside from a little homicide.

      I mean, come on, what’s a little homicide? Besides, those days are over. I’m reformed. Kind of. Maybe. Probably not.

      “Don’t overthink it.” He bumps my shoulder gently, so he doesn’t cause me to spill my coffee again.

      “Well, clearly I am going to overthink it now.” I roll my eyes, leading him around the cafeteria that is slowly getting louder.

      “Leo!” a voice yells.

      “Oh, hey, come meet the other rugby players.” Leo tries to tug me toward them.

      “Yeah, no, that sounds like a lot more socializing than I signed up for today.” I pull away, and he lets me go.

      “Shit, you were going to show me where the tower is.” He looks torn, glancing from me to the group of guys calling his name.

      “Huge tower toward the back of the island. You can’t miss it.” I look over at the table full of jocks. Of course he plays rugby. It’s one of the only sports this school excels at. “Go. I have to shower and leave for work.” They are all barefoot. Well, that answers that question.

      “You sure?” He looks down at me, a frown deepening the color of his eyes.

      “Yeah, it was nice to meet you, Leo.” I take a step back, ready to bolt.

      “Frankie,” he says in a lazy drawl, as though he has all the time in the world. I swallow because I want him to keep saying my name just like that—slow and deliberate, as though he is practicing moaning my name.

      “Hmm?” I reply distractedly.

      “You owe me that date.”

      “Date?” Did he ask me out?

      “Oh yes.” He focuses entirely on me, and it makes my legs itch to run. It’s been a long three months since I’ve been able to run the perimeter of the island. “The cove where the stars reflect in the water.” He’s serious.

      “Well, Leo, you’ll just have to find me one of these nights.”

      “Oh, I intend to.”

      “Welcome to Shadow Locke.” I turn to leave, ignoring the urge to look back. His gaze follows me out, and for once, I don’t mind being watched.

      “Goodbye, Leo,” I whisper, stepping into the sunlight. Something tells me this won’t be the last time our paths cross.

      Stepping into the sunlight, I allow myself one last indulgence—a glance back through the glass doors. The cafeteria, now a backdrop to a day that suddenly feels charged with new meaning, blurs before my eyes. I don’t need to see him to feel the connection, brief yet undisputable.

      As I walk away, the echo of his voice, the warmth of his gaze, and the promise of adventures yet shared haunt my steps. Shadow Locke, with all its mysteries, has just presented me with the most compelling one yet.
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      The tower stands sentinel at the island’s edge, where waves assault the cliffs below. Nature’s fury echoes in my bones, salt thick on my tongue. Even the seagulls’ cries seem like warnings.

      Connecticut is vastly different from Arizona in so many ways. These are just a few, not to mention the humidity. Fuck the humidity. I could live without it, its dampness clinging to my skin like a second, unwanted layer.

      As I adjust the straps of my threadbare canvas book bag, a sharp jostle from a passerby sends it slipping down my arm, a sudden reminder of this morning’s coffee fiasco—thankfully, this collision is less disastrous.

      “Whoa,” a voice says nearby, tinged with mockery rather than apology. The laughter that follows isn’t warm. It’s cold and edged with privilege and a sense of belonging that leaves no room for an outsider like me. As I step aside to let a group of barefoot jocks pass, a spark of irritation ignites within me. They don’t spare me a glance, but I memorize their faces, each expression of disdain and mockery etched into my memory.

      Oh, look, my advisor would be so proud of me for my self-control.

      Taking a deep breath of salty air tinged with the faint scent of seaweed, I use my card to enter the tower, my stomach fluttering with nerves. As the light switches from red to green and the door unlocks, I step inside.

      The tower’s circular shape catches me off guard, its curved walls seeming to bend reality itself. The scent of old stone mingles with the fresh paint of renovations, creating an oddly comforting smell of history and newness. My footsteps echo off the high ceilings, each sound reverberating back to me like whispered secrets. Without putting too much thought into it, I step to the side, gazing around me in stunned silence.

      Breathtaking.

      The Celestial Tower’s circular first floor whispers ancient secrets through modern comforts. Weathered stone walls frame flat-screen TVs and crescent couches, while industrial kitchen appliances and humming vending machines create an unsettling blend of eras. Even the post office boxes seem to watch with centuries-old eyes.

      I ascend the stairs, and I’m greeted by the architectural boldness of the tower. Two staircases spiral to the second floor, their paths diverging and converging like the plotlines of the tales we’ll all tell one day. The openness is breathtaking, a vertical panorama stretching up to a distant ceiling. The wasted space might be impractical, but its effect is undeniably majestic.

      Students look down from the railings far above, their laughter echoing down. Some wheel their suitcases in, their gasp of surprise one I feel in my soul.

      With my bag and my keys clenched in my hand, I make my way to the nearest stairs and head to the second floor. From here, there are no more stairs, just one long loop to the top, with dorms all along the edge of the tower, the numbers starting at one.

      Ever so slowly, I begin to make my way to my room. I don’t even know if these are private rooms. I do know that senior rooms are private, and freshmen and sophomores are not.

      As I make my way around the first loop, I find the first bathroom and rush inside, clutching my bag to my chest. As soon as I walk in, disappointment floods me. I’m not really sure what I was expecting, but a typical dorm bathroom wasn’t it.

      I use the bathroom as quickly as I can and head out, noting that the next set starts with ten. There is another bathroom at twenty and then, at thirty, my room.

      I face the door, my stomach a bundle of nerves as I reach for the already open room.

      Open.

      The irritation I felt moments ago with the jocks pales in comparison to the dread that now settles in my stomach. Taking a moment, I steel myself by drawing in a deep breath of salty air, letting it fortify me. I need all the strength I can muster to face what’s inside.

      They’ve already claimed my sanctuary as their battlefield. Tori rises from her bed, hatred wrapped in grace.

      “You can’t be serious right now.”

      “Victoria.” Her name tastes like ash. “No penthouses available?” I want to flee, but that path’s already failed me once.

      Tori, with her flawless blonde hair and curated beauty. Her presence fills the room, and not in a good way. When she speaks, her words lack the substance and sincerity her appearance promises.

      “Oh my gosh!” The squeal instantly gives me a migraine. I know that voice.

      “Amanda.” Last year’s roommate perches on Tori’s bed, oozing preppy sophistication. Her glacier-blue eyes and perfectly waved hair scream student body president, while vanilla perfume announces her presence before she does. I haven’t missed her. Her oval face is flawless, her makeup impeccable, and yet there’s just something about her—something too polished, too poised—that has always rubbed me the wrong way.

      She’s too perfect, too fake. I instantly hated her the first time I saw her, and that emotion hasn’t changed.

      “Look what the poor dragged in.” The third of their trinity speaks without looking up from her magazine.

      “Chloe Beckett.” Once, I thought we could be kindred outsiders. She made sure I knew better. Her elven features and cascading red hair mark her as different, but her cruelty makes her one of them. She is undeniably beautiful, and she knows it, wielding it like a weapon.

      “Francesca Vale,” she says, again not once looking up at me.

      My half of the room stands bare except for standard-issue furniture. A central window divides our territories, afternoon light exposing the emptiness of my space. The locked closet—my one sanctuary—holds more promise than the lonely desk and drawerless bed combined.

      The lock clicks open with a satisfying snick as I use my key card to access my private space. Inside is my uniform, shoes, fresh linens, and towels. All my books are here, neatly arranged and ready to start the semester since I already signed up for my classes at the end of last year when I had to finally pick a major. A safe sits inside, and on this one, I can set the lock.

      A small wave of disappointment sweeps through me that the rooms are much the same as the others, although this one is just a bit larger. At least next year, I should get my own room.

      “I’m uninviting you to dinner,” Tori says, far too close to me. Her voice is like a cold breeze, chilling the already frigid air between us.

      I guess it was just far too much to ask her to leave me the hell alone. “I work.” I sink to my knees and begin to pull out the few belongings I have. Each item—a few books, some clothes—feels heavier with the burden of isolation.

      “Well, I’m just making sure you know.”

      “I know,” I repeat, my focus fixed on the belongings in front of me, hoping my disinterest will be enough to send her away, but Tori being Tori doesn’t take the hint.

      “Good, because it wouldn’t do for you to show up, thinking you’re welcome.” Her tone is icy, each word delivered with precision aimed to wound. I pause, my hands stilling over a textbook, the sharp edge of her words slicing through my attempt at indifference.

      I stand and face her, my patience wearing thin. “Tori, why do you even care? It’s not like we’re friends.” The air between us crackles with an unspoken rivalry, our history and tension mingling into a toxic perfume.

      She steps closer, her eyes narrowing. Victoria’s lips curl into a sneer, her eyes glinting with cold amusement. “Oh, Frankie,” she coos, her voice dripping with false sweetness, “let’s not pretend you belong here. This island has a way of... how should I put it? Expelling unwanted elements.” Her voice lowers, threading a vein of challenge through the air.

      My palm tingles, fingers curling involuntarily as Victoria’s smug smile widens. I force my hand to relax, nails digging crescents into my palm as I swallow the urge to wipe that look off her face.

      “My place?” I finally respond, injecting as much sarcasm into my voice as I can muster. I turn back to face her, leaning against the desk with forced casualness. “Tori, we’re not in some medieval court. This is college. Grow up.”

      The words hang in the air between us. For a moment, the only sound is the distant crash of waves against the cliffs. Tori’s eyes narrow, and I brace myself for her next attack.

      Her laugh mirrors mine, but there’s nothing warm in it. “Oh, Frankie, you have so much to learn, but don’t worry, I’ll be here every step of the way to teach you.”

      Turning away, I hide the frustration brewing inside me. Tori’s games are tiresome, but I refuse to let her see how much her words affect me. The cool air brushes against my skin as I feign indifference. “Looking forward to it,” I say over my shoulder, the lie as bitter as the truth. Once again, I sink to the floor and pull out my clothing. The coffee-stained shirt goes into the laundry basket. I’ll have to do laundry more than others here because I just don’t have as much. The mundane task briefly grounds me in the reality of everyday chores, a sharp difference from the social games unfolding around me.

      Tori’s voice follows me, a shadow I can’t shake off. “You know, Frankie, not everyone is meant for Shadow Locke. It’s special for the... chosen ones.” Her words carry an insinuation, a nudge toward a secret I’m not privy to. She does this every year, and I’ve spent countless hours wandering these grounds. There is nothing here. It’s an old school on an island. Aside from what I told Leo about the caves and tunnels, the secrets that Tori alludes to don’t exist.

      I stop, my curiosity piqued despite my better judgment. “What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask, turning to face her, the weight of her gaze heavy with unspoken knowledge.

      She smiles like a cat with a mouse under its paw. “Oh, nothing much. Just that Shadow Locke isn’t just any university. It has layers, Frankie. Some seen, some... not so much.” She steps closer, her voice dropping to a whisper. “And not everyone gets to see beyond the veil. Only those who truly belong.”

      I look beyond her to Amanda and Chloe, who listen closely. Even Chloe dropped her magazine to tune in.

      The implication dangles between us, a veiled assertion that I am an outsider, unknowingly standing on the precipice of a world I can’t enter. “And you’re saying I don’t belong,” I state, more of a fact than a question.

      Tori’s smile widens, as if she’s pleased by my understanding. “Oh, I don’t say anything. The island does. Shadow Locke has a way of... sorting out its own, and trust me, it knows who belongs and who doesn’t.” Her eyes glint with a challenge, a dare, to prove her wrong.

      “Secrets,” Chloe’s voice drops low, “always surface. What are you hiding, Frankie?”

      My silence speaks volumes.

      “Junior year at Shadow Locke,” Amanda says with false sweetness. “When students start to vanish.”

      “When they can’t handle their secrets being exposed.” Chloe leans forward, magazine forgotten. “When they learn why they don’t belong.”

      “Monsters,” Tori whispers to the echoing room.

      “And like I said…” Tori’s words hang in the air, a challenge and a threat rolled into one. “You don’t belong here, Frankie.”

      Good girls don’t cry.

      The familiar mantra echoes in my head, but this time, a flicker of doubt accompanies it. Could they know something I don’t? I push the thought away, focusing instead on the task at hand. My fingers trace the spine of a textbook as I place it on the shelf, each movement a small act of defiance.

      “You know,” I say, keeping my voice light, almost conversational, “I’ve never been great at following other people’s rules about where I should or shouldn’t be.” I turn to face them, leaning against the bookshelf with a casualness I don’t feel. “Maybe the island doesn’t choose people. Maybe people choose the island.”

      Chloe scoffs, but I catch a flicker of something—uncertainty?—in Amanda’s eyes. Tori’s mask of superiority slips for just a moment, revealing a flash of irritation.

      I press on, emboldened by their reaction. “Besides, if secrets are currency here, I’d say I’m pretty well-funded.” I offer them a smile, all teeth and no warmth. “Who knows? Maybe I’ll end up belonging more than any of you.”

      The air in the room shifts, charged with an energy that wasn’t there before. I’ve changed the script, and for a moment, none of us quite know what comes next.

      If needed, the hidden cave awaits—my secret sanctuary where ocean echoes and damp stone walls offer more comfort than any dorm room could.

      “Whose party are we attending for the eclipse?” Amanda’s voice switches to a preppy, light tone, as if they hadn’t just ostracized me moments before.

      As they chatter about the upcoming eclipse party, I can’t help but listen in despite the bitterness it stirs within me. Their casual dismissal of me stings less than it should, overshadowed by a curiosity they unwittingly piqued. Chloe’s voice drops to a near whisper, her eyes gleaming with an intensity that makes me lean in despite myself. “The eclipse isn’t just a party,” she murmurs, her words heavy with hidden meaning. “It’s a revelation. They say Shadow Locke’s true face emerges when day turns to night. Ancient secrets surface, and the veil between worlds thins.” A chill races down my spine, and for a moment, I swear I feel the tower itself pulse with anticipation.

      Their laughter can’t hide the weight beneath Chloe’s words. Shadow Locke’s oddities suddenly feel connected—the eclipse, the whispered secrets, this sense of standing on the edge of something vast and unknowable.

      “The boathouse,” Chloe suggests over magazine rustles.

      “Two new rugby players,” Amanda sighs dreamily.

      My heart betrays me, remembering Leo.

      “I’d rather find Bishop,” Tori says, her words a calculated strike.

      I secure my cash in the safe, feeling their vulture gazes on my back.

      “Oh, you didn’t know?” Tori savors each word.

      My teeth grind. That summer fling with Bishop—just two adults getting off—turned bitter when I discovered he was a senior here. His cold shoulder on campus said everything.

      Fuck Bishop Mercer.

      “He’s pursuing his master’s now,” Amanda coos.

      “Shadow Locke⁠—”

      “Accepts master’s students?” Tori cuts in. “You’d know if you had a phone.”

      I don’t. The only time I check my email is in the library. They all know I don’t have a phone or a laptop.

      “That means she doesn’t know about you and Bishop.” Amanda’s smile is all teeth. I want to pry them from her mouth with pliers.

      My heart hammers in my chest as I look at Tori and her smug face.

      She smirks. “We’ve been dating since June.”

      “Congratulations.” I swallow my pride and grab my wallet. The trusty watch on my wrist says that it’s almost three. “Good luck with that. I have to work.”

      His final words echo as I flee.

      Open your eyes, Frankie. You’re a nobody playing in a league you can’t comprehend. Nothing but weak, ordinary, utterly forgettable. Not worth another minute.
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      “Two weeks, man.” I pivot toward Matteo as we leave the field. Sweat stings my eyes, the summer heat a stark contrast to home’s bitter cold. Each breath tastes of grass and exertion. The shadows lengthen around us, responding to my restless energy in ways I’ve learned not to question. It’s different here than back home—the darkness feels more alive, more eager.

      Matteo studies me, dark eyes like coal against the sunset. His buzzed head glistens with sweat, but he doesn’t react to my words. He’s listening though—he always is. The shadows curl around him instinctively, drawn to his presence like they are to mine. It’s why we work so well together, even if we never talk about it.

      “Think the team will be ready for the first scrimmage?” I ask as I glance at the setting sun. Its orange hues paint the horizon, casting long shadows that merge with the silhouettes of the ancient stone structures surrounding the field. The shadows seem to move differently here, stretching longer than they should, writhing like living things against the weathered stone. Ancient symbols carved into the walls catch the dying light, their edges sharp despite centuries of erosion.

      It’s hot here, while home is colder, harsher, and more rigid, but when spots opened up here, we took them despite swearing we’d never come—mostly to spite our legacy parents—yet here we are, drawn by the unknown and, of course, rugby, which is our first and only love.

      Matteo’s eyes meet mine, dark and unreadable. “No,” he says, his voice low and firm. The single word carries the weight of a full sentence, laden with unspoken concerns. Matteo seldom speaks, but each word he utters is weighted with meaning, like the rarest of dark chocolates—decadent and utterly irresistible.

      I fiddle with the ball, tossing it from hand to hand, struggling against the urge to fill the silence with trivial chatter. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. It’s hard to gauge with these guys.” My eyes scan our teammates now dispersing toward the locker rooms. The rugby field sprawls before us, a vibrant green oasis amidst the ancient stone structures of Shadow Locke. The salty breeze carries the distant roar of waves crashing against the towering sea wall, a constant reminder of our isolation on this mysterious island. “We need team building.”

      Matteo’s response is a noncommittal grunt.

      As we walk off the field, the sound of cleats against the gravel path is drowned out by the cheers of the spectators for rugby.

      It’s such a strange concept here, but I’m not mad about it. The cheerleaders, dressed in black and red uniforms, line up, their presence a vivid splash of color against the drab stones. Their skirts, short enough to reveal that sweet little section of thigh that draws the eye and long enough to keep one guessing, flutter slightly in the gentle breeze.

      “You two are new.” The redhead’s voice commands attention, her pose calculated with a jutted hip and knowing smile.

      I toss the ball to Teo, flashing my practiced grin. “Ladies, you sure know how to welcome a guy to campus.” Nearby, our teammates engage in their own flirtations, each interaction woven with the promise of unexplored connections. “You look positively sinful in those uniforms,” I declare, the words dripping with charm yet laced with a hint of roguish sincerity.

      The moment her palm makes contact with my sweat-drenched chest, I can’t help but wonder if she finds the dampness off-putting. Her gaze leisurely trails down the length of my body before it snaps back up to meet mine, a spark of interest igniting in her eyes.

      For an instant, her face blurs into Frankie’s—haunting eyes and midnight hair streaked with fire. The vision fades, but the memory lingers.

      “Chloe,” she says, not bothering to hold out her hand.

      Beside her, a brunette with a knowing smirk in her eyes, sizes up Matteo. I should tell her not to bother, but she’ll figure it out quickly if he’s interested. He’s like a bulldog. When he isn’t, he will brush her off, coldly I might add.

      “Leo,” I offer, my name an invitation.

      The brunette’s eyes lock on Teo’s thighs—they always do.

      “No.” Teo’s glare could freeze hell. His look says it all. Valley girl crazy isn’t his type. He prefers the dangerous kind, the ones who carry knives and know how to use them.

      I give him a look back as if to say, crazy is still crazy, and I’m new here, so I might as well get to know them or at least their names.

      “You guys looked great out there,” the brunette coos.

      “This is Amanda, and Tori is the blond running a lap around the field.” Chloe rolls her eyes at her friend. I follow her gaze to the woman running around the field in her uniform.

      “Love a girl who knows how to exercise,” I murmur before turning back to the redhead. It’s all about cardio and endurance. For a split second, I catch a flicker of jealousy.

      Well, that won’t do. Can’t have jealousy.

      “A bunch of us are going into the city after sunset,” Chloe says. “With it being the first night for those of us in sports, we like to get together and get to know each other.” Her meaning is clear. Well, I wouldn’t mind that at all.

      “The bridge closes early.” Teo hands the ball back to me and crosses his arms, his glare clearly stating his disdain for these girls. What a shame. I love teaming up with him, the thrill of our competitive streaks sync on the field, but his mood sours a bit at the prospect of extending the interaction off field.

      “Well, it just so happens that Tori’s mom is the chief of police,” Amanda chirps, and I do mean chirps. Honestly, if I get her under me, I’ll have to use a ball gag. Her voice is way too annoying. Better yet, I’ll just focus on the redhead. Once again, when I look at her, it isn’t her I see, but another, which is weird. I’m not sure if I like it.

      “So you’re telling me we can get back on the island after the bridge closes?” I just want to double-check, because I’m not about to sleep in an alley with a bunch of rats. Of course, there are alternate ways to get back on the island, but those are for worst-case scenarios.

      “Of course,” Chloe says, “ask Tori yourself.”

      The friend in question stops in front of us, barely out of breath, and begins stretching. “My mom gave me a key to the boom,” she says, obviously hearing our conversation. She shrugs as though it’s no big deal. “I always have a key.” Good to know.

      “So are you in?” Chloe presses.

      I look at Matteo, raising a brow. His nostrils flare. Clearly, he doesn’t want to go, but he will if I do because he won’t leave me with unknown people. He’s far too protective to let that happen.

      “In.” I look back at the girls.

      Amanda squeals again. What do I have to do to get her to stop squawking?

      “Perfect,” Chloe purrs. “Meet us in the student parking lot in one hour.”

      “Done.” I clap Teo on the shoulder. “See you later, girls, and please wear something slutty.” I waggle my eyebrows for good measure because I love a girl who’s dressed provocatively. The thrill of the night ahead sends a shiver through me.

      Teo grabs my shirt, dragging me away. “They have horrible vibes,” he grumbles.

      “Who cares if they are down to fuck?” I state, tossing the ball back and forth in my hands.

      “I care,” he grumbles.

      “Aww.” I shoulder tap him. “You love me.”

      “You test my patience.” Now he’s growling. “I’d rather not go.”

      “I’d rather go.” We enter the locker rooms, and I toss the ball into the large storage bin. Steam wafts to us as the showers run. Half the team is already gone, rushing to get out and enjoy the weekend. Heading to the lockers we chose, I turn to Teo. “Come on, Teo,” I plead, clapping him on the shoulder. “This is our chance to really experience college life. You know, the stuff we’ve only dreamed about back home.”

      Teo just gives me a dark look, one I’m accustomed to seeing on him.

      “Please.” I pout, whipping off my shirt and tossing it into the locker. His eyes dip lower until he looks at the outline of my cock.

      Tilting his head to the side, he looks away before tugging off his own shirt. “Ground rules.”

      Win! “Name them.”

      “Don’t fuck with the redhead,” he says.

      “Aww, come on.” I toe off my shoes, really wanting to socialize. He’s my adopted introvert.

      “No,” he says.

      “Give me one good reason why.” I cross my arms and glare at him.

      “Vibes.” That’s all he says before stripping naked and walking toward the showers.

      Vibes, I mock behind him. I want to make fun of his vibes, but the truth is, Matteo’s vibes are always spot-on, always, and I never question them—ever.

      I follow him to the corner shower, stepping under cold spray. The fluorescent lights flicker above us, the shadows in the corners growing deeper, responding to our proximity in that familiar way they always do. Back home, we had to be careful about this kind of thing—but here at Shadow Locke, it feels natural, like the place itself understands what we are.

      “Why?” I rarely question his instincts, but freedom from home tastes too sweet. My college bucket list burns with possibilities.

      His hands work up a lather, muscles shifting hypnotically. “There’s a resonance about tonight. We need to be there.”

      I grab some soap, mimicking his actions more out of habit than conscious thought. “Your famous intuition strikes again, huh?” I tease, but there’s no real mockery in my tone. Teo’s instincts have saved our asses more times than I can count.

      His dark eyes meet mine, a hint of a smile playing at his lips. “Mock all you want, but you know I’m right.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I concede with a dramatic sigh. “The great Matteo speaks, and we mere mortals must listen.” I nibble my lip. “This isn’t about hookups?”

      “No.” Water cascades over his face, dark eyes challenging.

      “Keep looking at me like that⁠—”

      “What?” The last players leave as he turns. “Force me down? Take me right here?”

      Anticipation prickles my skin as I lean in, drawn to our familiar dance. My soapy hands trail down, gripping myself. “Love when you talk dirty.”

      His eyes darken before he moves. Suddenly I’m against cold tiles, trapped by his heat.

      “Always so eager,” Teo murmurs, his voice a low rumble that vibrates through me. His body presses against mine, hard muscle and wet skin igniting sparks wherever we touch.

      I can’t help the playful grin that spreads across my face. “You know me, Teo. I live for a little danger.”

      His hand slides down my chest, torturously slow. “And I live to keep you in check,” he counters, his fingers wrapping around me with practiced ease.

      The way he doesn’t care that anyone could see us right here, in the open, is hot as hell. It only drives my arousal higher.

      “And I have you to keep me in check.” I let my head fall back against the shower wall, my hips thrusting into Matteo’s hands.

      His hand circles my throat as the other works me to the edge. My moan echoes off tile walls—too loud, too obvious, but I’m past caring.

      His breath burns against my skin. “I control you through this.” He bites my lip, grip tightening to sweet pain.

      I love every rough second of it.

      I grip his hips, drawing him closer. He’s just a hair shorter than me but fits me perfectly.

      “Are you going to control who I hook up with now too?” I wonder out loud. Honestly, a part of me wants him to control me, to decide who I can and can’t get beneath me.

      “If it comes to that, I will,” he promises, his fingers tightening ever so slightly around my pulsing dick, anchoring me firmly in place and promising a mind-blowing release, which is exactly what I want to do—come, that is.

      I thrust my hips against his hand, silently pleading for more. “Fine then,” I grunt. “No hooking up with the redhead.”

      “Good choice.” Matteo smirks, his grip loosening slightly but not releasing entirely. His eyes, dark and intense, lock onto mine. “Careful what you wish for, Leo,” he warns, his voice a silky purr. His grip tightens again, just enough to make me gasp. “You know I can read every tell of yours. I know exactly what you need, even when you don’t.”

      I arch into his touch, a challenge dancing in my eyes. “Oh yeah? Prove it, big guy. Show me what I need.” My hands roam his body freely, exploring and teasing. “Maybe I’ll surprise you this time.”

      Teo’s eyes darken further, a silent challenge passing between us. My breath catches as he moves, fluid and purposeful. In an instant, I’m pinned more firmly against the cool tiles.

      “Always so eager,” Teo murmurs, his voice a low rumble that vibrates through me. His body presses against mine, hard muscle and wet skin igniting sparks wherever we touch.

      I can’t help the playful grin that spreads across my face. “You know me, Teo. I live for a little danger.”

      His hand slides down my chest, torturously slow. “And I live to keep you in check,” he counters, his fingers wrapping around me with practiced ease.

      “The only way I know how to keep you in check is by controlling your arousal.” He bites my bottom lip, his hand at the base of my cock tightening until it’s almost painful.

      He releases me suddenly, stepping back with a knowing smirk.

      I grab myself, desperate, but his hands catch mine.

      “You owe me,” I growl.

      “Stay away from the redhead, and I’ll make it worth it.” His walk away is pure temptation.

      I knew he wasn’t one to back down from a challenge. It’s what makes us such a perfect duo on and off the field.

      I love watching him walk away.

      My body refuses to calm until I resort to desperate measures—pain and unwanted mental images. His knowing laugh follows me as I shut off the water. One day he’ll meet his match, and I’ll be there to witness it.
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      The Grotto’s roughness is its badge of honor—sweat, stale beer, and desperation thick in the smoky air. Shadows writhe under dim lights, while stains tell stories of countless nights on sticky floors and tables.

      Here, the beer is cheap and the rules are even cheaper—not to mention the owner, Officer Hart’s twin sister Andrea, owns the place. She secured the job for me with ease, and Andy didn’t check my ID when I arrived in Morrow Bay at eighteen.

      It was a win-win situation all around.

      Plus, on hectic nights, I double as a bouncer. I relish it because it allows me to employ the only secret I possess, the one I conceal from the world.

      The Grotto is situated near the bay, a hub for incoming and outgoing ships. The sound of waves crashing nearby is a constant, soothing backdrop, almost drowning out the cacophony inside. Most patrons are fishermen or people who manage the docks. Morrow Bay might not be a bustling port, but it’s enough to keep Andy in business, and as she would tell anyone, she loves two things in this life—beer and money.

      “Fuck me,” Andy mutters, her Aqua Net-stiff curls scanning the crowd. “College rush in ten.”

      I tap another beer. “That’s most of your clientele anyway.”

      “Yeah, well, this one is my niece,” she grumbles. “She always expects a damn family discount on my already discounted beer.”

      “I know this might come as a shock to you, but ‘no’ is a complete sentence,” I say, placing the second beer beside the first and starting on the third. My fingers are sticky with beer residue, a familiar and oddly comforting sensation.

      Andy snorts and places her hands on her ample hips. “You want to tell her no?”

      “Give me double time, and I will.” With the last beer finished and set on the tray, I give her a look, waiting for her answer, which I know will be no.

      “No,” she says. “I’ve got this.”

      “And you just proved you can say no. Congratulations,” I retort.

      “Smart-ass,” she replies, swatting me with her towel. “Go.” The towel snaps sharply, its crack echoing over the murmur of conversations.

      Humming under my breath as she greets her niece, I take my beers to the end of the bar where a group of regulars, all men in their forties and each trying to win Andy’s favor, sit. I’m pretty sure the one on the end is her friend with benefits. I serve him first, knowing he tips the best.

      “Hey, Frankie.” Slurred words from a regular.

      “Fog Lager, Caster’s Stout, two Krakens.” I serve without asking—they never change.

      “You’re at that island school?” Fog Lager leans in as cold air gusts through the door.

      “Yep.” Sighing, I keep myself busy by wiping down the permanently sticky counter. The rag comes away brown and damp.

      “Is it as spooky as they say?”

      “Who are they?” The lights overhead dim, and the twinkle lights come on, signaling it’s past ten. The change in lighting casts eerie shadows across the patrons’ faces.

      Only two more hours.

      “You know,” he insists.

      I blink at him. “No, I really don’t.”

      He rolls his eyes at me. I clench my jaw, reminding myself that I need this job and can only attack people when Andy says I can.

      “It’s full of weirdos,” Stout pipes up, slurring his words. I make a mental note not to serve him any more.

      “Yeah, well, we’re all weirdos, Tom,” Andy chimes in, stepping up next to me. “Frankie, I need you at the back bar.”

      “Fuck, it’s that busy?” I look past her, noting the influx of university students. One has a rugby ball, tossing it to someone, while a few cheerleaders in their uniforms giggle at him. “Athletics move-in day.” I groan, realizing I had forgotten the fall schedule over the summer. The athletes and out-of-staters arrive on the same day. That explains why Tori was here today.

      The back bar opens only for crowds. The Grotto stretches long and narrow between ancient buildings, its twenty-foot ceilings housing two distinct worlds—the regular’s front bar and this darker sanctuary for busy nights.

      Already annoyed by the presence of so many of my peers, I toss my towel in the bin and make my way to the barn doors that separate the sections then open them up. It’s like an entirely different bar back here. While the front has large windows that let in sunlight, the back is dark and full of shadows. A row of old-school arcade games lines one wall, and a cozy set of couches sits just beyond the bathrooms. It’s perfect for a bunch of college kids. The separation also means Andy doesn’t lose her regulars to a bunch of rowdy university kids.

      “To the back!” one of them shouts, making me move my feet a little faster.

      Taking a deep breath, I step behind the counter just as the first jock lines up. The work is mindless. Take the order. Pour. Serve. Repeat. It allows me to disassociate and keep moving, which goes great until a familiar face steps up next.

      Fuck me. “Leo,” I greet, giving him what I hope is a genuine smile and not a grimace as he and another guy step up to the counter. “What can I get you?” I ask, wiping my hands on a towel.

      “What’s good?” He leans on the sticky counter.

      Brave man.

      I pause for a beat, a playful smirk forming on my lips. “Well, everything’s good, but I’d recommend you try the cappuccino. It’s like a hug in a mug on a day like today. Or are you bold enough for our espresso beer? It might just ‘espresso-ly’ lift your spirits!”

      Leo doesn’t just smile, he does so with his entire face. “A hug in a mug sounds tempting. I need something that packs a little less of a caffeine punch. Something that’ll help me forget how sticky this counter is.”

      “I hear the Kraken is a local favorite,” I say, wiping sweat from my brow with the back of my hand, my long, dark hair spilling over my shoulder. “Crisp and light.”

      “I’ll take it.” He smiles at me, his dimples popping out.

      I nod, making a mental note before turning to his friend. “And you?”

      The man standing beside Leo is a vision of darkness, with flawless brown skin, onyx eyes, and features that make him look like an Arabian prince. “Rye,” he says. One word. That’s it, and his voice has my toes curling.

      “Reef Rye and a Kraken.” I turn around, grabbing two glasses.

      “So you work here?” Leo asks.

      I chuckle. “Nope,” I say over my shoulder because it’s a dumb question.

      “Oof,” Leo grunts. “Dumb question.”

      “Your small talk is lacking.” I begin to fill their glasses as the laughter behind them rises to an obnoxious pitch.

      “I live behind the counter.” I fill their glasses, smirking. “Rent’s cheap, view’s not bad.”

      Leo’s laugh warms the air. “Nosy neighbor checking in. Any house parties?”

      “Only for beer connoisseurs.” I slide their drinks over. “Consider yourself invited.” I catch Leo’s gaze and hold it, a silent challenge.

      Matteo, observing our exchange, raises an eyebrow but says nothing, his silence a stoic backdrop to our lively conversation. His untouched drink seems almost like an afterthought.

      Leo’s eyes dance with mischief as he leans closer, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “So, bartending maestro, what’s the secret ingredient? A dash of magic, perhaps? Or just a sprinkle of your charm?”

      I smirk, enjoying the banter. It feels like this playful interaction has been missing from my life. “First lesson—never underestimate the power of a good drink to make even the most stoic of men smile,” I say, casting a sidelong glance at Matteo, who, despite his reserved nature, allows a hint of a smile to play across his lips.

      Leo, emboldened by our interaction, inches closer, his demeanor radiating warmth. “And what about making a beautiful bartender laugh? What’s the secret to that?”

      “Well, you’re off to a good start, but I’m a tough crowd. It’ll take more than charm and good looks to impress me,” I reply, tossing a towel over my shoulder. “Ten.”

      “Dollars?” Leo whistles. “Damn, that’s going to break the bank.”

      “Don’t forget to tip your bartender.” I wink as he slides me a twenty.

      “Keep the change.” Leo winks back at me, making me blush.

      “So sweet.” Chloe claims Leo’s bicep like territory. “Tipping the help.”

      “Chloe.” I force sweetness through gritted teeth. “Slumming it with us common folk?”

      Her hand is possessive on Leo’s arm, a clear signal that she’s marking her territory. The air grows heavier with her dominance, and she might as well pee on him.

      Amanda prowls toward Matteo. “The silent type. I bet you’re full of surprises.”

      I watch Leo’s smile die under Chloe’s grip while Matteo remains marble-cold, untouchable.

      “Actually, Frankie’s more than just the help,” Leo begins, attempting to defuse the tension that crackles in the air like static before a storm.

      Chloe’s laugh slices through Leo’s words, as sharp and cold as a winter blade. She turns to me, her smile all teeth and no warmth, like a porcelain mask in a twisted play. “Oh, we’re well aware. The legendary bartender, aren’t you, Frankie? It must be utterly... fulfilling to dedicate your life to the art of beer.” Her voice drips with sarcasm so thick it’s almost tangible, coating the words with a venomous glaze.

      Amanda leans in, her tone feigning innocence and as sweet as poisoned honey. “We’re just dying to know, Frankie, what’s your secret? Crafting the perfect martini, or perhaps it’s the nuanced skill of serving rowdy students?”

      Their laughter, bitter and mocking, fills the space between us, like acid trying to corrode the respect I’ve painstakingly earned here. I feel a surge of anger but swallow it down. I refuse to give them the satisfaction of seeing me rattled.

      Leo looks between us, his brow furrowed in concern, a silent storm brewing in his eyes. Matteo’s silence hangs heavily in the air, but he glances at me, the look as quick as a shadow passing under the moonlight. There’s a fleeting moment of sympathy before it’s obscured again. Chloe and Amanda seem too self-absorbed to notice, wrapped up in their own gaudy display of superiority.

      “Actually,” I start, my voice calm despite the storm raging inside, “my specialty is dealing with difficult customers. You know, the kind who think they are the center of the universe but are really just... sad.”

      Chloe’s smile falters, and Amanda’s laughter dies in her throat like a candle snuffed out in the dark. They exchange a glance, unspoken words passing between them. They expected to rattle me and to claim their territory without a fight.

      Leo’s dimples reappear, a silent thank you for not escalating things further. Matteo offers a slight nod, a gesture so small it might have been missed by anyone not paying attention.

      “There you are!” Tori parts the crowd. “Aunt Andy gave us the second floor. Friends only.”

      “Then go.” My dismissal cuts like steel. “Paying customers wait.”

      I watch them retreat to the elevator, shadows claiming shadows.

      “Shadow Locke, right? Calculus last year?” The last customer snaps his fingers in recognition.

      I stare at his familiar-yet-stranger face. Two years of successful invisibility crumbling in one night.

      I hate it.

      “Do you remember me?” he asks hopefully.

      I don’t. “Yeah, you sat like what, two⁠—”

      “Three desks away.” He smiles hopefully as I ring him up.

      “Tab or cash?” I flutter my eyelashes at him, a tactic I’m told will get me better tips—that and pigtails I suffer wearing while behind the bar.

      “Go out with me,” he says.

      “Five dollars,” I reply through a clenched smile.

      He leans on the bar. “I’ll pay.” He raps his knuckles on the bar, a move likely inspired by one of those alpha men videos. “After you agree to go out with me.”

      “No,” I reply, dropping the flirty bartender façade. “Pay up.”

      “Come on, baby.” He leans on the counter, mimicking Leo’s earlier move.

      I glance at the elevator. They are still waiting. Leo’s eyes track me, while Matteo’s gaze tracks the man, his expression unreadable.

      Stop looking at me.

      “It’s five dollars, asshole,” I snap.

      “You can’t just fucking say yes, you cold bitch?” he seethes, leaning over the bar. He towers over me, but I don’t flinch.

      I’ve been called worse.

      “Five dollars,” I repeat for what feels like the third time, my voice firm yet tinged with exasperation.

      The cold splash of liquid hits me like a slap, seeping through my shirt and clinging to my skin. Time seems to slow as laughter erupts around me, a cacophony of cruel amusement. I stand perfectly still, feeling each drop slide down my body, leaving trails of sticky coldness.

      My vision narrows, the world beyond the bar fading to a blur. I can hear my heart pounding in my ears, a steady drumbeat of rising anger. The air around me seems to thicken, charged with an energy I can barely contain.

      In a heartbeat, my body moves of its own accord. I’m vaulting over the counter, my muscles coiled like a spring releasing. The sticky surface of the bar barely registers as I land, poised like a predator about to strike.

      My boots crack against the bar. His nose meets wood with a satisfying crunch, dark pleasure coursing through me.

      “Anyone else need a payment reminder?” Silence answers.

      Blood streams down his face. “You’ll regret this,” he hisses.

      I won’t.

      Balancing precariously on the edge of the counter, I kick him in the chest. My heart races as I watch as he tumbles backward, only to fall on his ass, then I jump off the bar, landing in a crouch at his feet, the impact sending a jolt through my body.

      My heart races, not from fear, but from the realization of what I just did in front of everyone. I crossed a line there’s no coming back from. The shadows at my feet stir in anticipation, as if they are part of this dark dance.

      “You have no idea what you’ve unleashed,” I whisper more to myself than to him. As the reality of the moment sinks in, I wonder not if, but when, I’ll pay for what I just did. The bar’s silence feels like the calm before a storm, and for the first time, I’m not sure I can control what comes next.

      Knowing there is a crowd, I’m careful—well, as careful as I can be. Grabbing his ankles, I call on that part of me I keep hidden, the one without an ounce of self-control, and let it rush forward.

      For a moment, the twinkle lights flicker.

      Luckily, most people who are regulars know the drill by now and don’t say a word as I grab him by the ankle and drag him toward the back door.

      The crowd parts as I drag him. I keep to the darker corners, where my shadows can blend with the natural ones cast by the dim bar lighting. Only I can feel them responding to my anger—coiling, eager tendrils of darkness that are extensions of myself. Nobody notices anything amiss except maybe Matteo, whose knowing look follows us out. Whether he actually senses something or just suspects trouble, I can’t tell.

      My curse, my gift, my secret.

      The shadows deepen as I work within them, tendrils of smoke only I can see. They whisper promises of retribution, pooling beneath us like eager helpers. These aren’t just shadows—they’re extensions of me, vital as blood, offering belonging even as they mark me as other.
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      “How’s that self-control?” Andy’s voice cuts through night as my shadows release their prey. They slink back to me like obedient pets, leaving cold emptiness in their wake.

      Turning to face Andy, I catch my breath, feeling the rush of adrenaline ebb away, replaced by a familiar emptiness. My heart races from the thrill and fear of what I am capable of. Propping my hands defiantly on my hips, I stride toward her, the crunch of gravel under my boots punctuating the eerie silence. The scent of damp earth and the distant murmur of the town’s nightlife swirl around us.

      I force a snort of disdain. “Not sorry,” I spit out, the words tasting like bitter defiance on my tongue. My fists clench at my sides, a physical manifestation of the internal battle between my need for connection and the safety of isolation.

      Andy’s eyes crinkle with a mix of pride and concern. “Good,” she drawls, her voice a blend of gravel and warmth. “Wouldn’t want you to be. That’s my girl.” She nods toward the unconscious figure, a wry smirk playing on her lips. “Bet he’ll think twice before messing with my staff again.”

      The area, barely lit by a solitary, flickering lamp post, casts elongated shadows that move with the occasional breeze. The flicker of the lamp creates a play of light and shadow, giving the scene a spectral quality. “I’d expect any of my girls to do the same.”

      My girls. The words warm a cold corner of my heart, but I won’t let her see that. I nod, focusing on calming my racing heart, the faint smell of Andy’s familiar lavender perfume grounding me momentarily.

      “Frankie?” The voice slices through the tension, Leo’s figure forming a long shadow over Andy.

      She doesn’t budge, her gaze flicking to me. “Shall I let him out or kick him out the front?”

      Peering up, I find Leo standing quietly behind her, the moonlight casting his face in sharp relief. It highlights a deep furrow of concern between his brows, transforming his carefree smile into a tight, worried line. His eyes, usually a vibrant ocean blue, now seem stormy and dark, clouded with apprehension. The shift is subtle but telling, revealing a depth of worry for me that feels as warm as it is unnerving.

      “Let him through,” I concede, knowing full well he’d find a way to me regardless. Shrugging off the stickiness of spilled beer, I fantasize about knocking the guy out all over again just for wasting beer. Hell, I don’t even know his name.

      “Go home, Frankie. I’ve got this,” Andy says, stepping aside, signaling the end of another night. She’s good for it, always trying to take care of the few employees she has. Her stern yet caring voice, tinged with the fatigue of another night, rings true and steady.

      Leo moves past her, his eyes darkening at the sight of the downed student. “He’s still breathing,” I assure him, though Andy’s chuckle is the last thing I hear before she lets the door close, leaving us alone.

      “I was worried about you,” Leo admits, his voice holding a cautious edge as he joins me, the bench creaking in protest under his weight. “Not him.”

      “It’s not the first time, and it won’t be the last,” I deflect, feeling the weight of being an outsider in this town settle around me, but his determination stirs something inside me. “I can handle myself.”

      “I noticed,” he whispers, letting silence wrap around us. In this silence, I feel an unsettling calm.

      My heartbeat steadies, and a profound feeling of emptiness unfurls within me, filling the spaces left by fading adrenaline with a hollow echo of solitude. My attention is irresistibly drawn to the bar’s entrance, beyond which lies a world bathed in a soft, golden glow. Through the fogged glass, snippets of laughter and the melodious rise and fall of carefree conversations. The light from within casts long, inviting shadows that play upon the threshold, marking the line between my shadowed world and their radiant one. It’s a siren’s call to a place where spirits are lifted and hearts are light.

      This laughter, this light, doesn’t just illuminate. It highlights the chasm of experiences that separates me from them. I stand on the precipice, caught in the gravity of their world yet forever orbiting outside it, an observer longing to step into the warmth but tethered to the darkness by invisible chains of my own making.

      I crave to join them, but I’m stuck in the shadows that give me power.

      This yearning isn’t something new. It’s like a constant buzz in the background of my life, filled with almosts and what-ifs. Tonight, though, it hits harder. The laughter and light from inside the bar feel like they are both soothing and taunting me at the same time. I wish I could just step through that door, bask in the light, and shake off the darkness that’s like a second skin to me, but deep down, I know that even surrounded by them, I’d still feel out of place, different, and alone.

      This realization is heavy, a kind of sorrow that’s become a part of me. Recognizing this gap, though, also brings a weird kind of comfort—a reluctant acceptance of being on the edge. For now, I’m okay with just watching, listening, and dreaming from the sidelines, guarding my heart and my secrets, and somehow finding a bit of peace in my own company.

      Even though the school offers me a bed to sleep on and a roof over my head, I don’t know if I can even bring myself to go back on campus tonight. The thought of the sterile dorm room makes me feel even more disconnected.

      “You okay?” Leo’s touch sends shivers down my arm, his concern breaking through my resolve.

      “Yeah,” I lie and swallow my emotions, hopping off the picnic table. Running my sweaty palms down my jeans, I give Leo what I hope is a reassuring smile. “I’m just going to head out.” I know Andy will clock me out and put my tips in my lock box. I have everything I need on my person. I always do. The keys jingle softly in my pocket, a comforting, familiar sound.

      “Let me walk you to your car,” he offers, his posture relaxed yet filled with a quiet intensity.

      “No need.” The words escape with more venom than I intended, a defense mechanism flaring up whenever I feel cornered. “I can handle it,” I say, trying to sound softer.

      Leo’s expression shifts from concerned to hurt in an instant, and the sight twists a familiar knot of guilt in my chest. I berate myself silently. Why do I push away people who reach out? Part of me cynically wonders how long he’d stay interested before leaving like the rest.

      “I know you can. I just want to make sure you’re safe,” he says, his voice carrying a weight of sincerity that makes me pause, even in my resolve to keep him at a distance.

      “I’m sure Chloe is waiting,” I add, the words tasting like vinegar on my tongue. “And your friend.”

      Leo pauses, a mix of confusion and hurt dancing in his ocean blue eyes. “I just want to make sure you’re alright,” he insists, his voice softening, trying to bridge the gap I’ve put between us.

      “I’m alright,” I assure him, attempting to infuse a warmth I don’t fully feel into my voice. The effort falls flat, my words sounding hollow even to my own ears. When I see the hurt flash across Leo’s face, I’m reminded of the walls I’ve built, not just around my heart, but around my very being. They are meant to protect me, yet here they are, isolating me once more.

      “Just... text me when you get back, okay?” he asks, reaching for his phone in his back pocket.

      “I don’t have a phone,” I admit, feeling bare. I tuck my hands into my back pockets, the stickiness of the beer drying on my skin, making me itch to move. I’ll need another shower soon.

      “Leo?” Chloe appears like poison in honey. “Oh look, the tough girl act again.” Her smirk cuts deep. “Still haven’t learned your place?”

      Leo tenses. “Chloe, enough.”

      “Why? It’s just Frankie.” Each word drips venom. “She doesn’t matter.”

      Leo’s defense falls flat against Chloe’s truth. Her words slice through years of carefully constructed walls. I let the night claim me, deaf to his calls, numb to her laughter.

      The shadows welcome me home, soothing my wounds like old friends. Finally alone, I breathe.

      A slight breeze rolls off the ocean and blows through my hair, chilling my sweaty skin. The streetlamps flicker overhead, their soft glow stretching the shadows on the ground. Chewing the inside of my cheek, I look back, noting just how alone I am, and I let the shadows creep up my legs like an inky fog. They swirl around me, greeting me with a hug. I hold my hand out, and they weave between my fingers and then up and over my arms.

      For the first time today, a genuine smile stretches across my face.

      I let my shadows do their thing as my Docs crack over the gravel road that stretches along the coast. The faint, salty breeze of the ocean lingers in the air, mingling with the earthy scent of the gravel beneath my feet. Andy doesn’t like us parking in the small lot, so she lets us park in her driveway. She only lives a block away in this fifteen-minute city, where everything feels close yet so far when shrouded in my solitude.

      My shadows pull me away from the Jeep, insistent and strange. They’ve never resisted like this.

      “I just want to shower,” I whisper, but they wrap tighter, a dark warning I don’t understand.

      I plant my feet and refuse to move forward or backward. The night air cools my skin, raising goosebumps as the shadows cling to me. Slowly, bit by bit, they peel back from my legs, but then they do the darndest thing—they wrap around me head to toe, making me appear as though I’m a walking, talking shadow. I didn’t know I could do that.

      As I fumble with the keys, I let my senses stretch out into the night, feeling for the familiar pull of the shadows. It’s a technique I’ve honed over the years, learning to differentiate between mere darkness and the sentient shadows that respond to my call. Tonight, they seem restless, a reflection of my own unease. The soft murmur of the sea clashes with my racing thoughts, enhancing the tension that tightens my chest.

      The absence of the Jeep’s top, because I ran late, suddenly feels like an ominous oversight—one I know better than to make. Settling into the driver’s seat, I try to draw a comforting veil of darkness around the Jeep, a simple trick that makes the interior shadows obey my whim, creating a makeshift barrier, but the shadows are sluggish tonight, their reaction time slower.

      My control over them isn’t absolute. Fatigue, emotions, and the natural balance of night itself influence our connection. The ignition roars to life, cutting through my concentration, and the headlights scatter the shadows, reminding me of their aversion to light, another rule in the complex relationship between my powers and the world.

      A figure materializes from shadow—Matteo, leaning against brick like he’s been waiting. My whisper of his name earns a single nod before he melts into the alley. Questions flood my mind, none with answers.

      What the fuck?

      Fear spikes in my chest at the thought that he saw my shadows and he knows there’s something off about me. Maybe that’s why they tried to tug me back toward the bar. No, I’m being ridiculous. Laughing at myself, I pull away from the driveway, thinking of all the places where I can sleep off the island. That is a bigger issue.

      I know exactly where to go though. It’s on the island, which I should be able to access if Tori is out and about. Even though she has a key to the boom, her mom won’t lock it down until everyone is over the bridge, safe and sound. Destination in mind, I let my thoughts wander.

      Two years of tips total ten grand in my dorm safe. The rich kids here were born with futures; I was born with just a name and a locked-away birth certificate I only learned about through an acceptance letter I never sent.

      I save every penny I make at the Grotto and shove it into my safe. I can’t even get a bank account without my birth certificate, so cash it is, and luckily, Andy doesn’t mind paying under the table.

      The bridge welcomes me home, boom raised like an unexpected gift. I head for my cove—technically off-limits, too rough for partying students, too dangerous for administrative approval. Perfect.

      The Jeep’s tires crunch against the sand, stirring a gentle echo in the quiet cove. Here, the ambient sound of the ocean’s incessant roar is both a lullaby and a wild call. The salty air fills my lungs, mingling with the subtle tang of seaweed and brine.

      Parking beside a large rock, a natural sentinel of this secluded spot, I kill the engine, and sudden silence envelops me like a thick blanket. Shadows immediately wrap around the Jeep, drawn to the absence of light, their presence both comforting and foreboding.

      I step out of the Jeep, and the world shifts. The cool sand seeps through my boots, each grain a tiny anchor to reality. Shadows writhe at my feet, eager and alive, stretching towards the relentless surf. Moonlight bathes the beach in an otherworldly glow, turning familiar shapes into looming specters.

      The waves crash against the shore, each impact a thunderous reminder of my isolation. Boom. Boom. Boom. The rhythm matches my heartbeat, growing louder with each step towards the cave. The air thickens, charged with anticipation. Something feels different tonight, as if the very island is holding its breath, waiting.

      The cave beckons, moonlight catching its entrance like a silver frame around darkness. Where others see danger, I see home—darkness reaching for me with welcome fingers.

      The cave welcomes me with cool stone and deepening shadows. Here, where moon and judgment can’t reach, I’m finally free to be myself.

      When I was little, I used to be terrified of the dark. Hell, any little girl would be terrified of the dark if they didn’t have a caring parent to show them otherwise. All I had were shitty foster dads who never really kept me safe, but then, one night, that all changed. Now, I feel safe. Everything changed the night I stopped fighting the dark and embraced it.

      The sound of the waves fades until a slight trickle of water begins to drift to me. I know the cave will turn sharply to the left in three feet, and there’s a small opening. I continue to another turn, and then everything opens before me, and my secret spot reveals itself. There’s a reason I love this island so damn much, and this is one of those reasons.

      Mineral-scented steam rises as I strip. The water claims me slowly—first a toe, then full submersion. Heat seeps into my bones, washing away summer’s bruises like magic. Nature’s lullaby whispers against stone.

      My lungs strain, but I hold my breath as long as I can before kicking to the surface and making my way to the towels I have folded on the side. They smell awful from sitting all summer, but it’s what I have. True exhaustion wraps around me, the kind one only feels when they are safe, and they know they can finally rest and everything will be alright.

      My makeshift bed waits like an old friend. Dust rises as I collapse, the musty blanket more welcoming than any dorm room could be. Here, in my cave sanctuary, exhaustion finally claims its prize.

      My eyelids grow heavy, the world blurring at the edges as sleep claims me, the drip-drip-drip of water fading into the background of my consciousness.
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      Nine Years Ago

      

      The nightmare always starts the same—a creak, a whisper, an unsettling silence. Dread floods my veins before I even open my eyes.

      My eyes open. Blinking, I try to focus on the darkness, straining to find the reason I’m awake.

      Across the room, my foster sisters are fast asleep, the darkness outside the window indicating it’s still late. The door to my foster parents’ room is shut tight, not a thing out of place.

      Except, the world feels wrong. Ever so slowly, I sit up, blinking against the darkness. As the blanket slips off me, cold air crashes against my sensitive skin.

      Naked. Wrong. I went to bed in my rainbow nightgown. Cold air streams through an open window as I search, teeth chattering, for answers I don’t want to find.

      A whisper of unease trickles through my mind—not just from the cold or the darkness, but from a sensation I’ve felt only in moments of deep solitude or distress. The shadows seem to pulse with a life of their own, reaching out to me like old friends. Their whispers brush against my consciousness, promising secrets and power I can barely comprehend. It’s as if they’ve been waiting for this moment, for me to finally notice their presence. I push the thought aside, attributing it to my overactive imagination.

      My bare feet touch the floor, and a yawn cracks my jaw, making my eyes water. There, in the middle of the floor, lies my nightgown, inside out.

      I must have taken it off in my sleep.

      At least, that’s what I tell myself.

      I don’t remember falling asleep, and I don’t really remember much of the night before.

      Trying not to dwell on it, I redress and pad across the room to the bathroom.

      The ancient house creaks and groans around us, its century-old bones settling in the night. The second floor stretches out like an endless corridor, open bedrooms yawning into the darkness. Every shadow seems alive, every corner a potential hiding place for unseen dangers. It’s supposed to have three bedrooms, but technically, there is only one with a door.

      I flick the bathroom light on, and I’m blinded. Hissing, I quickly turn it off and use the toilet, then I wash my hands in silence, hoping not to wake anyone.

      There are seven of us in this house. I’ve been here for a few weeks, and it’s okay. It’s new, and from experience, I know that everyone here won’t reveal their true selves for another few months.

      Feeling thirsty, I make my way down the hall, passing the double bunk beds with all four of my foster brothers fast asleep. I creep down the stairs, making sure not to tread on any of the creaky steps. Identifying the creaky spots in a house is the first thing I learn in any new home—self-preservation won’t allow it any other way.

      The first floor drowns in darkness, broken by slivers of streetlight through grimy windows. Stale cigarettes and old wood taint the air as floorboards betray each step.

      The shadows seem to writhe and stretch, reaching out with ghostly fingers that I can almost feel brushing against my skin.

      I yawn again, making my eyes water. For a moment, the tears almost blind me, and maybe that’s why I don’t see him at first. That night, I didn’t see him either.

      But this? This is a memory, and I know he’s there, lurking in the shadows, watching me.

      Rubbing my eyes, I open the fridge, the light just as blinding as it was in the bathroom. There are a few drops left of the lemonade made at dinner the night before. If I drink it, I know I’ll have to make more.

      I’m so thirsty that I’m willing to drink it and stay up a few more moments to make more. With the pitcher in my grip, I back away, closing the fridge.

      “Why are you awake?” His voice shatters the silence. The pitcher slips from my grip, lemonade flooding the floor.

      I freeze, listening for stirring upstairs. Nothing. When I turn, he’s there in the corner, cigarette glowing like a demon’s eye.

      “I asked you a question,” he says, taking a long draw of his cigarette.

      My stomach flares with nerves as little butterflies take flight, and my head feels dizzy. Every inch of me screams to run, to get out of this situation. Every inch of me tells me I’m in danger, but I can’t figure out why.

      Licking my lips, I reply, “I’m thirsty.”

      He grunts, sitting back, and places one ankle over his knee. I can just make out his bare chest and the shorts he’s wearing.

      Alarm bells still reverberate in my head like a gong, over and over.

      “Looks like you made a mess of the lemonade,” he whispers, taking a longer drag before slowly blowing the smoke out. “Better clean it up.”

      I had forgotten about the lemonade. I’m standing in a puddle of lemonade. Taking a cautious step back, I reach for the drawer of kitchen towels and toss two on the floor. Using my feet, I step on each one, beginning to walk them around while trying to sop up all the lemonade.

      “Not like that,” he says.

      “Excuse me?” I lift my gaze to him, fear dancing in my belly. The clock reads three in the morning. Why is he awake?

      “Get on all fours and clean up the lemonade,” he commands.

      “What?” My voice trembles, and my body shakes.

      “You heard me,” he snaps, extinguishing his cigarette, his foot landing on the ground with a soft tap that, to me, sounds like a stomp.

      Reluctantly, I sink to the floor. My nightgown will get wet, but there’s no helping it now. My knees touch the cracked linoleum, and although I dread looking away, I need to see what I’m doing, given the darkness.

      Swallowing my fear, I grab the towel and begin to soak up the lemonade.

      “Stop,” he demands.

      Fear surges through me, a living entity. “Sir?” I risk a glance upward—a mistake. He’s leaning forward, his eyes like rings of fire.

      “Turn around.”

      Tears burn my vision. I know what this is. I never should have gotten out of bed. I can’t run. He’d only outrun me. Grinding my teeth, I turn around to face the front of the house, my heart palpitating.

      I can’t catch a breath. My lungs won’t allow it. My stomach is one giant knot, a cage for the butterflies wreaking havoc inside me. Closing my eyes, I lean forward, the towels clenched in my shaking hands.

      “Ass in the air,” he whispers.

      Tears stream down my face, and my body quivers uncontrollably, frozen in terror.

      I hear his footsteps approaching and feel him looming too close behind me.

      “So perfect,” he murmurs, lifting my shirt, his fingertips sending shivers of dread down my spine. “Shh, I’ll take good care of you.”

      My stomach twists.

      A chill seeps through the room, freezing my fear solid. The shadows whisper at the edges of my vision, offering power I never knew existed. The air pulses with my heartbeat, thick with possibility.

      He takes my shirt and begins to wrap it around my head, but the darkness stirs, a living entity reacting to my silent plea for help. Not like this, a voice whispers with a feeling that floods my veins with a strength I didn’t know I possessed. I can’t breathe, yet I’m suffused with a rush of clarity and purpose, as if the shadows themselves are rallying to my defense.

      Pain explodes as my cheek meets floor. He twists my shirt around my head—once, twice, three times.

      “This won’t hurt.” The lie burns like my starving lungs.

      Tears soak fabric as whimpers betray my terror. No air. No escape. No hope.

      He leans over me. “Shhh, good girls don’t cry.” His actions contradict his words as he tightens his grip on my shirt. “Shhh, or I’ll have to suffocate you, and you don’t want that, now do you?” I bite my tongue until it bleeds. “Didn’t think so.”

      I feel him pressing against me.

      The world narrows to pinpricks of light as he tightens the shirt around my head. My heart pounds so hard I can feel it in my throat, each beat a desperate plea for air. The darkness isn’t just around me now; it’s pressing in, threatening to swallow me whole. My limbs feel leaden, unresponsive, as panic takes over.

      A sense of calm settles over me, and instead of fighting, I reach for the darkness, craving the safety it might offer. Anything is better than this.

      “What the fuck?” He releases me.

      I scramble through the lemonade, whimpers escaping me as I tug my shirt down and turn around to put him in my line of sight.

      His eyes are wide as he glares at me—no, not me, my legs.

      Looking down, I see darkness spilling over me. What is that? I freeze as the shadows whisper words of safety, of home.

      I only ever wanted a home.

      “You’re fucking one of them,” he snarls, his face contorting with a mixture of disgust and rage. Time seems to slow as he lunges forward, his bulk eclipsing the dim light. I try to scramble away, but my thirteen-year-old body is no match for his adult strength. The world spins as my head cracks against the floor, his weight crushing the air from my lungs. Each second stretches into an eternity of terror as I realize how helpless I truly am.

      “I should do the world a favor and just kill you now.” His words send a new spike of fear through me. Something changed. Now, he wants me dead. I don’t know what I did, but I know I need to get out of here, out of this house. I need to run. Escape.

      Darkness once again creeps over my vision. This time, though, the shadows whisper to fight.

      I kick and scream beneath his muffling palm. His other hand closes around my neck, but I still fight. Blackness creeps in at the edges.

      The shadows whisper to fight harder.

      My hands flail as I struggle to breathe, trying to grasp for anything to help me. My hand closes around a sippy cup left by one of the littles.

      I crack it over his head again and again.

      “You little bitch.”

      Again!

      I strike him with it, dislodging him, and he rolls off me. “You’re not even worth it.”

      All the anger from every adult who has ever failed me boils over in that moment, and I attack him. I scrape my nails down his face and across his chest. He stumbles backward.

      That’s when the whispers intensify.

      Fight him.

      Let us have him.

      Give him to us.

      We will make him pay.

      With a cry born from my soul, fueled by desperation and fear, I hit him again. His head snaps back, and that’s when something extraordinary happens. The darkness on the floor creeps up and ensnares him, like black ropes springing to life.

      “What is this?” Wild eyes meet mine. “Call them off!” His pleas mirror my earlier ones.

      The shadows pull him down into the floorboards while I watch, fascinated.

      “Francesca.” Finally, real fear in his voice. “Make them stop.”

      “Would you have stopped?” I whisper into the stillness of the night. In his eyes, I see the truth—he wouldn’t have stopped. He would have relished my cries, tears, and pain.

      I will savor his.

      I echo his words back to him. “Didn’t think so.”

      As if awaiting my consent, the shadows tighten their grip and whisk him away. In mere seconds, he’s gone. His body is no longer here, at least not in this plane of existence.

      His screams fade to silence until a timid voice breaks through. “F-Frankie?”

      I turn to find Bishop in the doorway, eyes wide with disbelief. His presence offers salvation and damnation in equal measure. As his gaze shifts between me and the shadows’ deadly work, I realize: this nightmare’s just beginning.

      Just like that, the nightmare ends, and I wake up to a new one.
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      A sharp sting breaks through my nightmare. “Frankie, wake up!” Tori’s frustrated voice cuts through shadow-whispers that echo like distant ghosts.

      I burrow deeper into my pillow, my voice a low growl. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t turn you into a human pretzel for waking me up.” The threat is hollow, laced with sleep and irritation.

      Tori doesn’t listen. Instead, she smacks me again, harder this time. “Girl, your alarm has been going off for ten minutes now. Turn it off.” Her voice is sharp, a clear reflection of her annoyance.

      I reach out blindly, swat at her hands, and finally grab the little clock on my bedside table. With a growl of frustration, I yank the damn thing out of the wall and toss it in Tori’s general direction. The clock sails through the air with a satisfying swoosh before landing with a thud.

      “Frankie, I’m just trying to make sure you don’t miss the first day of classes,” she grumbles, her voice softening slightly, revealing her concern underneath the stern facade.

      Rude.

      “I’m not going to miss class,” I mumble defiantly, burying my head under the pillows, seeking refuge in their cool, soft embrace. I inhale deeply, the scent of lavender fabric softener mingling with the mustiness of old dorm room walls.

      “Frankie, it’s almost nine in the morning. You are going to miss class,” Tori persists, her hand landing on my thigh with a slap that’s both playful and insistent.

      I toss the pillow off and glare at her, my eyes squinting as they adjust to the morning light that sneaks past our threadbare curtains. Tori looks impeccable, as if she stepped out of a fashion magazine for university chic. Her hair is pulled back in a sleek ponytail, and her makeup is flawlessly applied. She probably got up at the crack of dawn to get ready.

      Can’t relate.

      “Why do you care?” Knowing I won’t be able to go back to sleep now, I slowly rise, blinking the sleep from my eyes, my body stiff from the uncomfortable dorm mattress.

      With a huff and a grunt, she answers, “Because we’re roommates, and I won’t have a shitty student as a roommate on my watch.” Her tone is both joking and serious, a strange mix that catches me off guard. It’s weird—when we’re alone like this, without her friends around, Tori is almost... nice. I’m still not sure what to make of it.

      “Right,” I drawl sarcastically. “My sleeping in to the last minute makes you look bad. Sure, that makes perfect sense. It’s like your academic reputation is somehow tied to my sleep habits.” My voice drips with sarcasm, a defense mechanism I’ve honed over the years.

      “See? You aren’t so stubborn that you don’t get it.” Her tone turns saccharine, her eyes twinkling with mischief.

      She’s lucky I’m not awake.

      “Go away,” I grumble, my voice groggy as I pull my hair over one shoulder and begin braiding it absentmindedly. The repetitive motion is soothing.

      Rolling her eyes, Tori grabs her book bag and stomps toward the door. She pauses at the threshold, her silhouette framed by the doorway, and then slams it behind her with a final grunt of disapproval. The sound echoes in the small room, a stark reminder of the day that awaits me.

      I let out a slow breath, trying to calm the irritation bubbling inside me. The last two weeks flash through my mind—a blur of late nights, scrambling for textbooks, and dodging every familiar face on campus, especially Leo. The quiet had been a relief, his absence a respite as he was likely busy with rugby practices or whatever those players did together.

      That thought alone sends my imagination running wild.

      Running my hand down my face, I try to blink away the thought of a bunch of rugby players forming a circle jerk. I admit I did sneak around and watch them practice, but only once. I eavesdropped on Tori and the other cheerleaders gushing about Matteo and Leo, so I had to see for myself.

      They claim Matteo’s involvement in rugby always seemed more about guarding his friend than playing the game. I remember overhearing them talk about how he sees his role on the team as keeping everyone safe, a sentiment that seems to echo his approach to life.

      The door opens to Leo’s dimpled smile and coffee steam. He holds out a cup like a peace offering.

      “Thought you needed a gentler wake-up call. Two sugars—sweet with bite. Like you.”

      “You’ve been stalking me,” I declare as I accept the cup, because free coffee is free coffee. How on earth does he know how I take my coffee? “Or should I say, espresso-ly for me?” I quip, raising an eyebrow at him.

      He taps his temple. “Nah, I just remember what you told me about the cup I spilled on you.”

      “So a freakishly good memory then,” I observe, sipping the coffee, which is, of course, the perfect temperature. The warmth slowly spreads through me, battling the residual chill of the morning air and the unnerving sensation of being watched.

      Peering behind him, I spot his friend, Matteo, the one who stalked me after work. I haven’t seen them since that night, but just because I can’t see them doesn’t mean they aren’t watching me. It’s a lesson I’ve learned from the past. I sink my thumbs into the holes I cut in my sweater, a small act of comfort, and shift from foot to foot as Leo smiles down at me, his presence imposing yet oddly comforting.

      What the hell does he want?

      “Thank you?” I drawl the words out like a question, infused with a mixture of skepticism and a trace of curiosity. My voice trembles slightly, betraying my attempt at nonchalance.

      Matteo snorts while Leo gives me a full-blown smile, apparently pleased with my response. “You’re welcome. Can I walk you to class?”

      “Psych.” I yawn, my voice heavy with fatigue. I think I’ve slept a total of ten hours in the past two weeks, one of which was last night. The words are barely a whisper, lost in the early morning din of campus life.

      “Matteo has psych.” Leo turns to look at Matteo, whose dark eyes seem to peer right through me, piercing and intense.

      Well, that’s unnerving.

      Matteo just jerks his head once in response. A man of few words. I don’t hate that. They usually fuck the fastest and hardest.

      “We’re going to be late,” he says, his voice dark and slightly gravelly, hinting at an urgency that seems to be about more than just class.

      This entire situation is awkward. Never in all the years I’ve been here has anyone shown up at my dorm room to walk me to class.

      “Right,” I drawl, letting the door shut behind me with a soft click that seems to seal my fate for the day. Stepping around Leo, I begin to walk down the spiral staircase. Most of the students are as awake as they can be at nine in the morning, their steps echoing in the hollow space, a symphony of the daily grind.

      “What’s your major?” Leo asks, his tone casual, trying to pierce the veil of awkwardness that hangs between us.

      It’s an innocent enough question that I don’t hesitate to answer. “Security. Cybersecurity.” I sip my coffee again, savoring the bitterness.

      “Coming from the girl with no phone,” he jokes, bumping my shoulder lightly, a touch that sends a surprisingly pleasant jolt through me.

      “That’s exactly why I don’t have a phone,” I respond, smiling at the irony. In a world where every keystroke can be traced, every secret unearthed, I’ve learned to live like a ghost. Digital footprints are just another way to be found, and I’ve spent too long running to risk it all now. My life fits in a backpack for a reason—t he less I have, the fewer threads there are to unravel me.

      “Not even a burner?” he asks, his voice tinged with genuine curiosity, attempting to make small talk as we step out into the courtyard.

      It’s too damn early for small talk.

      “Not even a burner.”

      Shadow Locke looms ahead, all ancient brick and reaching shadows. Ocean wind carries salt and secrets between us.

      “Schedule?” Leo asks over morning chatter.

      “Ah…” I honestly only know what class I have first. Reaching into my bag, I pull out the small piece of paper that I’ve folded a hundred times. “Psych with Professor Blackwood, then network security before rounding out the day with discrete math.”

      Matteo whistles behind me, a sound that feels oddly like approval. I look over my shoulder at him to find his dark eyes on me. It’s almost unsettling, as though he’s reading me like a book. Turning back around, I see Leo smiling down at me, his expression open and inviting.

      “I’m an environmental science major.” He gestures at a far building I’ve only ever been in a few times. The science building. Well, to be more specific, the labs. Shadow Locke has a different building for those just-in-case moments where a student tries to blow something up. “Have lunch with me,” he blurts, pausing on the walkway.

      “Lunch?” My brain still runs on coffee fumes.

      “That meal when the sun’s highest?” He winks.

      “Yeah, sure.” Sleep-deprivation makes me honest.

      Shaking my head, I turn toward my building, my little entourage following me closely. I don’t say much, but I notice students staring at me, their eyes looking from me to the guys at my back.

      “For fuck’s sake.” I step off the path and turn to them. My voice is sharp, slicing through the early morning air as crisp as the breeze that toys with the edges of my sweater. “I’m good. You two can go now.”

      Raising a brow, Leo sips his coffee. He glances at Matteo once before he turns back to me. I bet it’s full of cream and sugar. “Anyway,” he drawls, his tone smooth and unruffled. “So, Frankie, have you always been into cybersecurity?” Leo asks, his curiosity apparent, completely ignoring my statement.

      Rolling my eyes, I adjust my backpack on my shoulder, scanning the morning crowd. I’m enveloped by the hustle of students, their laughter and chatter blending into a cacophony that feels a world away from the isolation of my thoughts. I begin to walk again, feeling as though the entire moment is too surreal to acknowledge. Maybe I’m still dreaming.

      No, I’m not, because I’m here at Shadow Locke and not in my foster family’s home or anywhere else for that matter—not to mention Bishop is nowhere near me.

      “Started with puzzles, moved to coding and hacking. Ethically, of course.” The lie comes easy, and he swallows it whole. Better than explaining how I learned to erase people from existence. No regrets.

      Matteo’s eyebrows rise in amusement, his first real expression of the morning. It’s subtle but genuine, a flicker of intrigue in his usually stoic demeanor.

      “What about you, Matteo? Environmental science seems like a leap from rugby.” I turn my attention to the quieter of the two. He looks at me, his head tilted to the side, and I wonder briefly if he knows I just lied.

      Impossible.

      Matteo shrugs. “I like being outside, and there’s a strategy to it, understanding ecosystems and predicting changes. It’s not that different from sports, really. You’re just playing a long game against nature.” His voice is calm and pensive, mirroring the patience of someone accustomed to observing the slow growth of the natural world.

      Surprise flickers through me. That’s the most he’s said to me since I met him. Granted, I avoided them for two weeks straight.

      Leo laughs. “He’s being modest. He interned with a major conservation project last summer and helped reintroduce a species of frogs back into their natural habitat.” Leo’s pride in his friend’s accomplishments is palpable, adding a warmth to his voice that makes him seem more approachable.

      “That’s impressive,” I admit, my curiosity piqued as I glance at Matteo, who just nods, as if it was nothing out of the ordinary.

      As we approach the large, imposing doors of the psychology building, Leo steers the conversation back to me. “So no phone at all? How do you manage your social life?”

      I snort. “What social life? Between classes and avoiding people like I was in witness protection, it’s pretty quiet, but I like it that way. Safer, less drama.”

      Less chance of anyone discovering my secrets.

      Leo nods, understanding my need for privacy, while Matteo seems to ponder my words, perhaps recognizing the weight behind them.

      “Anyway,” I continue, “today’s just about surviving until lunch. Speaking of, what’s on the menu for this environmental science major’s lunch plan?”

      Leo’s eyes twinkle with mischief. “Something that doesn’t involve frogs, I promise, but it’s a surprise. Trust me, it’s good.”

      I raise a skeptical eyebrow but smile. “I’ll hold you to that then.”

      As we reach the classroom, with students milling around and chatter rising all around us, a thrill of the start of the year zings through my veins.

      “See you at twelve then,” Leo says as he backs away, the promise of lunch still hanging between us.

      “Yeah, see you,” I reply, a hint of anticipation coloring my tone. As I watch him walk away, I can’t help but feel that maybe this day won’t be as tedious as I expected—until Matteo turns to me, his dark eyes boring into mine.

      “You lied to him.”

      “You see too much,” I retort, intent on heading into the classroom, but I feel Matteo following closely behind. His presence at my back isn’t unwelcome, but it’s something I feel down to my toes. His quiet understanding, like a shadow, is both comforting and unnerving, adding a layer of complexity that is all Matteo.

      As we approach the classroom, the corridor is thick with students, bustling and pushing past one another in their rush. Amid this chaos, I feel a sudden jostle. A shoulder digs sharply into mine, nearly knocking me off balance—it’s the second time this has happened, but this shock sends a surge of adrenaline through me. Before I can regain my footing, Matteo reacts. His movements are a blur of controlled aggression, his face a mask of contained fury. The guy who bumped into me is suddenly pinned against the wall, Matteo’s arm pressed menacingly against his throat.

      “Matteo!” I exclaim, my heart pounding as memories of past confrontations flash through my mind. The halls echo with the sudden silence that follows the confrontation, as if the entire building has taken a collective breath. Matteo’s eyes flick to mine, a storm of conflict in them. I’ve seen this protective ferocity before—the last time someone threatened me at the bar, Matteo had been there too, only then he watched from across the room.

      He doesn’t let go, only stares at me. The busy hall freezes.

      The face turning crimson under Matteo’s grip is familiar—Joey Andrews, the same one who accidentally slammed into me two weeks ago. He’s one of those trust fund kids who thinks the world owes him something. My fingers twitch with muscle memory, cataloging another threat. Old habits of survival die hard.

      Only this time, Joey’s snarling at Matteo, who has him pinned against the wall. His forearm presses against his throat, cutting off his air.

      Matteo just stares back at him with murder in his eyes.

      “Man, what the fuck?” Another guy, just as big as Matteo and Leo, places a hand on Matteo’s arm, but I don’t think he can even hear him. “Let him go before you take him out.”

      Matteo only grunts.

      Fascination floods me. Would he really kill for a simple jostle? The possibility sends warmth through my veins.

      Matteo’s eyes never waver as Joey starts to fade. Part of me yearns to watch him drop.

      “Matteo,” another voice calls out as a man presses on his arm. “Let Joey go,” he says with a hint of amusement. He’s dressed like a professor would be—tweed jacket, jeans, and glasses that perch on the tip of his nose.

      Matteo cocks his head, studying Joey with an almost predatory intensity. For a moment, something dark and otherworldly flickers in his eyes. Then, with a smile that doesn’t quite reach those eyes, he releases his grip. Joey crumples to the floor like a marionette with cut strings, and I can’t shake the feeling that I’ve just witnessed something more than a simple schoolyard scuffle.

      “Save it for the field.” He claps once. “Alright, everyone, get to class. Let’s go.”

      I don’t move. I stand there, my eyes glued to Joey who’s unconscious on the floor. No one moves to help him. In fact, they let him lie there. I wonder if he will bother me again or if he will leave me alone.

      Matteo’s words are barely a whisper, but they carry the weight of a promise etched in stone. “No one touches you. Not while I’m here.” His eyes, dark and intense, hold mine, daring me to challenge his declaration.

      My head jerks up, and my stomach twists. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep,” I snap at him and go to step around him.

      Matteo’s grip sends electricity through my arm. He pulls me close—too close—but I don’t recoil from his cinnamon-and-clove warmth.

      “Again,” he breathes against my ear. “No one hurts you.” His fathomless eyes strip away my secrets.

      My heart pounds, a war drum in my chest. Part of me wants to run, to hide from this intensity. But another part, a part I barely recognize, wants to lean in, to let him see it all.

      I jerk out of his hold. “I don’t need you to protect me.” By now, everyone is in the classroom, leaving us alone out here with the unconscious kid.

      “No, you don’t.” His eyes darken, smile chilling. “Even precious gems shatter under pressure.” A shadow flickers behind him—one that shouldn’t exist.

      The professor’s shout breaks the spell. I retreat to the back row, but Matteo follows like a persistent shadow.

      Clearly, solitude isn’t on today’s schedule.
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      I am a portrait among vermin at Shadow Locke. They see me but miss what I am—a shadow among shadows, watching their vapid existence with ancient eyes.

      Professor Blackwood prefers it that way. He prefers no one sees me, yet he insists I observe everyone—their idle chatter, their pointless notes, their deceitful lying, and their transparent cheating. My ears fill with the dull hum of their mundane conversations, the scratch of pens on paper echoing like distant thunder.

      I do as I’m told, watching and judging, my sharp gaze cutting through the pretense and facade.

      She enters like a lost gazelle—all long limbs and absurd hair sweeping her thighs. Her too-wide eyes scan the room with false innocence. She isn’t lost. Fate’s mistake placed her exactly here.

      Francesca Vale. She is the last in her class to comprehend who and what she is, and naturally, the professor has chosen to coddle her. He loves a challenge. She doesn’t know this, of course, but she will. The air around her seems to shimmer with the faintest trace of unused potential, like heat from a dormant fire.

      All through class, she diligently scribbles notes, focusing and nibbling on her garishly red lips—large, pouty, and constantly tortured by her own teeth. I imagine the taste of cinnamon and defiance on them.

      I would teach her the proper use of those lips and force her to acknowledge their misuse.

      I want to abuse her lips, force her to her knees, and wrap that long hair around my⁠—

      “Class is dismissed! Francesca Vale, may I see you up front, please?” Professor Blackwood announces prematurely. It’s just as well. Most of today is nothing more than a trivial handout of the syllabus and readings. “Dorian,” he whispers to me.

      I detach myself from the wall, observing as the little vixen slowly stands, squinting at the professor. Beside her, the boy’s eyes narrow, but he remains planted firmly in his seat.

      Looks like he will be staying for this particular charade.

      “Professor.” I position myself to the right of his desk. His eyes remain on Francesca. There’s interest there, intrigue. It’s a foolish notion to desire a student, but as I follow his gaze and watch Ms. Vale walk down the aisle, I can’t help but understand why he finds her superficially attractive.

      Francesca Vale is a contradiction wrapped in mortal flesh. Her frame speaks of hardship, yet there’s a hidden strength in the curve of her legs, the defiant tilt of her chin. She’s an irritant, yes, but one that demands attention—like a splinter you can’t quite ignore.

      “Ms. Vale.” Professor Blackwood extends his hand to her to shake. She hesitantly reaches out. I notice the slightest tremble in her fingers before she masters it, her chin jutting up in defiance of her own emotions. “I don’t know if you’ve been informed, but I’m your academic advisor for the remainder of your time here at Shadow Locke.”

      Frankie, as she calls herself, snatches her hand back and wipes her palm on her skirt, uncaring of how disrespectful it appears—intriguing—and her little brow furrows. “I don’t understand. What happened to my former advisor?”

      “Leave of absence,” he replies quickly.

      I suppress a scoff. Sure, deceive the unsuspecting shadow. That’s one way to build trust. I don’t believe in lying. It’s an awful habit, one that others will find themselves ensnared by.

      I will never find myself ensnared.

      “Right,” she drawls, clearly unconvinced.

      “This is my teaching assistant, Dorian.” He looks over at me with that counterfeit smile, one he plasters on for everyone. It’s a mask, of course. Our little unsuspecting vixen doesn’t have a clue who surrounds her.

      Yet.

      Her large doe eyes look at me, and her lip curls in a sneer. Excellent. She remembers me. That will be to her disadvantage. “We’ve met,” she states blandly. It’s almost as though she’s mocking the tone I bestowed upon her at our initial meeting.

      I suppress a smirk.

      “Splendid,” Professor Blackwood’s voice drips with false honey, his eyes glittering with barely concealed intrigue. “I do so love when the pieces fall into place.”

      She conceals her hands behind her back, clearly averse to physical contact. Fascinating. The subtle coolness of the room seems to magnify her discomfort, the low hum of the fluorescent lights above casting a pale, flickering glow that plays tricks on the eyes.

      “Right. Am I free to leave?” Her voice, a delicate mixture of weariness and impatience, echoes in the now nearly empty classroom.

      “In just a moment.” He reaches down into his desk, extracting a business card that he hands over. “My personal cell phone number is on there. Call me anytime you need me.” The card is pristine, its edges sharp enough to seem threatening in its formality.

      She snorts, stuffing the card into her backpack, muttering, “Unlikely,” under her breath. For a brief moment, Professor Blackwood’s facade falters, and his face tightens. The slight twitch of his jaw and narrowing of his eyes betray a flash of genuine emotion quickly masked.

      “I believe,” I interject, “that Ms. Vale doesn’t own a cell phone.” My voice cuts through the awkward silence that has begun to settle over the room.

      “Aren’t you a cybersecurity major?” He recoils in surprise, his eyebrows arching in an expression of both curiosity and challenge.

      Frankie merely sighs. “Exactly.” She tightens her grip on her threadbare backpack, her large eyes looking between me and Professor Blackwood. “It’s hackable.” Her statement hangs in the air, a stark reminder of her prowess and the irony of her choice.

      “Prove it.” The words hang in the air, a challenge laced with danger. The atmosphere in the room shifts, electric with possibility.

      Frankie’s eyes widen, a mix of shock and intrigue dancing across her features. For a moment, time seems to stand still, the weight of the challenge pressing down on us all. Then, slowly, a spark ignites in her gaze—defiance, curiosity, and something darker, more primal.

      “Here.” He offers her his phone. “Prove it.” His tone is casual, but there’s an underlying sharpness, a test in the form of technology handed over as if it were a weapon.

      “Is that necessary?” She tilts her head to the side, her long dark hair cascading over her shoulders to tickle her waist. The movement is fluid, almost ethereal.

      “Not at all, but I am curious. If you are to be one of my students, I’d like to know where your strengths and weaknesses lie.” He gives her a smile that she falls for. Everyone does. He’s unassuming, warm, affectionate, and utters all the expected niceties.

      Surprising both him and me, she snatches the phone from him while simultaneously dropping her bag at her feet. She focuses on his phone, her lips curling into a crooked smile.

      The brute, Matteo, watches her like a common guard dog. How terribly pedestrian, appointing himself her protector while she remains delightfully oblivious. These mortal entanglements grow more tedious by the moment.

      She manipulates technology with peasant’s grace, yet beneath lies something... entertaining. Shadow-threads dance between her fingers and the device, visible only to those of us who understand true power. How quaint that she believes this parlor trick impressive.

      The shadows dance at her fingertips, a power she wields with naive grace. It’s a glimpse of what lies beneath the surface, a hint of the storm brewing within her. The question isn’t if she’ll cross the veil, but when—and what chaos she’ll unleash when she does.

      “How far do you want me to go?” she inquires nonchalantly, her eyes never leaving the phone.

      “How far did you get?” he asks, bemused. He doesn’t believe her, but I know better. It is always those who appear innocuous who harbor the greatest potential.

      Snorting, she relocks the phone and hands it back to him. “Thanks for lunch,” she mutters. “Can I go now?” Her tone is a blend of sarcasm and fatigue, edged with a defiance that’s becoming her hallmark.

      Professor Blackwood looks up at her, retrieving his phone and pocketing it. It’s an oversight, and I recognize it, but he dismisses it as a trivial mistake.

      “Of course, Ms. Vale. I’d like to see you on a biweekly basis just to ensure you are on the right track.” He crosses his arms, his expression exuding a pretentiousness that doesn’t quite reach his eyes, which remain sharp and analytical.

      She barely restrains from rolling her eyes at him. “I only ever had to meet with my academic advisor twice a year. Why do I have to see you every other week?” Her voice is steady, yet the slightest quiver reveals her irritation.

      I nearly choke at her audacity.

      Professor Blackwood, however, releases a strained chuckle. “It’s mandatory for your junior year.” His response is smooth, practiced, but there’s a glimmer of something else—curiosity perhaps, or challenge.

      She clearly doubts this. I can see it in her gaze. Her lips purse tightly, and she clenches her teeth to prevent herself from uttering anything regrettable. Clever girl.

      “How about Tuesday afternoons? I believe you only have one class on Tuesdays,” he proposes, trying to inject a note of casual authority.

      “Of course. See you tomorrow.” Snatching up her bag, she heads to the back of the class. Matteo slowly rises as she approaches him. I almost think she will acknowledge him, but she doesn’t, instead storming out as if the professor ignited a fire inside her.

      “What did I miss, Dorian?” Professor Blackwood gathers his papers, shuffling them into a neat pile.

      “Regarding her or the class, sir?” I exhale, genuinely finding this entire ordeal tedious.

      “Both.” He smirks at me, gesturing for me to head to the office hidden behind the classroom.

      “Half the class slept through your lecture,” I respond in a monotonous voice, appearing detached and unamused, mostly because I am. “Only one used their shadows to flirt with a girl in front of him. They planned to meet up later.”

      The professor shakes his head, muttering, “Teens,” more to himself than to me.

      It’s a sentiment I share.

      Every moment within these hallowed halls is a test of my endurance. The inane chatter, the pretense of learning—it grates on my very being. Yet here I am, shackled by my uncle’s ambitions and secrets, forced to play at being a student among lesser beings. The bitterness in my voice could curdle milk, a reflection of the deep-seated resentment festering within me like an untended wound.

      “As for Francesca Vale, she utilized shadows to unlock your phone. Whether she did it intentionally or not is beyond me.” I open the door for him, following him into the office. I settle into my armchair, the leather cold and unwelcoming against my skin, massaging the tension from my temples. “It’s a skill you teach in shadow techniques—one she learned all on her own.”

      “Hmm,” he muses, tossing his books on the desk before perching on the corner. “Do you think she will cross the veil—the boundary that separates our ordinary world from the true Shadow Locke?”

      “It’s anyone’s guess.” I shrug, attempting to mask my interest, though I suspect I’m failing. The room feels smaller, the walls inching closer with each breath I take.

      “She’s behind all the others.”

      “All the others grew up aware of the veil’s existence. She did not,” I point out, my tone laced with a hint of disdain for her ignorance.

      “True, true,” he agrees thoughtfully. “Well, when she crosses the veil, I’d like you to tutor her and get her caught up on her shadow classes.”

      Of course that’s where this conversation was headed. Wonderful. I’d much prefer to witness her flounder. The slight curl of my lips might be mistaken for a smirk, but it’s nothing more than a poorly disguised snarl.

      “Dorian.” He elongates my name, his gaze laden with expectation. The weight of his stare feels like shackles on my ankles.

      “If she crosses the veil...” I let the words hang with aristocratic disdain. Internally, I vow to prevent such an occurrence. Let her play with her shadow tricks. She knows nothing of true power, and I shall ensure it remains thus.

      Those shadows should have already dragged her into the realm they belong to.

      She naively pushes undesirable humans through instead, believing she’s purging them. Naturally, I withhold this delight from the professor. I derive a certain pleasure from watching them struggle, and I secretly relish the inevitable moment when she discovers she’s not the prodigy she fancies herself to be.

      “Dorian?” Blackwood’s voice intrudes upon my contemplation.

      “No,” I reply with calculated indifference. Let him believe my thoughts wander.

      “Off with you then.” He dismisses me as though I were some common student.

      I rise with measured grace, though this institution’s mediocrity suffocates me.

      “Dorian,” he calls just as I’m about to exit.

      “Professor.” I turn, facing him once more.

      The older man, with his dirty blond hair and black-framed glasses, steps uncomfortably close. “I want you to help me with an experiment.”

      “Of course, sir,” I say, scrutinizing the man who stands barely an inch taller than myself.

      His hand dares to reach for my face—a presumption I cannot abide. I step beyond his reach with centuries of practiced grace.

      “Forgive me,” he simpers. “Tomorrow’s experiment will test our Ms. Vale’s... tolerance for stress.”

      I offer the barest of nods before removing myself from his presence. Even immortality has its limits for tedium.

      “She’s locked me from my own device.” His muffled confession carries the stench of fear. “What might she become?”

      Indeed. Francesca Vale may prove... inconvenient. The shadows whisper their agreement, though they lack my refined understanding of true threat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 11

          

          

      

    

    







            Frankie

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m hiding from boys. Not my proudest moment, but here I am, avoiding lunch with Leo after that thing with Matteo. Instead, I’m huddled outside the cove with a sad ham sandwich that tastes like regret and missed opportunities.

      The sun scorches my skin through my sweater as I pick at my vending machine lunch. The water’s glare is blinding, but I can’t bring myself to move.

      It’s not that I can’t afford a better meal, I can. I just don’t want to spend the little money I have hidden away. Every penny counts toward a future full of unknowns, a life I’m still trying to piece together from the fragments of my past.

      A bell chimes across campus. I brush the crumbs from my skirt and head toward the computer labs, trying to ignore the guilt gnawing at my stomach. Leo’s probably looking for me, but he deserves someone less complicated. Someone who isn’t me.

      Sometimes, it doesn’t bother me when someone touches me, then there are days when I can’t even stand a handshake, like with Professor Blackwood earlier. Shaking his hand felt like sticking mine into a cold, clammy hole in the ground. The likelihood of something living in said hole is high, and the expectation of getting bit by an unknown creature is even higher.

      I don’t know what it is about him, but he feels wrong somehow, slimy, and now he’s my new advisor alongside his TA, Dorian. All he did was stand there and glare at me as though I am so far beneath him that I shouldn’t even exist in his sphere. Asshole.

      The computer lab rises before me, close to the science building but far enough away that if they blow themselves up, I’d survive. See? I can be optimistic. The building is the newest on the island, all glass and with a tilted roof that slopes low to the ground. I’m not sure who designed it, but it doesn’t match the rest of the buildings on campus, which is just as well.

      It’s quieter on the east side of the island. Not many students utilize this building, mostly because they all have their own laptops, but then there are the few of us majoring in cybersecurity, something I have only seen at this school. Most other colleges expect you to learn IT or some other generic field, but here, I could focus on what I wanted to from day one.

      Opening the door, I step into the highly air-conditioned building. A slight shiver works its way through my body as I head to the unmanned check-in desk and scribble my name into the logbook.

      I head for the basement lab, my footsteps echoing through the empty building. The supercomputer calls to me like an old friend—my secret workspace for the thesis that’s become my obsession. Freshman year, I knew I wanted to incorporate puzzles and ancient code.

      Cryptographic Alchemy: Unlocking Ancient Wisdom Through Modern Computational Linguistics and Puzzle Theory.

      The title was easy, the research, not so much. Using my keycard, I tap it to the little box on the door and wait for the light to turn green before stepping inside.

      The air hums with anticipation as I flip on the lights. Rows of computers line the oval table, surrounded by screens on every wall—my own private command center.

      It’s been nearly four months since I stepped into this room, and damn, I missed it. The familiar scent of ozone and cold air greets me like an old friend. Popping my earbuds in, I put on my playlist and find my station. It isn’t mine per se, but the one I use every single time, and all my work is saved here and on a little drive in my backpack. Sliding into my seat, I fire up the computer and turn the sound up as loud as I can tolerate it. The vibrant beats of my music create a bubble of privacy, a sanctuary from the world.

      My fingers dance across the keyboard as I think about everyone who’s questioned my phoneless existence. If they knew how easily I can crack their devices, they might understand my reluctance.

      It’s because I don’t want to be bothered and because they really are far too easy to hack. I bite back a smile at Professor Blackwood’s challenge. I didn’t even need my shadows or my brain to learn his password. He was eating chips as he walked into class today, tossing them in the trash then grabbing his phone, punching in his password. The grease made it easy for me. Only two tries, and I was in.

      I’ve found that a lot of hacking is less about knowing the systems, which is, of course, just as important, but it’s also about understanding the person. Professor Blackwood’s lack of hygiene was a dead giveaway. I also saw more than I wanted to in his photos—ones I silently sent to my secret email I don’t access anywhere on campus. Well, one I don’t often access anywhere unless I absolutely have to.

      It’s my blackmail file, which I spend some time on while I research my new advisor.

      What I find isn’t good.

      The photos on Blackwood’s phone make my skin crawl. He has a thing for male students—information I file away for later. My gut says I’ll need this leverage.

      A hand on my shoulder shatters my concentration. I rip out my earbuds, spinning around with a curse ready on my lips—only to freeze at the sight of familiar ice-blue eyes. “Bishop.”

      My earbuds clatter to the floor, but neither of us moves to grab them.

      He looks amazing, because of course Bishop Mercer never looks anything less. His white button-down is artfully undone, and those ice-blue eyes pin me in place. My fingers curl, remembering the feel of those dark curls between them. I also remember the way his lips felt on my skin, the ones he is pursing right now.

      “Firefly,” he murmurs, his voice a soft caress that seems to reverberate through the cold room. His eyes roam over me, and I feel exposed under his gaze. The nickname hits me like a ton of bricks, jolting me out of my reverie.

      Fuck him, and fuck his nicknames. I turn around to face my computer screen. It blurs, and I can’t see the code I was just working on—not with Bishop fucking Mercer standing over me.

      “Why are you here?” I can’t even pretend to work because, even though I see the code, I’ve lost my ability to understand what I was just working on. The moment seems suspended, his presence a tangible force that disrupts the sanctity of my refuge in this technological haven.

      He pulls out a chair beside me, sits down casually, and stretches his legs out. The movement is fluid, a dance of muscles under skin, and too close for comfort. I don’t look at him. I can’t. The last words he said to me still ring in my head, as harsh and unyielding as the clang of a bell. It was the start of summer when we saw each other again, and by the end, he discarded me. I was nothing more than a naive child falling for the senior.

      I was new, and he… I swear he just used me, seeing me show up here after all the years we lost, because the last time I saw him before that fateful day was the day I killed our foster father. He saw me do it. The only saving grace I had was him getting adopted by the fucking dean of this school—a fact I only learned about when I showed up here.

      He knows all my secrets, both because I told him and because he witnessed them. I thought I got away from him when he graduated, and yet one year later, here he is.

      I don’t believe in fate. Never have. What the hell did fate ever do for me besides torture me, toss me into shitty scenarios, and abuse me?

      No, fuck fate, and fuck Bishop Mercer.

      “Come on, firefly,” he says in that smooth voice of his.

      I want to shove a ball gag in his mouth and shut him up.

      “Don’t call me that.” I grind my teeth.

      “Ah, come on, you are still as pale as a ghost, my little firefly,” he teases as though he didn’t break my heart, which he did. I still have the scars, ones he ripped open. “You probably still glow in the dark.”

      “Mommy dearest call you back?” I whip my head around to glare at him, even though just looking at him hurts my soul, and yet a part of me remembers how amazing he felt moving above me and inside me, making me crave his touch.

      “She did actually.” He casually lays his hands over his stomach, turning his head to glance around the lab. “Everything looks the same.”

      And yet, everything isn’t the same.

      I turn back to my computer, knowing it’s useless to get any work done with Bishop here, so I power down and begin to pack up. I have a class in an hour anyway.

      “You’re mad.” He stops twisting in his chair to face me.

      Gritting my teeth, I breathe slowly in and out through my nose before repeating his parting words to me. “Open your eyes, Frankie. You’re out of your depth, a nobody trying to play in a league she doesn’t even comprehend. You’re nothing—weak, ordinary, and utterly forgettable. I can’t waste another minute on you.”

      He doesn’t flinch, he doesn’t even wince. Instead, he smirks at me and taps the counter. “Can I show you my classroom?”

      “No.” I grab my backpack and begin shoving all my things inside. I’m being dramatic, I know I am, but when it comes to Bishop, I’ve never had my head screwed on straight. “Tori is looking for you.”

      I should have known when she mentioned his name two weeks ago that he was lurking on campus somewhere, and from the mention of a classroom, my guess is he is teaching as he works toward his master’s. I only hope that I’m not in any of his classes.

      “Hmm, you’re really mad,” he says, his voice dripping with an unctuous tone that makes it sound like some kind of sick joke.

      I regret not having lunch with Leo and Matteo now. Hell, even Dorian would be better than this. With a growl of frustration, I sling my backpack over my shoulder and stomp through the room, each step echoing my anger. My hand is on the doorknob when Bishop grips my skirt and twirls me around, pushing me against the door with a soft thud.

      He steps close, so dangerously close that I can smell the tobacco on his breath mixed with the faint, earthy scent of vetiver that wafts off him, sending a confusing cascade of memories and desires flashing through my mind. No, I tell myself firmly. I press against his chest, focusing on breathing through my mouth so I don’t have to inhale his intoxicating scent.

      “I’m sorry I hurt you,” he says, his voice low and surprisingly earnest, startling me.

      I don’t accept his apology. My arms drop to my sides, heavy and numb. “What do you want?” I ask, my voice steady despite the turmoil inside.

      “I just wanted to find you and talk to you, and tell you in person I’m teaching this year.” He begins to massage my wrists gently. The familiarity of his touch is disarming, threatening to unravel the walls I’ve built around my heart.

      “Come see my classroom,” he presses, his warmth seeping through the fabric of my clothes, making me acutely aware of his proximity.

      I try to push him away, but memories of our summer together flood back—all heat and desperation, never any real intimacy. He’d share his body but never his secrets. Maybe that should have been my first warning.

      Outside one door, the number reads CSC303 as Bishop leads me into the classroom, the cool air of the room brushing against my skin.

      That’s when it hits me. “You’re my cryptography instructor.”
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      Sheepish, that’s how Bishop looks right now, yet there is a glint in his eyes that says he feels no guilt for sneaking up on me or dragging me up here. Once upon a time, I thought he was all raw masculine energy, an intoxicating mix of dominance and sensuality.

      “Guilty.” He gives me that megawatt smile that reminds me so much of the young boy I once knew.

      I stare at him, brain short-circuiting. My instructor. Bishop is my fucking instructor.

      Shaking myself out of it, I pivot on a heel and march to the door.

      “Firefly.” Bishop’s fancy shoes squeak on the tiled floor as he rushes toward me. Once again, just as I’m at the door, he slams a palm against it, preventing me from leaving. His heartbeat thrums against my back.

      His tobacco and vetiver scent engulfs me—him and his stupid games, his stupid smile, the memory of his touch.

      “You want this as much as I do,” he whispers, his lips grazing my neck. His words snake their way down my spine, eliciting a shiver that pools in my core, and my knees threaten to give out.

      “Move,” I repeat, but I already know it’s a losing battle.

      “No, I don’t think I will.” He presses me into the door, his body hot and warm against mine. Leaning down, he runs his nose along the sensitive skin of my neck. “You have every right to be mad at me,” he whispers, his lips moving against my neck.

      Prickles of desire rise along my arms, chest, and legs. Again, I bite my tongue because he’s damn right—I’m mad at him.

      “Tori,” I remind him.

      “And?” He licks the spot right where my neck and shoulder meet. This is what drives me insane about Bishop. He’s always been a playboy, always will be. It doesn’t matter how obscenely intelligent he is, because at one point or another, he will hurt me. “What about Tori?”

      He will use me, and he will drop me.

      Use him first. The thought whispers through me, and I close my eyes as the internal struggle mounts to a fever pitch.

      I shouldn’t.

      He grips my hip and tugs me back into his body. The press of his cock fits perfectly between my ass cheeks. I can feel him pulsing through the fabric of our clothes, insistent and demanding.

      Shit, he asked me a question, didn’t he? “Tori believes she’s dating you.” I drop my head as his teeth sink into my shoulder. I know it’ll leave a mark. He always does, and I used to love those marks and wear them with pride.

      “She does.” He chuckles, but his words make me grow cold.

      I buck against him, but he doesn’t dislodge. For a moment, my fear spikes, and the fucked up, twisted part of me finds excitement in the fight.

      I once read about sexual abuse survivors who either shun sex or become hypersexual. I was the former, until Bishop walked into my life, and it didn’t matter how rough it got. I was always soaked and ready for him. That’s when I realized just how fucked up I am. Sure, I don’t want some people to touch me, like Professor Blackwood, but Bishop? I’d let him tie me up and fuck me until I forgot my own name.

      I loved his games.

      And his cock? Yeah, I loved that even more.

      I remind myself it was only ever sex, just lust and no deeper connection. We were like two fireworks simultaneously exploding again and again.

      “Tori says you two are together.” I barely get the words out as I hear the snick of the lock.

      “She does,” he answers, and although I expected it, the answer still stings. I should stop this. I wasn’t good enough for him then, and I won’t be good enough for him now.

      Besides, I have others who asked me for my attention—ones I ditched.

      Regret burns through me.

      “Shouldn’t you go fuck her?” Again, I buck against him.

      Laughing, he slams me against the door, his hands gripping mine. My backpack is long forgotten on the floor.

      “Why?” he asks, but I can tell he isn’t really paying attention to his words. He’s paying attention to me, to my breathing. “I have you right here, ready and willing.”

      “I’m not ready, and I’m not willing, Bishop.” I push as much heat into my words as I possibly can.

      “Oh, firefly, but I bet you are.” He tugs me backward, my head resting on his shoulder. He places a hand on the top of my thigh, right above my socks, and his fingers toy with the fabric.

      “Is this what you wanted? What you thought would happen when you came searching for me?” I spit the words, angry at myself and at him.

      “Yes,” he murmurs. “I haven’t seen you in over a year. Of course I tried to hunt you down as soon as I was back on campus.”

      I smile, knowing it took him this long to find me.

      “Guess you didn’t try hard enough.” I push back into his cock, savoring his hiss. “Tori is my roommate, Bishop. If you were really looking for me, then you’d know where to find me.”

      “Are you calling me a liar?” His hand snaps up to my neck, where he grips me. He doesn’t completely cut off my air, but he’s damn close.

      I fucking love it.

      It’s why I’m convinced I’m broken. I survived assault more than once, and here I am, getting off on it. I bet the psychology professor would love that.

      Dorian’s face flashes before my eyes. The hell? I am not thinking about that pompous prick right now.

      “Yes, you are a liar and a thief, Bishop Mercer.” There’s a sadness in my voice that I can’t hide.

      “Because you think I stole your heart?” He laughs, it cuts through me.

      Screw him. “If you’re going to fuck me just to make Tori jealous, get it over with already. I have class in half an hour.” I want my words to hurt him, to cut him just as deeply as he cut me, but he only laughs, amused by me.

      “Just because Tori wants me doesn’t mean I want to fuck her.” He releases my neck, sliding his hand down my body and across my breast to the hem of my skirt. “No, I want to fuck a certain little slut.”

      I should hate the word. It’s degrading, but instead, I moan.

      “That’s right,” he murmurs in my ear, his fingers sliding up until they toy with the lace of my panties. “Are you wet for me, Frankie?”

      Frankie. Not firefly. It’s how I know he’s serious, and there is only one way this entire scenario is going to end—with his dick balls deep inside me.

      “You know I’m soaked,” I answer despite my anger at him.

      “And how many people did you let fuck this tight little cunt while I was gone?”

      I laugh at him. If he wants to play games, then fine, I’ll play them right back. “Oh, there’s been a few,” I lie.

      Bishop freezes behind me, his body going completely still. “What?” There’s shock in his voice.

      I know I shouldn’t, and I know I’ll have to warn him, but I can’t stop the words from leaving my mouth. “Leo.” I moan his name, purposely trying to make Bishop jealous. “He fucks me slowly just how I like it, and Matteo is all darkness and sin.”

      Bishop spins me around and slams me down on a desk, still holding me tight enough that I know I will bruise tomorrow.

      “No one will ever fuck you the way I do,” he growls.

      He isn’t wrong. Even now, my panties are soaked. My nipples harden in anticipation, and my breasts become heavy. Part of me just wants him to fuck me and get it over with, and the other part wants him to draw it out and make it hurt.

      For some reason, I laugh at him. “No, but they can fuck me together.”

      Instead of laughing this time, he leans over me, his erection hot against my thigh. When did he pull himself out?

      “Such a dirty whore. Aren’t you, Frankie?” He moves my panties to the side and lines himself up. Pushing just the hot tip inside me, he groans. “Soaked and ready for my cock.”

      I am a dirty whore, but only for him. I don’t know why I brought Leo and Matteo into this. I know it’ll come back to bite me in the ass later.

      He flips my skirt over, baring my ass. I anticipate what he’s about to do next. The slap ricochets through the empty classroom, and the sting sends a hot spike of arousal straight to my clit.

      The moan that leaves my body is carnal, dark, and feminine.

      He inches in a little more, driving me insane.

      “Look at you, bent over my desk, your ass bared.” Slap. “I love watching how bright your skin gets for me.” His voice becomes guttural.

      “Stop fucking around, Bishop.”

      “There she is, my little slut.” Somehow, he turns the degrading word into praise at the same time he shoves his cock deep inside me, giving me exactly what I want.

      I’ve missed this need that swells inside me for him.

      He slowly lowers himself as he shifts his hips in and out.

      “You’re right, firefly,” he growls in my ear, his voice raw with lust. “No one else can fuck you like me. No one else will ever touch this sweet pussy the way you deserve.” His words are punctuated by his thrusts, each one driving into me deeper, harder, stealing the air from my lungs. My nails dig into the smooth flesh of his hand as my back arches, pressing against him.

      As his pace increases, so do the moans that spill from my lips. It’s been too long since I’ve felt this, since he’s been inside me. Greedily, I take every inch of him, my body memorizing every hard ridge and soft groove along his length.

      Bishop grunts, his grip on my hips tightening as he slams into me even harder. “I missed you,” he growls, burying his face into the crook of my neck. “God, Frankie, I missed you so fucking much.”

      The admission catches me off guard. Bishop Mercer was never one for mushy confessions, but in this moment, it only fuels my desire. I clamp down on him, milking him. I savor this moment because I damn well know that once it’s all over, he’ll never say the words again, and he’ll go right back to pretending I don’t exist.

      “Faster, Bishop.” My grip tightens on his hand. “I want... I need...”

      He growls in response, picking up his pace to match the beat of my racing heart. Sweat glistens on our brows as the room heats up tenfold. The ache between my legs intensifies, my core clenching around him, begging for release. I can’t believe how quickly he reduces me to this puddle of lust, but I don’t care—not when the world is reduced to just us, the feeling of his body moving against mine, and our breaths mingling in the cramped space.

      “So demanding, my little cum slut.” He laughs at me, his dirty words causing my core to clench. “What do you want, firefly?” He groans as he fucks me hard and deep, reducing me to nothing more than a puddle of need.

      “Dammit, Bishop.” I try to move, but he locks me down then slaps my ass harder than necessary.

      “You want to be punished.” He groans as though it excites him, which it probably does, the pervert.

      I’m teetering on the edge of an orgasm, one that’s bound to make me black out. “Just fuck me,” I snap at him, trying to distance myself from his emotions.

      “Say my name, and maybe I’ll let you come.” He stops, holding himself above me. He lets go of my hands, and I grip the desk under me.

      I try to push back, try to make him fuck me, but he doesn’t move. Whimpers spill free of my mouth.

      “Look at you twitching under me, trying to get yourself off on my cock.” He leans down and bites my neck. “Go ahead, firefly, I want to see you try.”

      “Fuck you, Bishop Mercer.”

      “Oh, my full name.” He pushes his cock impossibly deeper. “Beg for it.”

      Anyone could come in right now, but that thought only makes me wetter. Hell, I am no better than him. Screw it.

      “Bishop,” I moan, slamming my eyes shut in shame. I squeeze my thighs tighter around him, pulling him in, needing more of him. “Make me come.”

      “We’ll work on that.”

      We won’t.

      He doesn’t disappoint. His hips flex, and he begins fucking me in earnest, each thrust sending me higher and higher. Reaching around me, he grabs my panties, tugging on them so they brush against my clit.

      My moans echo around us. I couldn’t hold them in even if I wanted to, so I don’t. Let someone hear us. Let him get in trouble for fucking a student over a desk.

      With a few more powerful thrusts, he buries himself to the hilt inside me, grunting with each plunge. “Frankie,” he whispers against my neck, his voice ragged with desire. “Fuck, baby, you feel so good. Come for me, let me remember what your pussy feels like milking me dry.”

      His words send me over the edge, my orgasm tearing through me like wildfire. I arch my back as I cry out his name. Bishop’s grip tightens on my hips as he groans his release, hot and sticky inside me.

      For a moment, we stay entwined, our harsh breathing the only sound in the room. Slowly, he pulls out and stands me up. Heat floods my cheeks as I try to fix myself while avoiding eye contact with him.

      The smug smirk on his face makes it hard to deny what just transpired. “That was... unfinished business,” he states casually, adjusting his pants.

      “Yeah, well, consider it done.” I tug on my skirt angrily. “We’re even now.”

      He flashes me a knowing grin. “Francesca,” he drawls, “we both know that was just the beginning.”

      Shit. Cum spills out of me. He’s lucky I’m on the pill.

      I turn around to leave him, but he grips my arm, tugging me back. “I want my cum in you when you go back to your dorm room. I want it dripping down your legs when you see Tori.” His smile is cruel. “Then, when I visit her later, I want to smell my cum on you.”

      I jerk out of his hold. “Fuck you, Bishop.”

      Anger seizes me as I grab my backpack and leave his class. My cheeks burn with embarrassment. Like hell.

      The first thing I’m doing is telling Tori.
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      When I finally escape math class, the hallways fill with the usual Monday drama. Today, though, chaos has a different meaning.

      Keeping my head down, I slip out of the building, hopefully unseen, and dart between structures where the heavy coverage from overgrown blackberry bushes offers concealment. I need a shower, and I need to figure out exactly what I’m going to say to Tori. Guilt rolls through my stomach. She said they were dating, but I thought she only said that because she was interested in him. I hope he was just leading me on, and that they aren’t something more. I don’t like Tori, we’ve never gotten along, but I’m still a girl’s girl, and Bishop Mercer is going to get what’s coming to him.

      Even now, as I move from building to building, hiding from Leo and Matteo with Bishop’s dried seed in my panties, I know the right thing to do is to say something, even if she scoffs at me, which she probably will.

      The tower looms ahead—usually my sanctuary, now my battleground. I need to reach Tori before Bishop does. Since when did I become the type to run from confrontation? Because for once, I actually feel guilty.

      Unlike the other two girls, Tori is tolerable. She’s annoying, sure, and she has that big fish in a small pond mentality, but she isn’t cruel like Chloe or Amanda.

      She can be cruel though.

      I slip through the back door, where the salty breeze from the ocean mingles with the wild chatter of students. The cacophony hits me like a wave, each voice a piercing reminder of the world I’m trying to avoid. It’s as if every single junior rushed back here after classes. Lucky me. Screw it. Rolling my shoulders back, I begin my ascent up the spiral walkway. When I pass multiple people and they don’t look at me, I feel a little better—not like everyone is going to look at me, point, and laugh while taunting, I know what you did.

      My heart pounds as I wait for the door to unlock, each second stretching with dread. When it finally blinks green, I practically fall inside, slamming the door behind me and scanning our empty room.

      I’m alone. I just need my shower caddy, and then I’m good to go. Dropping my book bag on my desk, I turn to my closet and begin to pull out clothing.

      Laughter rolls through the room, underscored by an unmistakable titter. As the door clicks open, Tori storms in, mid-conversation on her phone, her tone sharp even from a distance. I can’t make out the words over the clamor in my head until she ends the call with a clipped, “We’ll see about that.” Then, she notices me.

      “What do you want?” she snaps, her irritation clear as she tosses her phone onto the bed with a little more force than necessary. She stands rigid, her posture broadcasting her readiness for a confrontation, her previous joviality on the phone nowhere to be seen.

      Just say it, like ripping off a Band-Aid.

      “So you two are officially an item? You and Bishop?” I blurt out. Tori’s posture straightens immediately, ready for battle.

      Tilting my head to the side, I catch a micro-expression—a frown. I think she’s lying.

      I hum under my breath. “Oh no,” I drawl and chew on my lip.

      “What?” she snaps, dropping her arms to her sides. She looks away, tossing her phone on her bed. “What’s it to you?”

      “Oh, nothing. I just thought I saw him with someone earlier.”

      Tori launches herself at me, her hands snapping to my arms, and she digs her fingernails into my skin through my sweater. “Who?”

      “I swear I saw him with someone with dark hair in the computer lab,” I say. I’m not lying, but I’m also fishing. I want to know how serious they are.

      Her nails dig in a little more. “That bitch!” she screeches, dragging me closer to her. She’s terrifyingly angry. “Amanda is trying to steal my man.”

      “So you are dating,” I press.

      All at once, she lets go of me, growling, “Yes, no. Well, I don’t know.” She peeks at me and turns away, picking up her book bag at her feet and setting it on her computer chair. I know she’s biding her time, trying to find her composure. I get it, so I drop onto my chair, more curious about whatever relationship they have going on.

      “How can you not know?” I ask.

      “Well, his mom is the dean.” She carefully stacks her books. She may look like an annoying student without a brain cell, but Tori is at the top of our class. I know better than to assume otherwise. “She called him back to teach.”

      She’s more forthcoming than I thought she’d be.

      “Well…” She tsks her tongue. “She wants to see him mated.”

      “Did you just say mated?” I frown and tilt my head to the side. “What the hell is that supposed to even mean?”

      Her eyes go wide, and she drops a book. “Oh, I mean married.” She lets out a nervous laugh. “Anyway, he also has to find a, um…” She huffs and laughs again. “You know, I can’t give away his secrets.”

      “So you still don’t know if you’re dating?”

      “I mean, no, but yes.” She fumbles with her words.

      “Answer me this,” I say. “Can you date other people?”

      “Oh, yeah, of course,” she scoffs. “Until we are ma—engaged,” she corrects herself.

      She was going to say mated. Why?

      “So he’s out there, just spreading his seed, and you are…” I drawl.

      “We are all dating. I mean, no harm, no foul.” She laughs again.

      “So if Amanda slept with Bishop...”

      Her face freezes, her smile is forced, and her cheeks are bright red. I can hear her teeth grinding from here. “It’s his choice.”

      Interesting.

      Shaking my head, I turn back to my books and shower caddy. “Whatever weird swinging bullshit you’re into, I’m pretty sure he’s fooling around.”

      “You’re just jealous,” she snaps at me.

      I’m not, because I’m the one sleeping with him, but I just smile at her. “Of course.”

      A knock sounds on the door. Good, at least this ridiculous conversation can end.

      “That must be him now.” Tori smirks triumphantly as the door swings open.

      Tell me it isn’t so. My stomach falls to the floor as she saunters to the door and swings it open.

      “Bishop,” she murmurs, her voice a mixture of delight and challenge.

      So close.

      “Victoria,” he replies, and I hear kissing noises, like lips on cheeks—lips that were just all over my skin.

      Tori giggles and backs away. I focus on gathering things for my shower, intent on slipping out of this room as soon as I can.

      “Oh, Frankie.” Bishop makes himself at home in our dorm by lounging on Tori’s bed.

      Gasping dramatically, I press my hand to my chest. “Oh my gosh, Mr. Mercer.”

      His lips curl up in a smirk, well aware of what I’m doing and seeing right through me.

      “Shut up, Frankie,” Tori hisses.

      “But isn’t he like, an instructor this year?” I did it, I mimicked her voice. I might regret it later, but right now, the look on her face tells me I have no regrets.

      “He is,” she grinds out through her teeth.

      “And aren’t instructors supposed to be in their quarters?” I glance at Bishop, pretending to be horrified. “And he’s in here.”

      “Shut up, Frankie.” She reaches for me once again, digging her nails into my arm.

      “Well, I don’t want to get caught with an instructor in our dorm room.” I emphasize “our,” making sure to give her a horrified look.

      “No, no, she’s right.” Bishop smiles as if he just won the lottery, but he doesn’t make a move to get up. No, he gets more comfortable. “Luckily for you, that rule is lifted for now.”

      My smile drops.

      Tori beams at me. “That’s right.” Finally, she releases my arm. “Until the winter solstice, for a chance to form a⁠—”

      “Ah, ah, ah,” Bishop interrupts. “Audience.”

      Rolling my eyes at them, I grab my shower caddy and change of clothing and turn for the door. Let Bishop say something about me going to shower. I’d almost glare at him and dare him, but nope, I’m not about to look at him and give him any more attention.

      With one hand on the door and the other clenching my clothing, I swing it open just as a fist comes at me.

      I jump backward as Leo gets control of his hand.

      “Frankie!” He steps inside the dorm room with Matteo on his heels.

      Great, just fucking wonderful. Everyone is unknowingly giving Bishop exactly what he wants.

      “Leo, hi.” It takes everything inside me not to look back at Bishop, even though I can feel his eyes burning through my back. “Matteo.” I nod at him. “I was just leaving to go shower.”

      “We missed you at lunch,” Leo says, leaning against the wall. Both he and Matteo are blocking my escape route. “And you promised.”

      “Did I?” I question, not focusing on either of his statements.

      “Who’s this?” Bishop rolls off Tori’s bed, his ice-blue eyes scanning Leo and Matteo. His eyes dart back and forth between them rapidly while his brows wrinkle in thought.

      Well, I’m in it now.

      “Mr. Mercer.” I blink at him before turning to the others. “This is⁠—”

      Tori pushes between them. “This is Leo, he’s dating Chloe, and Matteo, who is dating Amanda.”

      I hide my laugh. From the looks on both Leo’s and Matteo’s faces, I can tell no one informed them about that little nugget of information.

      Bishop laughs and reaches out to shake Leo’s hand, but once they clasp hands, they pause, clenching each other while wearing similar looks of bewilderment.

      It’s honestly weird, especially because when they let go and Bishop shakes Matteo’s hand, the same thing happens.

      “So you’re dating…” Bishop looks at me before turning back to Leo. “Chloe.”

      “No.” Leo laughs nervously and looks to me for help. He won’t get any assistance from me. “We aren’t, though I think she’d like to be.”

      “That makes more sense.” Bishop chuckles, but his shoulders relax a fraction. “What are you guys planning this evening?”

      “Well, we were hoping to take Frankie to dinner since she missed lunch.” Leo tucks his hands in his back pockets. How dare he look good doing that?

      “Oh, I’m sure she would have joined you if she could have,” Bishop answers for me, the bastard. I open my mouth, only for him to place a hand over it. “I hear she had to meet with another instructor and was otherwise indisposed.”

      Yeah, with your dick. I think it, but I don’t say it.

      Tori just glares at me during the entire exchange.

      “Right.” Leo looks from me to Bishop, seeing far more than he should see. “Anyway, we were going to head into town and grab some diner food. Do you want to join us?”

      “We’d love to.” Bishop claps. “Right now?”

      “Ah, I’m not hungry.” I raise my hand because, for some reason, I feel really out of place for this entire conversation. I feel like they are all talking over my head.

      “Sure you are.” Bishop never loses the smile he’s forcing out.

      “I think Frankie can answer for herself,” Matteo speaks up, his voice dark and soothing.

      “Frankie can speak for herself,” I mock the others, “and dinner with a bunch of people sounds⁠—”

      “Amazing,” Bishop answers for me again.

      “Just fucking go to dinner with us,” Tori hisses in my ear. “Don’t ruin this for me.”

      I was so close to scrubbing the cum from my body, and judging by the damn smile on Bishop’s face, he knows it.

      Grinding my teeth, I force a smile. “Let’s go.” I grab my keys before anyone can protest. “I’m driving my own damn self.”
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      I burst from the tower, heart pounding, cold air biting through my clothes as I run. Right now, disappearing sounds perfect.

      “Frankie,” Leo calls, his voice a mix of concern and breathlessness as he jogs up to me. His fingers brush against my bicep gently, like a whisper of silk. “Hey, wait for us.”

      I don’t slow down. Despite being a foot shorter than him, he can catch up faster than I ever could if our roles were reversed. The sticky salty air clings to my nostrils, mingling with the faint scent of blooming night jasmine from nearby gardens.

      Exhaling, I shake off the entire confrontation, knowing Bishop is just playing games to rile me up, and I’m letting him.

      “Are you alright?” Leo asks.

      I must look insane, barreling out of that room and stomping down the steps like a child. I don’t bother looking back as I grip my keys, the metal cold and hard in my trembling fingers. I weave between vehicles to get to my Jeep. “We need to talk,” I grumble and unlock the doors. “Get in.”

      “Alright,” Leo drawls, opening the door. The whole Jeep bounces as Matteo launches himself into the back seat. I barely catch the moment he jumps in, seeing only how he lands and sinks into the center of the seat without bothering with his seatbelt.

      Not my body, not my problem.

      “Frankie!” Bishop shouts.

      I am not getting stranded on the mainland with him. “Time to go,” I grumble and hop into the driver’s seat. The engine purrs for me, and before my door is even shut, I peel away from the parking lot, heading straight for the bridge.

      There’s a line to get off the island, and I nervously tap my thumb on the steering wheel, each tap echoing slightly in the confined space of the Jeep.

      “You said we need to talk,” Leo reminds me.

      Shit, yeah. I glance at him, my thumb missing a beat. “Listen.” I swallow, knowing I just have to say it because I put myself into this situation. Now, I have to figure out how to own up to the nonsense that spilled from my mouth. “Bishop is my ex,” I begin, feeling the old ache in my chest at his name. Matteo snorts softly from the back, his dark eyes unsettling yet oddly comforting in the rearview mirror.

      “I ran into him earlier, and panic took over.” My voice drops to a whisper, betraying my frustration with myself. For as long as I could remember, I’d weave stories while under stress—stories that, like today, trapped me more than they freed me. I nudge the Jeep forward, avoiding the rearview mirror, dreading that Bishop might be trailing us.

      Leo turns in his seat to face me, one knee bent, showcasing his torn, faded jeans. He’s so casual and at ease, looking absolutely comfortable in my chaotic world. “And where is this going, Frankie?” he asks, his tone unreadable as I inch toward the next vehicle.

      “It was stupid, but I told him we were together—all of us. I thought it might make him back off.” The words fall out of me in a rush, but I’m not about to back down now.

      “So let me get this straight.” I hear a thread of amusement in Leo’s voice, even as the tension thickens. “You ditched us over lunch.” He taps a finger to his lips, a gesture so characteristically him that it almost brings a smile to my face.

      “You were with him,” Matteo says, leaning forward, his head poking between the seats. “I smell him on you.”

      I slam on the brakes, making his whole body jerk forward, his chin hitting the seat. “Oops.” That’s what he gets for not wearing his seatbelt.

      Luckily, Leo doesn’t react to Matteo’s words and continues to smile at me as though this entire situation pleases him. “So if we are dating, then how are we also dating Chloe and Amanda?” He hums, his face contorting like he’s pondering a real dilemma.

      Luckily, we’re with the next batch of cars to get off the bridge, and the wind roars as we roll over the stretch of ocean, pausing our discussion. I’m equal parts glad for the break in conversation and irritated by it.

      I need us to get a story together for Bishop, who is obnoxiously nosy and thinks he’s entitled to my body.

      He wouldn’t think that if you’d just tell him no.

      Not wrong. That dick is too good to say no, but let’s move on.

      What I end up doing, however, is just tracking the sunset with my eyes as we leave the island. It’s beautiful here. Sometimes the sunset is a different color every night. The vibrance of the colors amazes me each and every time—reds and oranges to blues and purples. I’ve watched the sunset here a hundred times, and I’ll watch it a hundred more, falling in love with it all over again.

      As my tire hits a nasty pothole, I veer off the bridge and take the road toward my boss’s house instead of heading toward the only diner worth going to, assuming it’s the right diner.

      I throw the car into park and turn to the two damn near strangers in my car. One keeps looking at me like I just made his week, and the other is squinting at me speculatively.

      “Where are we, Frankie Vale?” Leo looks smug, as if he thinks I actually brought him home to meet my family.

      Joke’s on him, I don’t have one.

      “My boss’s house.” I adjust so I can look at both of them. “Listen, I messed up. I told Bishop that we were dating to make him jealous. I put my foot in my mouth. I realize this. Can we just get through dinner and at the end, you can break up with me?” An idea sparks in my head. “That’s perfect, actually. Make a big show of breaking up with me.”

      Leo raises a brow and turns to look at Matteo. I swear, it’s like they are having a conversation all to themselves. It’s weird, like when you’ve known someone for a long time, and you can just read them from one look alone.

      I’ve never had anyone who could read me like that. The way they understand each other is both terrifying and tempting.

      “No.” Leo turns back to me, his ocean eyes holding a mischievous glint. His shaved head looks out of place, as though he needs a haircut that suits his personality, not one he has because all the rugby players shaved their heads together.

      Then his reply sinks in.

      “What do you mean, no?” I look back and forth between them before focusing on Matteo. “You agree with him?”

      “Of course I agree.” He doesn’t even hesitate to reply.

      I toss my hands up. “What the hell?” I frown, not really understanding it. “Just break it off, and you can go on your way. Date anyone else on campus. Meet someone, go to parties. I’ll even show you where the best hiding spots are.”

      “We don’t want to date Chelsy or Avery,” Leo replies, and I’m pretty sure he messed up their names on purpose.

      Why does that send a little thrill through me?

      “Well, I’m not saying you have to date them, but you’ll be free to do what you want after this dinner,” I point out and hope like hell I’m making sense, but I think I’m failing, because Leo just keeps smiling at me, and it’s unnerving me.

      “We want to date you, Frankie.” Leo sits back, his thumb brushing his bottom lip. “Why do you think we asked you to lunch, and not the other girls?”

      “Impossible.” I start my Jeep, wondering how this all went to hell, and drive down the street to the dockside diner right next to the Grotto. Bishop and Tori stand out front as they wait.

      I’m a little rough on my Jeep as I climb out and stomp to the entrance of the building, only to have Matteo grab me around the waist and press me against the vehicle.

      The action is so smooth that my breathing doesn’t react until his dark eyes bore through mine, and his pouty lips are so close to me I’m convinced he might kiss me.

      And I’d let him.

      “What’s wrong, my gem?” he says so quietly that I know the words are only for my ears, and once his rumble rips through me, I have to press my thighs together, reminding me another man made me come only hours ago. “This is how couples act, no?”

      I see Leo diverting Bishop and Tori behind him, leading them inside.

      “They are gone,” I whisper, holding onto his biceps, and holy fuck, he’s ripped.

      Let go. I unlatch my nails from his flesh and drop my hands to my sides.

      “You didn’t answer my question.” He doesn’t move away.

      “Yeah, I guess this is how couples act.” I have no idea. The only relationship I had was with Bishop freshman year, and even then, he kept me hidden.

      “Good.” He backs away then wraps his fingers around mine, leading me inside the diner.

      I am pretty sure I lose a whole five minutes of my life just staring at his hand, because when I blink again, I’m sitting between him and Leo.

      Really, how did I get here? And how can I get out of it? My face feels like it’s on fire, and my panties are damp all over again.

      Matteo leans down, his lips so fucking close to my ear. “Make it look good.” His hand drops to my knee, and I do my very best to stop myself from jumping in my seat. Barely.

      His hand just lies there, on my knee, his thumb going back and forth on my thigh ever so slowly.

      “Oh no,” Tori whines, and I swear she stomps her foot. “I have to go.”

      “What?” She is going to leave me with the three of them? I don’t like Tori, but I also don’t want to be alone.

      “I don’t know.” She pouts, leaning into Bishop. “Can you tell your mom now really isn’t a good time for me?”

      Bishop has to peel his eyes away from me. “No.” He glances at her phone before focusing on her. “If Mother needs you, then you better go.”

      He’s smiling, that bastard.

      Matteo squeezes my knee once, and I can’t help but wonder if he is trying to reassure me. Hell, we barely know each other, so why would he even bother to give a shit about my emotions?

      “Can you take Bishop back?” Tori hops out of her seat, and I can tell from the tightening around her eyes that she doesn’t want to leave.

      “No” sits on the tip of my tongue.

      “Of course she can,” he answers for me.

      Matteo’s hand tightens ever so slightly. Eventually, he’s going to get sick of Bishop, and a part of me wonders who would win in that fight.

      “Okay, thanks.” Tori pauses, holding her phone to her chest. “Just don’t—” She practically bounces with the need to say something, then she stomps away.

      Odd.

      I glare at Bishop. “What fucking game are you playing?” I hiss.

      Bishop leans back, a smirk playing on his lips as he casually drapes an arm over the back of the booth. “So we’re dropping the act?” he asks, his voice tinged with mock curiosity. “Fascinating. Tell me, is my cum still in your panties?”

      I’m going to kill him.

      I’m going to sever his balls using a rusty scalpel after tying him down to a rock where the ocean batters the shoreline. Then, I’m going to watch him bleed out, each wave taking more and more of his blood.

      Yes, then I’ll cut off his⁠—

      “I guarantee she’s imagining killing me.” Bishop smirks. “Tell me, did my balls come off first this time?”

      “Fuck you,” I hiss.

      His laugh rolls over me. “Oh, firefly, I did that already today. Are you that needy?”

      “Hey, kids, what can I get you to drink?” Saved by the waitress. He’s lucky.

      “Chocolate shake and fries,” I say and glare at Bishop. “His tab.”

      “Sounds great, I’ll have the same.” Bishop continues to wave that stupid smirk in my face.

      “For us as well,” Leo says, and I swear he’s trying not to laugh.

      “You are making this awkward,” I hiss to Bishop as the waitress walks away. My hands clench the table to keep me from throttling him.

      “I don’t think I am, firefly,” he whispers. “In fact, I don’t think I’m making it awkward enough,” he says darkly. “I want you to prove you three are dating.”

      Matteo’s hand squeezes me once before his thumb continues to make soft comforting circles.

      “I don’t have to prove a damn thing to you,” I spit at him.

      “I don’t want you to make out with them.” He tsks under his breath, leaning closer, his voice barely a whisper over the din of the diner. His eyes gleam with a hint of challenge. “No, baby, I want them to make you come.”
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      A familiar hum intensifies in my ears as darkness edges my consciousness. I steady myself, pulling back from its allure just as Frankie stiffens beneath my touch.

      Frankie’s muscles twitch delicately beneath my fingers, pulling me back from the edge just in time for Bishop’s words to invade my eardrums, and she stiffens beneath my touch.

      Bishop’s challenges are power plays, ones that disturb Frankie—who’s unknowingly become our center.

      I don’t like it, and I’ve given him three chances.

      “Matteo.” Leo’s voice draws my attention. Ever so slowly, I adjust my head and peer at Leo over the top of Frankie’s hair. He gives me a discreet shake of his head, but his lips twitch.

      Is that a no to hurting Bishop?

      I want to taste his blood, turn him to ash, and let the wind scatter what remains.

      Ignoring Leo, I dip my head to her ear, savoring the way her breath hitches as I inhale her scent—coconut and vanilla. She’s sweet, so fucking sweet, and there is just a hint of darkness that creeps in like a crisp breeze. It reminds me of home.

      “Tell me now, and I’ll kill him for you,” I whisper for her ears only.

      Frankie gasps, turning to look at me, but I haven’t moved, so now our lips are dangerously close.

      It would be so easy to close the distance, to taste her lips and steal her breath. I want to. Oh, how I want to.

      We have a small issue sitting across from us, and I already know Leo doesn’t want me to kill him.

      Her big, beautiful eyes blink up at me, the hazel reminding me of a hot summer day. Her entire body relaxes under my gaze, under my touch, and she breathes easier.

      Good girl.

      “Hmm,” she hums as though thinking about it. “Rain check.” Winking, she turns back to Bishop and mutters some bullshit I’m not listening to.

      Actions speak louder than words—like following her home from the bar. No regrets.

      “Go on,” he says, leaning on the table. “Or aren’t you dating?”

      He’s challenging her again.

      I’m going to hurt him, and it’s going to feel amazing.

      “I don’t owe you proof of anything,” Frankie retorts, going toe-to-toe with him, and the way she stands her ground is absolutely fucking delicious. Her eyes never waver as she stares him down.

      It’s hot as hell.

      “My seed is still inside you, firefly,” he taunts her. Eventually, she will snap, yet I feel the energy zapping between them, back and forth. There’s more here than just lust.

      “Who the fuck cares?” she snaps just as the waitress sets all our food on the tabletop. Luckily, they shut the hell up and mind their manners until she moves away.

      Annoyed by this entire discussion, I turn to Leo because I am not addressing this gnat. “What would her coming on my hand prove?”

      Frankie almost spits out her milkshake, but I focus on Leo. His eyes do that slow, lazy roll from me to Frankie. “I think he wants her all to himself and hasn’t learned to share.”

      “Share?” she squeaks.

      I let my palm slide up her leg until my hand wraps around her lower thigh. She’s so small, I can wrap my whole hand around her leg.

      “Please, I share just fine,” Bishop protests.

      I ignore him. “So making a woman orgasm is a right of ownership?” I question and slowly turn to Bishop. “Do I have that right?”

      “No,” Frankie answers, speaking up for herself.

      I squeeze her thigh in appreciation and to make sure she knows I’m not ignoring her.

      “I made her orgasm, so yes, she’s mine.” He sits back, smug as fuck.

      Too bad he misinterpreted me.

      Leo turns in his seat. He’s blocking the aisle, his large body perfectly shielding Frankie. “Consent.”

      Dipping my head down, I whisper just to Frankie. “Do you want to come?”

      “What?” She nearly chokes on her fry.

      She’s adorable. My adorable gothic gem.

      “What?” Bishop doesn’t look so smug now, does he?

      “Tell me right now if you want my hand to creep any higher.” My hand slowly inches up her leg.

      Leo leans in on her other side, and I can just hear him say, “Isn’t that how this game is played? He left his seed in you and now claims you as his. Do you want to be his or ours, Frankie?”

      I watch as her pulse flutters in her neck before her heart returns back to normal. Her snow-white pale skin flushes just so, making her look like an undead princess.

      Her breath hitches as she thinks about it—or realizes she’s sandwiched between two very large rugby players facing off with her ex.

      Her whole body tenses. I wouldn’t blame her one bit if she fled right now, leaving all of us here. In fact, I hope she does.

      “Make me come,” she pleads with whispered defiance.

      I know this is all for show just for him, but as my hand glides up her thigh, I only watch her. I watch the way she twitches in her seat and the way her breath hiccups.

      “Relax,” Leo whispers, pushing the fries closer to her. “Eat.”

      Clearing her throat, she grabs a fry and swirls it around in her milkshake.

      “You couldn’t just stay out of my life.” She sighs defeatedly. “I wasn’t good enough for you years ago, and now you’re back in my life.”

      “And things change.” Bishop winks at her before sipping his shake. “I have a feeling things are about to get very interesting.”

      “Why do I feel like everyone around me is talking in tongues?” she grumbles.

      Because we are.

      I inch my hand higher on her warm thigh, my thumb so close to her core that I can feel the heat radiating off her. I want to push her panties aside, dip my fingers in, and feel how wet she is.

      I don’t even care that Bishop’s cum is still inside her. I plan to use it as lube. Also, I wish it was Leo’s cum.

      Fuck.

      I twitch in my seat, leaning forward and resting my chin on my left hand as my right one lies in the junction of her thighs.

      “I feel like everyone is watching me,” she says, but then she parts her thighs.

      Very good girl.

      “I think you like it,” Bishop purrs.

      “What is your problem?” Frankie snaps at him. It’s like neither of them can help themselves and have to outdo the other.

      “I just want to see you make that O face.”

      “You’re depraved.”

      “And you, firefly, haven’t even breached the surface of how fucking depraved I can be.” His voice is a low tenor.

      I tune them out as my finger slips down her slit, right outside of her panties. Just as I thought, she’s fucking soaked.

      Frankie pauses and twitches, looking everywhere but at me.

      “Ah, there it is,” Bishop says. “That’s how I get you to shut up.”

      She just glares at him.

      “Now the adults can talk.” He leans back, placing both hands on the back of the vinyl seating.

      I glide one finger up and down her slit, working all the juice she has to give me over the fabric of her panties. Then, ever so slowly, I slip a finger beneath the fabric and toy with her clit.

      She parts her legs wider, each soft mewl going straight to my cock as she maintains her composure.

      “So talk,” Leo says in that voice that means playtime’s over.

      This wasn’t what we planned for lunch, but watching Leo’s reaction, I know exactly how we’ll spend tonight.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Bishop speaks up, “and from the look these two are giving you, neither are they.”

      “You are an instructor,” she says through gritted teeth. “You can’t date a student.”

      Her walls squeeze my finger tight enough to cut off circulation, and I imagine how she’d feel around my cock.

      “Have you ever read the handbook, Frankie?” Bishop’s question breaks through the haze.

      Frankie bites her lower lip, a delicious sign of her building arousal. I push another finger in her, and I swear she gushes over my hand. I can’t take it anymore—I need to see her face. I slide my other hand along the back of the booth, close to Leo, and gently tilt her chin upwards. Her hooded eyes meet mine, and I’m greeted by the most exquisite sight—dilated pupils, flushed cheeks, and lips swollen from biting them too hard. Her breathing is erratic as her chest heaves with each pant.

      “Eyes on me,” I command softly, silently ordering her to block out the world around us. “Not yet.” I turn her head back to Bishop and stop moving my fingers.

      She doesn’t even fight me.

      “They are all the same.” She waves her hand away.

      “No, they aren’t, Frankie,” he says. “You should read the handbook.”

      It’s infuriating that we have to dance around her. She believes she’s alone in the world. She isn’t. All she has to do is look around her and see all of us in her scope.

      “Fine, I will.”

      “Good, I want an essay⁠—”

      He won’t punish her. “That won’t be necessary.” I emphasize my point by curling my finger inside her hot channel, eliciting a low moan from the depths of her throat that sends shivers down my spine. Bishop’s smug grin falters, and a frown forms on his face as he realizes he’s no longer the center of her attention. Her cheeks burn red, and her hips roll toward me. The next moan that leaves her lips has an older couple looking our way.

      “Jesus, man, just let her come,” Bishop commands.

      “You threw down the challenge,” I drawl, massaging that little spot inside her that keeps making her eyes roll into the back of her head. “And I am enacting it.”

      “I didn’t think you’d fucking do it, okay?” he snaps.

      “Then let this be a lesson to you, Bishop.” I turn to her as I continue to massage her. I feel her wetness dripping over my hand and onto the seat beneath us. On her other side, Leo whispers sweet nothings into her ear, praising how good she’s doing, focusing on us and where she is. She isn’t nearly as mindless as I’d prefer, but I have this idiot to contend with.

      “A lesson.” He leans forward, his voice dropping. “She’s mine, and she will belong to me and my future pack someday,” he warns, but it isn’t heated, almost as though the warning is an invitation. “Do you understand?”

      “No.” I do, but fuck him. I’ve had more important men torture me for information. He is nothing more than a pathetic little pawn trying to manipulate those around him. “If you are inviting us to be yours, then this isn’t the way to do it.”

      “Oh, and what, asking for an orgy was the way to go?”

      “What are you two talking about?” Frankie chimes in, one hand trying to hold her hips up to give me better access.

      “Just talking about a group project I’m putting you three in together. Think you can work as a team?” Bishop recovers too fast, almost as though he was born to sling bullshit.

      “Can we not talk about school?” Her chin drops to her chest, and she’s breathing very carefully now. My hand is soaked, but I’m relentless. I know exactly how to make her sit right where she is now—on the edge of that cliff, ready to fall over but unable to do so.

      “Of course we can work together,” Leo says, his voice laced with amusement as he sensually licks ketchup off his thumb, never once breaking eye contact with Frankie.

      Frankie’s breath hitches, her hands gripping the edge of the table. Her hips rock into my hand, silently pleading for more. I oblige her, adding a third finger and curling them in just the right way to have her mewling again.

      “I thought so,” Bishop says, but his focus is solely on Frankie. “Now that we have that settled...” He snaps his fingers at a passing waitress. “Check please,” he barks. The girl scurries away without a word.

      Leo leans in close to Frankie’s ear and whispers something that sends a blush up her neck. She tries to deny it, but her pussy betrays her, clenching my fingers tightly as she moans into the empty space between them.

      Leo chimes in, still whispering into her ear. “You can do it, Frankie. Just a little longer, baby. We’re so close to the finish line.” His words are dripping with innuendo, and I hide a smirk.

      “Fine,” she replies, but her breathing doesn’t slow one bit. “A group project. Whatever. Just let me come already.” She shoots us all a glare that would melt ice, but the heated glint in her eyes betrays her need.

      Without missing a beat, Bishop leans over the table, forcing the couple next to us to move their plates aside as he whispers in her ear. “I expect your undivided attention to this project, Frankie. No distractions.” His tone is as cool as ice, but I smell his arousal. He’s affected by this game of cat and mouse just as much as we are.

      “Yes, sir,” she replies through gritted teeth.

      I put pressure on her clit.

      “You’re so fucking wet,” I growl against her lips, beyond turned on by how soaked she is, knowing it’s all for us.

      “Delicious,” Leo murmurs, swiping a finger along Frankie’s inner thigh before bringing it to his mouth and sucking it clean.

      The sounds of chatter and silverware ebb and flow around us.

      I focus only on Frankie, my fingers squelching as they pump in and out of her slowly. Her breathing shudders, and the pulse in her neck flutters harder than before. Her hips twitch.

      Leaning down, I exhale against her ear. “I want you to come on my hand, Frankie, and know that next time you come for me, you won’t have to hold back. I’ll expect to hear your screams all over campus.” I press tightly against her clit while moving my fingers faster. “Now come.”

      “God, yes,” she murmurs shakily, lost in carnal bliss.

      Frankie’s body tenses, her entire frame rigid as she forces herself to hold back the moans threatening to spill from her lips. Her core tightens on my fingers, sucking me deeper inside her. I don’t let up, milking out every little spasm she has to give.

      Ever so slowly, I pull out of her and take the fingers that were in her and dip them in my shake before licking them off.

      “Delicious,” I murmur.

      As the haze of pleasure begins to recede, Frankie looks up at us with wide eyes full of wonder and astonishment, her flushed cheeks and tousled hair painting a picture of utter debauchery. “I have to pee.” She scrambles over Leo and rushes down the aisle as quickly as possible.

      “I think I might like you,” Bishop utters.

      I meet his gaze. “And I know I’m going to hurt you.”

      Bishop’s silence speaks volumes as our little shadow slips away unnoticed.
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      I’m going to kill them all—each and every one of them.

      I crawled—yes, crawled—and shimmied my way out of a bathroom window, and then I had to hightail it back to campus and spend the next twelve hours hiding from anyone and everyone, all while my stomach growled fiercely.

      The cherry on top of this shitty cake is that it has only been twenty-four hours since classes started.

      Do I feel shame that I completely skipped Bishop’s class this morning? Only a little. Maybe a microcosm of regret. Honestly, I’ll deal with his meddling ass later. Right now, I have to meet with my fun new academic advisor and his not so fun teaching assistant.

      I know how to handle people who don’t like me.

      What I don’t know how to handle are people who want me. I’m not even going to dive into “like” because I don’t think any of them really like me. They want me, sure, but like?

      I don’t think so.

      Even though I rushed out on them last night and hid like the coward I’m being right now, I can’t deny the fact that I actually didn’t hate the attention or the fact that they all focused on me while Matteo strummed me like one of his favorite string instruments.

      Just thinking about it sends a shudder through my body.

      No. I won’t think about men right now.

      We are hiding from those kinds of people.

      The ones with dicks.

      Don’t think, just knock. I quickly rap on the door three times, knowing damn well that I will, in fact, have to eventually figure out how I’m feeling. Preferably while no guys, I mean dicks, are near me.

      Professor Blackwood opens the door to his office, wearing a lime-green cardigan. “Miss Vale!” He beams, his voice carrying a warmth that doesn’t quite reach his eyes. He reaches out a hand, which I tentatively shake, and he clasps it with both of his a little too tightly.

      “I’ve been eager to meet with you one-on-one, Frankie. Your previous advisor mentioned your unique perspective on technology—a rare quality here,” he says, holding onto my hand just a moment longer than comfortable. His grip feels calculating, as if trying to subtly assert dominance.

      I try to free my hand, but he tightens his grip slightly. “That’s wonderful,” I reply, pulling my hand away more forcefully this time and crossing my arms protectively. “But I’m curious, Professor, why the sudden interest in me?”

      Blackwood’s smile falters momentarily, revealing a glimpse of his true intent. “Every student is a puzzle, Ms. Vale, and I pride myself on unlocking their fullest potential.”

      Right. What potential? In my mind, I’m a C student in everything but tech, where I excel. Could he be referring to that?

      “Come in, come in.” He waves me into his cluttered office. “It isn’t much, but it’s what we have to work with this afternoon.”

      His desk juts out like a barrier—strategic. Double-stuffed bookshelves line the walls in an L pattern, boxing me in. I let my bag drop to the floor beside the chair, already planning my escape route.

      “Go ahead, have a seat.” He points to the worn, threadbare chair, the black looking as if other students have slowly scratched off the paint. “Your academic record is impressive.”

      He doesn’t move away until I lower down, placing my hands in my lap. Then and only then does he head to his cushy chair behind his desk.

      “I suspect you’ve barely scratched the surface of what you are capable of.” He beams at me, his fingertips pressed together. “But right now, I want to talk about how you’re fitting in here at Shadow Locke.”

      My brow rises before I can stop it. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, how are you socializing?” He’s looking at me with far too much interest. It’s almost unsettling. I hate the way he’s looking at me, as though I’m a bug under a microscope.

      I scoff, a laugh spilling out of my lips before I can bite it back. “Socializing?”

      “Yes, socializing.” He winks at me, and I can’t tell if he is trying too hard or if he just has this strange, slimy vibe to him. I’m betting on the latter. “I saw you with Matteo yesterday.”

      Who didn’t?

      Luckily, there is a distinct knock on the door a moment before it opens, and the desk jockey walks in. His cruel eyes flicker to mine a microsecond before he nods to the professor.

      “Ah, you’ve met my teaching assistant, Dorian Gray.” He waves at him like the guy is on display. “If it doesn’t bother you, I’d like him to sit in on your sessions. I have a feeling you two will be plotting against me before long.”

      What a strange thing to say.

      Dorian doesn’t even look at me. Instead, he leans against the bookshelf like he’s holding up the entire wall. When those cruel eyes finally land on me, I feel like a bug under his magnifying glass, waiting to burn.

      “I was just asking Ms. Vale how she is socializing.” The professor returns right to the topic I hoped he’d forget.

      “I’m not great with socializing.” I twitch in my seat and resist looking at the clock on the wall.

      Dorian doesn’t react, but Professor Blackwood leans forward and gives me one of those looks I thought was only reserved for therapists and parents. “Well, Ms. Vale, it is very important that we look into why you aren’t into socializing. I don’t know if you are aware of this, but the bonds that we make in college can last a lifetime.”

      I don’t know what it is about this conversation, but it feels off.

      Under my feet, my shadow coils tight like a spring. “That’s fine. I don’t plan on making lifetime bonds.”

      He hisses through his teeth, his eyes going wide. I look at Dorian, but his face remains exactly the same.

      “Well, the bonds you make now can carry into your adult life.” He uses a very informal tone, almost prying. “How will you know that if you befriend one person they can change your life if you don’t take the chance to say hello?”

      “Do you even know the odds of that happening?” I scoff at him.

      His lip twitches subtly. “That’s your homework.” He claps his hands, startling me. “Socialize.”

      “I work at a bar,” I blurt out. Over my dead body. I won’t, under any circumstances, accept socializing as homework. No way, no how.

      “Perfect!” He’s way too excited about that. “The Grotto?”

      I give him a nod and find myself fidgeting. Locking my legs and arms, I go for my very best customer service smile. “Yeah.” I try to mimic his smile to make him feel like it’s somehow contagious. Whether or not it’s working is beyond me. “I work for Andy.”

      “Amazing woman. I bet she’s looking out for you, isn’t she?” There’s a strange edge to his voice. “She’s always looking out for those who don’t have anyone.”

      Excuse me?

      “Frankie started a bar fight during her last shift.” Dorian’s monotone voice breaks through my mask, and I whip my head around to glare at him. He isn’t even looking at me, but at his nails. “Someone spilled their beer on her.”

      If looks could kill, Dorian would be in flames right about now.

      “Well, that is quite the show of anger.” Professor Blackwood’s voice is full of concern, but it’s fake. I bet it’s the same concern he uses on all his students because he is paid to pretend to care. It’s a tone I’ve heard my entire life. “We may have to work on your self-control.”

      “Yes,” Dorian drones on. “She will.”

      “Oh no, Dorian.” Professor Blackwood’s furry eyebrows sink low over his eyes. “You are going to shadow her and make sure that Ms. Vale stays out of trouble. With her potential, she needs to stay on track.”

      “I don’t need a babysitter,” I blurt out.

      “No,” Dorian states, but there is a tic in his right cheek. He’s pissed over this new development. “Besides, she said she doesn’t need a babysitter.”

      “I’m sure it won’t be too much of a hassle. Just check in on her daily. You two can have lunch together in the library,” Professor Blackwood presses.

      I can feel stress begin to rise inside me, and I have to grit my teeth. “I’m sure Dorian has better things to do.”

      “I do.”

      “Is there a problem?” The professor appears concerned. He isn’t. I don’t know what bullshit he is pulling, but I’m about to snap on him. “Do you have a boyfriend? Maybe two?”

      Red rushes to my cheeks, and I avert my eyes, giving myself away. Dammit, work on your poker face, Frankie. “No,” I grind out, but this time, Dorian is looking at me.

      “Then it’s settled.” He beams at me all over again. “I have certain expectations for my students, Ms. Vale, and unfortunately, you are already behind all of your peers.”

      “What?” I sit on the edge of my seat. “That’s bullshit. I haven’t failed a single class, and while I’m not a straight A honor roll kind of student, I’m not failing.”

      “But you are, Francesca.” The professor says my name as though he’s my father. It sends a strange chill up and down my back—a forewarning. Either he is always this creepy, or he is reserving it just for me. “Socializing and networking are just as important to your development as math or science. I’d like you to find a date to the eclipse party.”

      I rub my temples. This guy is giving me a headache. “I don’t do dances.”

      “You will if you want me to pass you for graduation.” The professor’s tone changes… darkens. “I have to sign off on your graduation, and from where I’m sitting, it isn’t going to happen.” He snaps his fingers. “Better yet, join a club or a committee. That is your homework for our next session.”

      This is my hell. “My other advisor didn’t tell me I needed any of this.”

      “Well, that is up to each advisor,” he says with faux seriousness. “Like I said earlier, I expect a lot from my students, Frankie, more than they often expect from themselves. You’ll find my methods are... rigorous, but they reveal your true capacity. Are you prepared to be pushed beyond what you thought possible?”

      Pushed? No. I’m comfortable right where I am.

      Dorian yawns. “She doesn’t have it in her.”

      “I’m sorry, am I boring you?” I snap. Why is he here?

      Professor Blackwood tsks under his breath. “Those kinds of outbursts won’t be welcome. If you want me to help you grow as a student, I expect you to follow my directions.”

      Dorian smirks, and I slowly look away from him, digging my nails into my thighs. My shadows squirm below me and lick at my skin, wanting to protect me, but they can’t, not in this instance.

      “How does me not wanting to socialize lead to me not having it in me?” Whatever “it” means.

      “It means grit.” Dorian drops his hands to look at me completely. “And you don’t have it.”

      “You—” I bite my tongue until it bleeds. Know nothing about me. Nothing.

      “Then it’s settled.” The professor is far too pleased with himself. “I see a lot of myself in you, Frankie. It’s crucial, however, that you rely on the guidance I provide exclusively. External influences can be... distracting, even damaging.”

      Is he talking about Matteo? Leo? Bishop? There is no way he knows I dated Bishop.

      “Aren’t you the one telling me to socialize?” I was so close to keeping my mouth shut.

      “I am.” He winks. “And that is exactly what you will do because I told you to—with Dorian.”

      Wonderful. “Is that all?” I grind out.

      “Of course. You two better get to the library.” He stands, dismissing me.

      “Right now?” Dorian interjects.

      “Right now?” I parrot, grabbing my backpack and clutching it to my chest.

      “There is no better time.” The professor opens the door. “Off with you two.”

      Closing my eyes, I try to calm my racing heart, but it’s futile. As I dart from the office, a cold voice stops me. “One moment, Ms. Vale,” Professor Blackwood calls out, his tone suddenly stern. I turn, my heart sinking further. He blocks the doorway, a thin smile playing on his lips. “Don’t forget, Frankie, you’re not just any student, and remember, I always have my eye on you.”

      His words chill my spine. Two years under the radar, gone. How much does he really know about me?
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      “Francesca,” Dorian calls as I hike my backpack higher on my shoulder, the weight of it grounding me in the echoey hallway.

      I ignore him, which isn’t as easy as I’d prefer, considering the hallway is empty.

      The universe mocks me with an empty hallway when I need crowd cover the most. Just me, Dorian, and the lingering unease from Professor Blackwood’s office.

      “Francesca.” Dorian finally catches up to me, his breathing slightly heavy. He earns a point for not touching me, respecting my unspoken boundaries.

      I don’t even know how to act around this guy, let alone have a meal with him. “Listen, let’s say we had lunch together but also not actually have lunch together,” I suggest as I step outside. The sudden brightness of the afternoon sun momentarily blinds me, painting the world in a harsh, unyielding light.

      The ocean breeze ignites an unfamiliar longing—not for swimming, but for hunting. The primal call pulses under my skin.

      Whichever one I’m able to accomplish first. It’s been weeks since I’ve been able to hunt, to listen to all the dark, shadowy things that occur when no one is looking, and then for me to remove the worst of it.

      I crave the adrenaline rush I get when I bring a malevolent person to justice, banishing them into the shadows, lost to the world forever.

      “Would you stop?” Dorian jumps in front of me abruptly, blocking my path. His cold eyes peer down at me, his lip curling into a sneer. “That won’t work.”

      “Why?” I pause on the walkway, causing other students to curse at me when they have to adjust or run into me. The disruption ripples through the crowd like a wave, leaving whispers in its wake.

      “I don’t lie,” he states, tucking his hands into the back pockets of his dress pants. The white button-down he’s wearing is buttoned to the top of his neck, save for one button, and he’s wearing a white shirt under it.

      Why is that appealing?

      “You don’t lie.” I blink up at him as I repeat his words. My tongue runs over my front teeth as I struggle to process what he said, the concept foreign and perplexing in this world of gray truths. “Everyone lies, Dorian.”

      “I am not everyone, Ms. Vale,” he responds, flicking off a small speck of lint from his shirt.

      “Noted,” I mutter to myself. “So this sounds like a you problem.” I resist the urge to poke his shoulder, my fingers twitching slightly with the effort.

      “And a you problem.” He’s quick to look back at me, his eyes tracing every expression I make. With a simple nod, he turns abruptly to the left and begins to walk. He holds his hands behind him, his spine obnoxiously ramrod straight. His shoes clack against the floor, which is still adorned with the same mosaic tiles that it was when the cathedral was built eons ago. “I won’t lie for you, Ms. Vale.”

      I sigh and squint to look up at him. The sun sits directly over us, warming my head, and yet the cool breeze lifts and twirls under my sweater, creating goosebumps over my body.

      My stomach chooses that moment to grumble.

      “When did you last eat?” he sneers down at me.

      When did I last eat? I chew on my cheek, trying to remember, but I was busy hiding from the guys, which means that was the last time I ate anything, and it was only fries and a milkshake.

      “Considering it’s taking you that long to even recall, then you need to eat.” He glances over my head as he scans the courtyard. “Come now.” Without waiting for me, he sets off toward the library at a brisk pace.

      I stand there, gaping at him, as my thoughts disperse in a chaotic whirlwind. I could stand here and stare, miss where he goes, and claim that I just didn’t know where he was going, but that would be a lie.

      Or I could run off and hide, which is exactly what I’ve been doing for the last day, and I’m tired of hiding. It reminds me of the girl I was and not the adult I’m struggling to become.

      Fuck.

      Turning around, I rush to catch up to Dorian, my footsteps muffled by the thick carpet of the corridor, thankful that Leo, Matteo, and even Bishop haven’t called out to me. It’s only a matter of time before they find me, their presence as inevitable as shadows at dusk.

      I catch up to Dorian the moment he opens the door to the library, and as I walk by, I swear I see a small uptick of his lips before he hides his amusement behind a mask of indifference. I’m immediately enveloped by the quiet magnificence of the place. The library is not just any building—it’s an old cathedral transformed into a bastion of knowledge. When I inhale slowly, the air is rich with the scent of old books and faint traces of incense that these walls still hold from times long past. There is so much history here that’s been lost, and even more that sits just under the surface, whispering secrets waiting to be discovered.

      Dorian quietly shuts the door before glancing at me once to assure I’m there. With a simple nod, he turns abruptly to the left and begins to walk. He holds his hands behind him, his spine obnoxiously ramrod straight. His shoes clack against the floor.

      Dorian walks past all of that at a clipped pace. A door ahead reads, “Employees only,” and I’m trusting he is an employee because he bursts through the door like he owns the entire library. As soon as I step inside, he flips a switch, illuminating a stairwell that leads down.

      “This is creepy,” I muse despite the fact that Dorian still isn’t waiting for me, and he’s halfway down the steep steps. The air grows cooler as we descend, the mustiness mingling with a faint, unsettling iron scent that could very well be blood.

      “No.” His voice echoes back to me, dry and humorless. “It’s more paperwork than I am willing to fill out.”

      Yeah, I should have known that was the response he’d give me. Deciding that we don’t really need to talk, I follow him deeper into the basement until we finally hit the floor. He punches in a code for a reinforced door that clearly doesn’t belong in this ancient setting. It’s an odd mix of ancient atmosphere and modern technology—an aesthetic that I’m somewhat fond of now that I see it.

      The door clicks open, and once again, he holds it open for me. Nerves tickle my throat as I push through and spill out into a formal basement. “Oh,” I whisper as the lights flicker on to reveal a space with high ceilings and more bookshelves. Only this time, there are glass boxes with tomes in the center—not books, tomes. “Alright, Hollywood, this is impressive.”

      “Hollywood?” he says as he pivots on a heel, his shoes clacking as he leads me down the massive space.

      “Felt right,” I answer, but my mind is a thousand miles away.

      “Be careful not to wander off. The library has a mind of its own,” he mutters over his shoulder as he leads me down the walkway.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Did you not notice that this space is only a fraction of what’s above?” He doesn’t look at me as he speaks.

      My smaller legs move twice as fast to walk beside him. “I mean, not all basements are the size of the first floor.”

      “This is triple the size.” He pauses and looks down at me. “Look back.”

      I can feel the frown on my forehead as I look behind me and gasp. The space we spilled out of is a small alcove, but the hallway appears never-ending. I blink a few times, trying to comprehend what I’m seeing. “That can’t be right.”

      “Like I said, stay close,” he says in his cold, detached voice.

      I whirl back around and nod, because I’m not even sure my shadows could help me get out of this place. “How do you have access? I didn’t know this place existed.”

      He grunts and begins to walk all over again. “My family donates graciously to this school.”

      “So you’re rich.” That explains his entire vibe.

      “My family is rich, yes,” he answers, his voice flat, hinting at a distance he’s deliberately placed between himself and his wealth. Intriguing. I don’t want to find Dorian Gray interesting, and yet, somehow, I do.

      He turns abruptly and faces me, extending one arm toward another alcove that looks like a hidden gem within this labyrinth of history.

      As I approach the indicated spot, I see a small seating area arranged in a semicircle around a circular desk. Twinkle lights shimmer above us, casting a warm, inviting glow, and the shelves are crammed with more books. It’s unexpectedly quaint, resembling a cozy restaurant nook rather than a corner of a clandestine library.

      I hear the gentle hum of a refrigerator hidden in a nook between a bookshelf and the table as I draw nearer.

      “There is an assortment of drinks in there as well as premade sandwiches. It isn’t anything fancy, and it isn’t a hot meal, but it is food,” he says, his tone practical as he slides into a chair at the table. Various books are spread out before him, along with a notepad, where he immediately begins to scribble notes.

      I grab a soda, chips, and a sandwich and settle across from him. My book bag hits the floor with a thud, and I start to open my soda and unpack my food.

      Because I’m naturally curious, and it’s only the second day of school which means I’m without homework, I venture a question. “What are you working on?”

      I lift one edge of a textbook. It’s an ancient art book.

      Dorian quickly slaps the book down, his fog-colored eyes darting from my hand back to my face. “Don’t touch.”

      I raise my hands in mock surrender and lean back, tearing off a piece of my sandwich and popping it into my mouth. Dorian watches me chew for a few moments before returning his attention to his notes.

      I study him quietly. Despite our rough start, something about him suggests he has layers far deeper and more complex than the cold exterior he presents. He’s often alone, only seen with Professor Blackwood, and I can’t recall ever seeing him with friends. He’s intriguing in a forbidden way—entirely off-limits, yet undeniably magnetic.

      I pop another piece of sandwich into my mouth, enjoying the slight irritation it seems to cause him.

      Setting his pencil down, Dorian looks up, his gaze lingering on my mouth. I fight the urge to smirk, finding perverse pleasure in annoying him.

      “My thesis,” he finally says, leaning back and gripping the pencil tightly, the eraser rhythmically tapping against the paper. “You should work on yours.”

      “Can’t,” I reply, my mouth full of food. “My thesis is on my computer in the lab.”

      “Don’t speak with your mouth full.”

      I chew louder.

      He closes his eyes, taking a slow, deep breath. “Must you?”

      “Yes, I must,” I respond, not because I need to, but because challenging him feels right. I have control here, unlike in the diner where things spiraled far beyond my comfort zone.

      I don’t regret what happened. Hell, I’m young and supposed to experiment sexually, and it was exhilarating, but it’s how easily it all happened that gnaws at me. I don’t even know Matteo’s last name.

      I know Dorian doesn’t like me, and he’s only here because our professor ordered it. If it were his choice, I wouldn’t be sitting here, and as twisted as it sounds, that feels safer.

      “Do we have to do this daily?” I ask, part of me warming to the idea of hiding out here among these quiet, secret tomes. Another part of me is restless, though I know once assignments start piling up, I’ll appreciate this secluded space. Maybe I should play nice.

      “For this week at least,” he replies. “I’ll speak to the professor.”

      I nod, allowing the silence to stretch between us, almost nurturing the awkward tension. I thrive in discomfort—it’s in comfort that I begin to feel uneasy.

      “So, your thesis,” I continue curiously. “You’re an art major?”

      “Minor,” he corrects, reaching for another book and sliding it across to me. On the cover is an old photograph of a priest.

      “Art lore,” I murmur, tugging the book toward me, suddenly intrigued. “The mythological lore behind famous paintings.” That’s actually fascinating. I begin to flip through the book slowly, pausing on a picture of the priest from the front cover.

      “Saint Joseph.” Dorian points at the image. There’s a new timbre in his voice—excitement, a fervor that wasn’t there before. Watching this transformation is captivating. “It was said that if you gazed at his picture long enough, he’d whisper to you, asking what your purpose in life is.”

      The way his eyes light up, as if the fog has been lifted from them, both literally and metaphorically, draws me in, almost making me miss his next words.

      “A nun once stared at his portrait for so long that she heard that question.” He leans forward, resting his arms on the table, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “When asked, she replied, ‘To serve our Lord.’” His lips twitch as if amused by the answer.

      “What happened to her?” I ask, drawn into the story.

      “She got pregnant a year later by the bishop. She had the child in secret and then killed herself.” He delivers the facts with clinical detachment, but they hit with the weight of tragedy.

      “That’s terrible,” I say instinctively.

      “Is it?” he questions, tilting his head curiously. “Every single individual who claims to have heard Saint Joseph speak to them has died within the year.”

      “That’s a weird coincidence,” I reply, a shiver running through me. Is it just a coincidence? If my shadows can bend to my will, why couldn’t a saint’s portrait whisper life-altering questions? “What does that mean?”

      “It means they didn’t answer truthfully,” he says, taking the book from me and spinning it to face him. He stares at the image, his gaze distant and thoughtful. “Knowing one’s purpose is an impossibility.”

      “It was a trick question then.”

      “Yes.” He snaps the book shut and sets it aside. “Serving the Lord isn’t a purpose, it’s an action. You can’t quantify purpose.”

      “That’s assuming the story is true, but it’s just a story,” I say, though I eye the book skeptically.

      “Is it?” he challenges. “Would you like to find out?”

      I roll my eyes and grab the book, determined to stare at the image until I hear Saint Joseph speak to me, but Dorian reaches out, pressing his palm against the book and pushing it down.

      “No, Francesca, the real portrait.”

      “You know where it is?” I ask incredulously.

      “I know how to find it,” he replies cryptically.

      Scoffing, I retort, “Sure you do.”

      “When you’re ready.” He returns to his essay. “Like the professor said, you don’t even know your potential.” He looks up at me, his gaze intense. “If you don’t know your potential, you can never know your purpose.”

      My stomach twists at his words, and I turn away, choosing a random book from the shelf to distract myself just so I don’t have to look at Dorian Gray any longer, because in under an hour, he disarmed me.

      I thought I was in control. I’m starting to wonder if I ever had any control at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 18

          

          

      

    

    







            Frankie

          

        

      

    

    
      I survived the day—avoiding the guys, enduring lunch with Dorian whose eyes seemed to strip away my defenses. Hours later, I still feel exposed.

      Now, as the Tuesday rush dissipates, I lean against the back bar, wiping my hands on a dry towel. As far as Tuesdays go, this one was busier. With classes back in session, it’s like life was breathed back into the town. Everything feels brighter and happier.

      An itch began between my shoulder blades, though, demanding for me to do something. I know what it wants, and like an addict seeking their next hit, I scan the bar.

      The regulars are mostly old-school fishermen—born, raised, and dying here. Not my kind of prey.

      “Penny for your thoughts?” Andy chucks a towel in the laundry basket she has hidden under the bar.

      “No thoughts, it’s completely blank up here. Not a single coherent thought.” I smile at her, lying through my teeth. Why, at the worst possible moment, do I think of Dorian? Does he really never lie?

      Andy snorts, not believing me. “I bet that brain is full of chaos.”

      “What, this one?” I tap my temple. “Nope. Nothing up here but a stream of digital code.”

      “Now that I believe.” She leans on the bar across from me, crossing her arms. “How are classes?”

      I hate small talk. It makes me feel like it’s just a bridge to close the gap of a peaceful quiet. There is nothing wrong with quiet. Also, it means I have to answer—well, I don’t, but I will. I like Andy, and despite how creepy Professor Blackwood is, he was right about her.

      “Do you know Professor Blackwood?”

      She whistles long and low and chuckles. “Morgan?” She shakes her head, sending her red ringlets flying. “Now that is a name I haven’t heard in a long time.”

      The door opens, and in walks Officer Hart. Her hand runs through her short hair several times as she strides over to the bar, weary and tired.

      “Grotto’s Gold.” She sighs.

      “I’ve got it.” I push off the counter and point at Andy, who is still smiling in a weird, secretive way. “Tell me about the professor.”

      “Which one?” Abigail asks.

      “Morgan Blackwood.” Andy turns around to face her sister, a gleam in her eyes. “You remember Morgan?”

      Abigail smiles fondly, and a flush creeps up her cheeks. “Oh, I remember.”

      I set Abigail’s drink before her. “Alright, spill it. It’s a slow night, and there are only ten people in here, including us.”

      “Anyone ever tell you about what happened to a curious cat?” Andy pushes off the bar and walks around, lifting the divider before sitting beside her sister, leaving me alone back here.

      I hope that means she is going to tell me all about Morgan Blackwood.

      “No,” I deadpan, finally answering her question.

      “Stop.” Abigail swats her sister playfully. Side by side, their resemblance is undeniable. “We both dated Morgan in high school.”

      “Accidentally,” Andy tacks on with a mischievous glint in her eyes.

      “Oh, this sounds like a dramatic love triangle.” I lean forward on the counter, my interest piqued, the din of the bar fading into the background. “Tell me more.”

      Laughing, Abigail downs a third of her drink, a sparkle of mischief lighting up her eyes as she leans forward, eager to share. “Well, it was junior year of high school, and Andy was the head cheerleader.”

      “While Abbi played the sax in the band.”

      “You two couldn’t be more opposite,” I observe.

      “You have no idea.” Abbi chuckles, her laughter rich and warm. “Well, we both had our eyes on the handsome senior rugby player.”

      “No.” My jaw drops in mock horror. “Professor Blackwood?”

      “Scrum half.” Abbi wiggles her eyebrows, a playful twinkle in her eye. “I loved watching those boys play.” She bites the air, her gesture theatrical.

      “Someone is thirsty,” I quip, sliding her a glass of water across the counter, her laughter filling the space between us.

      “Damn right. They were—no, are the most delicious athletes,” Abbi adds with a little shimmy, her smirk devilish. Honestly, I love it. “But Morgan, he was the best, and a man-whore.”

      “That doesn’t feel like the professor I met. He’s stuffy and stuck-up.” I wrinkle my nose as though I can smell his mothball scent from here.

      “He wasn’t always.” Andy shrugs nonchalantly. “Keep those beers coming, doll.”

      I give her a mock salute. “You keep talking.”

      “No, he was quite the catch,” Abbi continues, her voice lowering to a conspiratorial whisper. “He had this air of indifference about him that you just wanted to peel away to uncover the real Morgan.”

      So even then he played pretend. “He’s a psych professor now,” I remark, tapping Andy’s beer before moving on to Abbi’s.

      “That makes sense,” Abbi muses, a thoughtful frown creasing her brow. “There was that one rumor…” She taps the bar with her fingertips, each tap a drumbeat of secrets.

      “You mean the one⁠—”

      “Oh yeah.” Abbi shudders, but this time, it’s not with pleasure.

      I place their drinks down before them. “What kind of rumor?”

      “Well, some secrets, young one, are meant to stay secrets.” She nods, her expression grave.

      I turn to Andy, hoping for more, and she says, “Nope. I agree with her on this one. One day, you’ll understand.”

      “Everyone keeps telling me that lately,” I grumble, feeling frustrated. The bell rings over the door, and I automatically turn to look. A rugby player strides in wearing our school colors, a girl on one arm and a guy on the other, a tableau of youthful exuberance. “Huh.”

      Abbi and Andy glance at the door where the trio finds a table in the corner, the one guy remaining standing, probably about to order drinks.

      “Young love.” Andy sighs nostalgically. “Oh, how I miss those days of forming bonds.”

      “What an odd way to word that,” I whisper to myself.

      “Well, college is when we form bonds that’ll last a lifetime,” she adds, her tone reflective.

      She isn’t the only one who’s said that lately.

      Pushing off the counter, I walk to the guy who saunters up to the register. “What can I get you?”

      “Three ciders,” he begins, pulling out bills as I ring him up.

      Leaving him to wait, I fetch his drinks, my eyes constantly straying to the other two. My curiosity burns inside me. I’ve never seen a throuple out in the wild before.

      Is that a normal thing?

      In the years I’ve spent here, I didn’t pay attention to anything around me. Sure, I’ve served all these people before, but it’s like this is the first time I’m truly seeing them. I thought I was observant. I have to be to pick my victims. Otherwise, how would I know they are bad people? I wouldn’t. That’s the simple answer. Chewing on my lip, I set the drinks on the counter and ring him out, my ears straining to listen to their chatter.

      It’s all dreadfully normal. They chat about schoolwork and classes—normal things. Annoyed at my curiosity, I turn back to the twins who whisper to each other in hushed tones.

      “Is that normal?” I ask, blurting out the question.

      “What’s that, doll?” Andy follows my gaze to the three students. “What about it?”

      “The three of them,” I hiss, trying to keep my voice low.

      “Sweetheart, they aren’t the only pack”—Abbi hits her sister in the shoulder— “of students dating who come in here,” Andy says slowly, rubbing her arm.

      “Love is love.” Abbi gives me a strained smile.

      “Or rather, lust is lust.” I toss a towel over my shoulder and glance at the clock on the wall. Nine, I have an hour to go, and then it’s back to campus where I can no longer hide from my problems.

      “So that’s normal?” I question, returning back to the conversation at hand.

      Abbi and Andy don’t answer me, not so much with words, but they give each other a knowing look.

      All those student groups suddenly take on a new meaning. How did I miss this before?

      “What are you overthinking there, echo?” a familiar voice calls to me.

      Turning around, I find Leo leaning on the counter, Matteo sitting at the window table, his dark eyes on mine.

      “Echo?” I lean on the counter opposite him. I didn’t even hear them come in.

      “Yeah, echo,” he taunts me.

      “And where did that come from?” Why is he so damn appealing to me? Maybe it’s everything he whispered in my ear while we sat at the diner—filthy words that set my entire body on fire.

      That was just lust, though, and lust is lust. This is different. Lust, I understand. Hell, I’ve understood lust from a young age. The way Leo looks at me right now has nothing to do with lust and everything to do with interest.

      “Maybe I’ll tell you one day.” He leans in like he has a secret to share with me, and because I’m a fool, I lean in to listen. “But see, you’d have to stick around for me to share my secrets.”

      Ouch.

      I lean away from him. I know I should apologize for running off, but I’m not going to. I’m not sorry. Instead, I say, “You found me again.”

      “Well, when you weren’t in your dorm, and when you skipped your classes, I called here,” he says, not feeling an ounce of guilt over tracking me down.

      “Stalker.” I turn to the register. “What’ll it be?”

      “If that’s what it takes to gain your interest,” he replies, his ocean eyes peering through me as if they could unravel my deepest thoughts.

      “Honestly, I don’t know what it takes,” I tell him truthfully, feeling a tinge of vulnerability as the words slip out.

      “Porter and a rye,” he says, sliding a twenty across the counter, which I ring up before moving to get his drinks.

      “Well, look at you, sunshine,” Abbi calls out to Leo, her voice tinged with playful flirtation, her eyes sparkling with interest.

      Jealousy flares hot inside me, forcing me to look away. It’s ridiculous. Leo isn’t mine. Besides, Abbi is older and more confident in her flirting, seemingly unworried about the boundaries of casual bar banter.

      “Officer Hart!” Leo replies with a jovial voice that carries across the bar. I once heard someone describe a person as having golden retriever energy, and I didn’t get it until now.

      “Leo,” Andy says, her voice laced with amusement, “found your girl?”

      I shoot a glare at Andy, not appreciating the spotlight.

      “Sure did, right there making our drinks. Isn’t she beautiful?” Leo sighs, placing his chin in his palm, and it would look adorable if he hadn’t just announced to the entire fucking bar that I’m his girl.

      “Not yours, Leo.” I set his beers down on the counter, trying to suppress the heat rising in my cheeks. “Not anyone’s.”

      “Yet,” he counters, a slow smile spreading across his face as he lifts his beer to his lips. When he looks at me like that, with so much more than casual interest, I have to force myself to look away.

      “Aww,” Abbi coos, clearly enjoying the drama unfolding before her.

      “I’m cutting you off. Don’t make me call Tori,” I threaten, the name dropping like a stone in still water, even though that is the very last thing I would do.

      “Don’t you dare.” She sobers up quickly, scanning the room with sudden caution.

      I hide my laugh and turn back to Leo, my face settling into a more composed expression.

      “What time do you get off?” he asks. His tone is casual, but his eyes are fixed on me with an intensity that feels like a physical touch.

      I pause, the weight of his gaze unsettling yet oddly thrilling. “Not soon enough,” I respond with irritation and reluctant amusement. This thing between us, whatever it is, is complicated. Leo’s presence stirs a storm within me, one I’m both drawn to and desperate to escape.

      It’s a simple question with a simple answer, but I had plans to let my shadows walk, stalk, and kill.

      That is a private activity—one not done with anyone.

      “Ten,” I answer honestly, but only because Andy and Abbi are staring me down, their expressions a blend of curiosity and mild concern.

      “Want company after?” he asks hopefully, leaning in slightly as if trying to coax the truth or perhaps more out of me.

      “I have plans,” I say, and for some reason, I feel guilty over the look of disappointment that flickers across his face. “Rain check.”

      “What are your plans?” he persists, taking a sip of his beer, not addressing my rain check comment. The sneaky bastard.

      “Ah…” I clear my throat, glancing from him to Matteo, who sits in the corner, watching. His gaze is intense, almost piercing. “You know, I have to stop for girlie things,” I tell him, the excuse hanging lamely in the air.

      “Want company?”

      “You’re like a bulldog,” I retort.

      “Well, I want to make up for yesterday.” Heat flares in his eyes.

      Does he want to repeat yesterday or apologize? I can’t get a read on him. Either way, I’m not so sure he’s about to just walk away or give in.

      One more night, shadows.

      “Alright,” I reply. “Did you drive?”

      “Wait.” He pops up really fast, spilling some of his beer. “Really?” He turns to Matteo, shouting across the bar. “She said yes!” He turns back to me, a grin spreading across his face. “We got a ride here, so we are all yours.”

      “Were you hoping I’d drive you back to campus?”

      “Yep.” He winks at me. “Get to know us, Frankie,” he cajoles. “What could go right?”

      I snort. What could go wrong, is more like it, and everything could go wrong.
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      Regret hangs heavy tonight, filling my lungs with the stench of past mistakes I can’t undo.

      As I sit here, trapped in the Jeep with Leo and Matteo, I’m painfully aware that my inner turmoil is invisible to them. The soft hum of the engine and the occasional rattle of loose gravel under the tires underscore the silence of our journey, emphasizing my isolation despite the close company.

      Leo leans his head on my headrest, a stupid smile on his face as though he is just happy to be here beside me. The warm glow of the dashboard illuminates his face, casting shadows that flicker with each passing streetlight. He keeps stealing glances at me, soft and unassuming, while Matteo’s gaze burns into the skin between my shoulder blades from the back seat. The weight of their attention makes me want to squirm, as if the leather clings tighter with each second.

      Most of Morrow Bay closes at exactly six in the evening every single day. Andy’s bar is one of the few havens of light and life that remain open, spilling warm, golden light onto the pavement. Unfortunately, my need to go to the store for girlie things means driving twenty minutes to the next town over and the grocery store that remains open all night.

      It’s a big box store, one that boasts cheaper prices than all other competitors. I’ve never really had it in me to actually prove it, but it’s where I go for the things I need.

      No one talks because the top is down and the wind whistles through the Jeep, partially drowning out the radio Leo fiddled with until he found a station he liked. He began to sing to each and every single song that came on the radio, which he is still doing, only right now, there is a commercial on, and I just pulled into a parking spot. Shutting the engine down, I look over at the empty parking lot. The only cars sit at the back, probably belonging to employees, and there’s a lone car a few aisles over.

      The night sky and all her stars shine down on us, but they don’t create enough light to kill the eeriness of the parking lot. “This is creepy,” I mutter to myself, pocketing my keys.

      “Do you often come here alone?” Leo unbuckles his seat belt and turns to me, his smile replaced with concern. The question hangs in the air, tinged with a protective edge.

      “Yeah,” I answer truthfully with a shrug. The shadows at my feet twirl around my ankles, reminding me that I’m never alone. They are there to keep me safe.

      Leo hums under his breath. “Do you want the top up?” His eyes continue to scan the parking lot, then return to me. “I’m not going to lie, I don’t like it. I feel like someone could hide in the back here and you’d never know.”

      “Hasn’t happened yet,” I tease, but it falls flat. “Do you mind zipping the top up?”

      “I don’t mind at all.” His smile returns, comforting and warm in the chill of the night. “I’d do it for you.”

      “Do you know how?” I challenge, a playful smirk tugging at the corners of my lips despite the chill.

      “Can’t be that hard,” Leo mutters, a frown creasing his forehead as he scrutinizes my old Jeep and the zippers that enclose my vehicle. He opens the door and hops out, determination etched on his face as he pulls out the cover and glares at it, as if challenging it to defy him.

      “He will be fine,” Matteo insists, hopping out of the Jeep and opening my door before I can react.

      “Go get your things,” Leo instructs, his tone more of an absentminded command than a request. “Matteo, grab me some snacks.”

      I should help him, but Matteo grabs my hand and begins dragging me toward the doors. “He’s fine,” Matteo reiterates calmly, making me want to believe him.

      It’s odd, having someone do things for me. It feels wrong somehow. I glance over my shoulder just as I’m about to walk in to see Leo completely focused on securing the Jeep in the parking lot. “I feel bad leaving him out there alone.”

      “Worried?” Matteo grabs a cart that I probably don’t need and pushes it into the store.

      “No,” I lie, my answer a little too quick and sharp.

      Matteo grunts and pauses just inside, waiting on me. “You shouldn’t lie,” he says, calling me out.

      “Habit,” I admit, unsure what to do with myself. I grip the side of the cart and push it in the direction of the toiletries. I might as well stock up while we are here.

      “Break it,” he suggests, as if changing a lifetime of habits is as easy as flipping a switch.

      “It’s not that easy.” I sigh, gesturing toward the supplement aisle and beginning to browse. Clearly, I’m pretending to be far more interested in everything around me than I actually am.

      Leaning over the cart, Matteo crosses his arms, his dark eyes watching me with more intensity than I’m used to. “Why?” he asks, that single word going off in my head like a gunshot.

      A shiver worms its way through me, and I have to look away from him. He’s intense, and he makes me feel like he can see beneath all the bullshit I throw up around me to keep him and everyone else out. Only, he keeps digging and chipping away at my walls until he can find the woman hidden underneath. I know if he ever gets there, he won’t like what he sees—a broken woman full of scars that continue to haunt her.

      I can’t ever allow my scars to show. The moment I do, he will run away, leaving me alone.

      Grinding my teeth, I pick up a bottle of old-school vitamins.

      “Why?” he repeats, refusing to let it go.

      I toss the vitamins in the cart and look at him. He sucks his pouty lip into his mouth, biting on it before releasing the plump flesh, then he raises a brow in question. This man has far more patience than any man I’ve ever encountered. It’s unnerving, yet a part of me wants to open up to him.

      “I don’t know,” I blurt and turn around. It’s another lie, and it makes my body feel heavy as I walk to the end of the aisle where a wall of feminine products rises before me.

      “You know,” he says, following me. “You just don’t want to tell me.”

      “Does it matter?” I glance at him as he pauses beside me.

      “You can lie to me and everyone else,” he says, his voice deep and gravelly, “but don’t lie to yourself.”

      Swallowing my nerves, I look away and grab my usual box of tampons, tossing them into the cart before walking down the next aisle.

      “You are a very stoic man, Matteo,” I comment as I grab body wash and chuck it into the cart, moving along the aisle. His presence is a calm force, steady and unobtrusive.

      “I was raised to listen,” he says, and I’m glad he’s talking and not forcing me to spill my life story. “Not just to those who speak, but to listen to the silence.”

      Curiosity gnaws at my insides. I want to know more about this stranger, because despite sharing a moment at the diner, this feels far more intimate. I learned early on that my body is nothing more than flesh and bone, something others deem as theirs to use and play with at their whims and desires, but true intimacy is far scarier. Yet, I want to know about him.

      “What does that mean?” I turn to him, the cart a barrier between us.

      His lips twitch before he answers. “I’ll tell you if you tell me why you lie.”

      Can I tell this stranger a piece of me that I’ve never willingly given another?

      “Maybe,” I whisper, and that’s going to have to be enough, because I don’t know if I can open up to him. I want to, but my tongue won’t form the words.

      Matteo nods once, reading all the things I fail to say. “I grew up in New Delhi,” he says, and I turn around, continuing to look for things I don’t need, but I want him to keep talking. “My family—let’s say they had a very important job within the government.”

      Holding facial cleanser in my hand, I look at him. His expression never changes as he talks. In fact, it remains the same. Always the same.

      “From the moment I could walk, my parents taught me the art of listening,” he continues. “They taught that if we could just sit still, the world would speak, revealing her secrets, and there are many, many secrets.”

      The way he says “secrets” sends a chill through me. “Secrets? You mean just people talking around you?”

      “Yes, but not only that.” He follows me down the next aisle. “Meditation, breathing, and just listening. When I was six, my mother took me into the woods and left me there.”

      I drop the cleanser I was looking at. “Shit.” Bending down, I go to grab it, only for my shadow to grab it and hand it to me. When I pop up, I see Matteo still looking at me.

      Did he see that?

      Pretending he didn’t, I ask, “Your mom left you in the woods? That’s child abuse.”

      Something I know far too well.

      “To some, if the intent was cruelty,” he answers. “I was never alone. They were there watching me, assuring I listened.”

      I toss the cleanser in the cart and lean on the edge. “How?” I shake my head. “That’s insane.”

      Those damn pouty lips of his twitch. “If I had been raised like people in this country, perhaps,” he concedes, “but I listened. Tell me, Frankie, do you believe that animals and trees can speak?”

      “I can say with absolute honesty that no one has ever asked me that question in my entire life.” Truthfully, I don’t know if animals or trees can talk. What would they say?

      “Ah, but how do you think six-year-old me got out of those woods?” he teases, and it sends a tingle of warmth through me.

      “Ran?” I suggest.

      “With no direction in mind?” he counters. “In my culture, if you listen, you will hear them speak, and if you listen long enough, you will understand their language.”

      I can’t wrap my head around this, so I shake it, just trying to understand. “I don’t think I understand.”

      “Then I shall teach you.”

      I nibble on my cheek as I lead him away from the toiletries. I already got more than I needed. I just kept throwing stuff in the cart to keep him talking.

      “Would you like that, Frankie?” His question rolls over me, tugging at something in my core. It’s almost wholesome that he wants to teach me a piece of who he is.

      Dammit, I want it.

      “Yeah.” I swallow my nerves. “I’d like that.”

      “Good,” he says. It’s one word, but there is so much hidden meaning there. “The box of cheesy crackers for Leo.” He jerks his head at them.

      Grabbing the box, I toss them into the cart. Feeling brave, I spin around and once again grip the cold metal cart. “Lying is easier than telling someone the truth. If I tell them how I really feel, they won’t look at me the same.” The words spill out of me in one long, run-on sentence. I can’t even hold eye contact as I speak.

      “So you hide behind false words.” He nods as though he understands, and the messed up part is, I think he does understand. “You don’t have to pretend with me, Francesca. Your truth is sacred to me.”

      Just like that, all the tension disperses from me—for all of two seconds.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” The voice sends a chill through me before I even open my eyes. It’s Marcus, speaking with his slimy tone I know all too well. Even though it’s been weeks since we last crossed paths when he kicked me out of the shelter, his voice still carries the echoes of threats.

      “Shopping,” comes Matteo’s harsh reply. The man who was compassionate is gone, and when I open my eyes, I find the hard edges that were present the day he threw his teammate against the wall for me.

      “Shopping,” Marcus repeats mockingly, his voice dripping with contempt as he edges closer. “Don’t hang out with her,” he sneers, his words a familiar barb meant to isolate me. His penchant for undermining my relationships has always been his weapon of choice, one he wields deftly to remind me of the control he seeks to exert.

      I have yet to turn around, and when I do, I’m greeted with his bloated face and beady eyes that roll over my body. He’s just like all the others I’ve sent to their graves.

      He will be the next one to fall through my shadows.

      I hide a smile and jut my chin out.

      “Leave,” Matteo says, still leaning casually over the cart.

      Marcus must see something in his eyes, because he holds up his hands and backs out of the aisle. I can feel my body itching to deflate as he leaves my sight, but there are a thousand Marcuses in the world, some worse than him.

      “He bothers you,” Matteo observes.

      “Only because I let him,” I reply casually over my shoulder.

      The truth is, Marcus never really did anything to me personally, but I know his kind, and I’ve witnessed his attempts to be like all the others. He’s remained off my list only because of the shelter, but enough is enough.

      “There you two are!” Leo skids around the corner, a smile on his face. “I got it up.”

      I glance at Matteo, seeing a smile on his face as he looks at Leo with so much love and compassion that for a moment, jealousy sweeps through me, threatening to knock me off my feet—until he looks at me with the exact same smile.

      Damn, if I let them, they will break through my walls, but they won’t want to keep me.

      No one ever does.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 20

          

          

      

    

    







            Bishop

          

        

      

    

    
      She isn’t mine—I guaranteed that with choices I now regret. Through the velvet night, I watch helplessly as Frankie emerges from her Jeep, flanked by Leo and Matteo—variables I never anticipated.

      That’s fate, isn’t it? Weaving a web full of bullshit and lies. I’m not perfect. I never claimed to be.

      Hurting her assured my imperfection, and yet, I had to.

      Her voice echoes in my mind, insisting there is always a choice. She’s wrong. There was no choice for me—not then, not now. At Shadow Locke, my hands are tied by ancient laws until she awakens.

      I’m forbidden to directly interfere with her awakening, but despite the agony it causes me, I find ways to subtly influence the process.

      She’s so damn independent, choosing to push everyone around her away. She’s both blind and overly aware. It’s a paradox that even to this day leaves me scratching my head.

      Pushing off the wall where I hide from the three who just disappeared into the tower, I turn around and face the ocean. The moonlight dances on the water’s surface, casting silvery streaks that break through the darkness. It’s beautiful here, and it’s been my home for longer than I could ever remember.

      Aside from the last couple of years, I grew up here, on this very island. I took my very first steps of freedom in the courtyard right where I am now, after my adoption. I learned to ride my bike on the bridge that leads in and out under the watchful eyes of Officer Hart, and I found my first love here.

      Pushing all of my thoughts aside, I slip into the shadows, allowing them to swallow me whole.

      Humans see shadows as mere absence of light. We know better. We’re born of them, rise from them, slip between them. Through history, they’ve called us many things—Djinn, Demons, Shades. None capture what we truly are.

      The list goes on and on. We are none of these. We are human, and we are shadows, but more than that, we alone have the ability to slip into a shadow and move from one to the next.

      It’s disorienting at first, walking a straight line and then choosing to enter the shadow veil. As my shoes crunch on gravel, I do just that.

      My body falls forward, my face heading toward the pavement at a rapid pace, and then I slip. As my body continues to move, darkness engulfs my vision, and then I’m past the veil where I enter the true Shadow Locke University.

      The shadow realm mirrors our island, but here the ocean stands frozen, the sky starless, the world wrapped in silence. Only the shadows move freely—a truth Frankie isn’t ready to understand.

      I’m bound by the law set upon us all eons ago. Even if I wanted to tell her, I can’t.

      The moon’s light dims. Looking up, I see a large, black body in the shape of a dragon dive for the island. This is who and what we are.

      Shadow shifters.

      It’s a world set inside another—one that is dying.

      The large, black dragon morphs into a man who lands in a crouch at the center of the courtyard. He is but one of the few out here. Many are fast asleep through the veil, waiting to wake for tomorrow’s classes.

      The rest of us don’t sleep.

      The shadow looks up at me, his ice-cold eyes piercing as he takes me in and slowly rises. “What?” he questions harshly, not that it isn’t deserved.

      “I want to speak with you,” I call out, my steps quickening as I try to close the distance between us. Dorian, sensing my approach, flips his hair off his forehead with a defiant gesture and pivots sharply, striding away with the intent to avoid the conversation.

      “Dorian.” I run to catch up with him. “Stop.”

      “No,” he mutters.

      Annoyed at him, I grab his bicep and turn him around.

      One brow rises in challenge, and he looks pointedly at where I grip his bicep.

      “For fuck’s sake, Dorian. We need to speak,” I state firmly.

      “I have absolutely nothing to say to you.” His finger taps where I grabbed him.

      Thunder rumbles as red lightning splits the horizon.

      “Make it quick,” he mutters, the storm forcing his hand.

      “Frankie.”

      “No.” He turns around and begins to walk in the opposite direction again. This time, he’s heading for the tower.

      “Dammit, Dorian, would you just listen to me?” I toss my words at his back like barbs just as the world crackles and rumbles. The ground beneath us shakes, and the horizon ripples.

      He pauses, whether to hear me out or wait out the earthquake, I don’t know, but I take my chance.

      “We need her.” I cut right to the chase. “She is our core.”

      Dorian drops his head back to gaze at the sky before turning around. “She is not my core.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. It’s past time you chose a pack.” I step toward him. I knew my reason for coming back to Shadow Locke wouldn’t be easy, but I had to try.

      Packs are failing, our world is dying, and no one has an answer.

      All I know is that at the end of the day, if we are all to die, then I want it to be in the arms of my pack, and I will do anything to bring us together.

      I didn’t know who would become a part of my pack years ago, only that they weren’t here yet, so I left.

      I can feel them, each of them calling to me, and as I near Dorian, I feel our energy humming, yearning for the bond they deny. I need him to accept us and help me build our pack.

      Dorian’s laughter rolls across the island, his head shaking in disbelief. “You’re a fool, Bishop. A pack?” He laughs again, only it’s humorless and full of spite. “You want to build a pack with her as the core? You are a fool.”

      “Why?” I stand my ground because no matter what, I will bring the five of us together, even if it takes my last breath. “Why am I a fool for wanting what all of our kind has?”

      “Our kind doesn’t rely on packs anymore, Bishop. The old ways have failed us,” Dorian argues, gesturing broadly to emphasize his point. “Look around you! The bonds that once held us together are slipping, weakening with each generation. They aren’t just failing to form, they are actively decaying. How can you not see that?”

      “You truly believe it’s pointless?” I suck on my cheek. When did he become so pessimistic?

      “You may have forgotten, but my family has been cursed for generations,” Dorian snaps, his voice laced with bitterness. “Every attempt to break it has ended in tragedy. My time is running out, Bishop. With each passing day, the world grows closer to ruin, and I must break this curse before it claims us. That’s why I can’t afford the distraction of your idealistic visions.”

      I nearly roll my eyes at the mention of his curse. “Your ancestors haven’t broken it. What makes you believe you will?”

      I wince at my harsh tone. As soon as the words leave my lips, I wish I could take them back. I can’t lose Dorian. We need him just as much as we need Frankie.

      Well, I need him.

      His jaw tightens, and his lip curls at me. “I suggest you enjoy your last days at Shadow Locke, Bishop Mercer.” He goes to turn around but pauses, glancing at the moon above. “And leave me the hell alone.”

      He walks off, leaving me alone in the courtyard.

      Fuck.

      Another rumble ripples through the world, this one less powerful than the last but no less purposeful. Frustrated with Dorian’s obstinance, I invoke the ancient rite, feeling the familiar pull at my core as I transition back to the human realm. The change is instantaneous yet disorienting. I find myself standing in the same courtyard, but now surrounded by the gentle sounds of the human world.

      “Bishop!”

      Tori emerges from the parking lot, flanked by her friends. Her palm finds my chest, and my blood boils at the wrongness of her touch.

      My mother pushes packs together in her desperate attempt to save our world. Victoria is her latest scheme—a potential core to bind us. But forced bonds never stick, and I feel nothing for Tori despite my mother’s wishes.

      If only I could get the others on board, and then we could work on Frankie together, and help her access the veil and her full potential, but she hasn’t, not yet, and my mother grew tired of waiting.

      “Tori.” I grip her hands, pulling them from my chest.

      “I’m glad I found you. What are your plans for the eclipse?” She breaks free of my hold, only to reach out and sweep hair off my forehead.

      The eclipse—when the veil thins and we can finally be ourselves in the human world. But this one feels different, like a countdown to our world’s final breath. And I seem to be the only one who feels it.

      I don’t have a clue how to save it, but I know who I want to spend that time with, and it isn’t Tori.

      “I have plans with the guys,” I deflect. It isn’t an outright lie, but it isn’t the truth either.

      She pouts. “Will you guys come to the cove?” She looks back at Chloe and Amanda. “We are going to have a small bonfire.”

      I snort. Small, my ass.

      “None of your parties are ever small, Tori.” She always invites the entire school.

      She shrugs like it isn’t a big deal, and I guess it isn’t because college is good for at least one thing, and that’s parties. I know I’ve spent more than enough mornings waking up hungover on the beach.

      “Besides, I’d love to spend time with my future pack.” She blinks up at me.

      A pack that wants nothing to do with becoming a pack, aside from Leo and Matteo. No, we aren’t a pack, not yet. I need something to throw all of us together. I can’t figure out what that is, but I will.

      “You girls should get to bed.” I take a step back, hoping she gets the hint.

      She doesn’t. “Go ahead, girls, I’ll catch up.” She fucking winks at them.

      “You too, Tori. Don’t forget I can write you up,” I warn her.

      “You won’t because I’m your future mate,” she purrs, shadows swirling in her eyes.

      She isn’t my mate, and she will never be. Hell, I was just balls deep in Frankie days ago.

      “Go to bed, Victoria.” To get her out of my hair, I tack on, “We will stop by the bonfire.”

      Excitement ripples through her, and she kisses my cheek before spinning around and taking off.

      I feel like all I’m doing is dodging bullets and making no progress forward.

      Tomorrow, the die will be cast. Everything must change.

      It’s not just a necessity—it’s survival.

      Tori’s figure fades into darkness as cold wind reminds me of our dying world. The air weighs heavy with promises and threats, matching the turmoil within.

      Turning away, I look up at the moon, its surface marred by the shadows that seem to play across its face, reminding me of the fractures in our own realm. It’s a glaring testament to the fissures within my own soul, pulled between duty and desire, leadership and longing.

      The waves crash against the shore, a mournful lament for what we might lose. Each step toward my quarters weighs heavy with tomorrow’s choices—alliances to forge, bonds to mend, and a world to save before it’s too late.

      Even in silence, Frankie’s fierce spirit haunts me—that spark our world desperately needs. She could be our salvation or damnation, but it’s a gamble I have to take. Tomorrow changes everything.
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      Avoiding someone is never just about being out of sight. Today, I’m dodging Dorian and our burdensome lunches—not out of choice, but necessity, as I’m bound for a class with Mr. Mercer. The mirror on my closet door taunts me with reflections of a clouded morning sky, the gray light making everything feel heavy, like the air itself is saturated with a storm yet to break. As I pull my damp hair through my sweater, memories flood forward unbidden. The past refuses to stay buried, especially on days like this.

      As I gaze into the mirror, the reflection doesn’t show the woman I’m striving to become. Instead, it reveals the frightened little girl I once was—her eyes too large for a harsh world, hiding her vulnerability behind a façade of bravery.

      No matter how many times I try to kill that inner child, she just won’t die, and I need her to die. I need her to go away so I can look myself in the eye and say I did what I could to save her. The truth is, I couldn’t save myself then. The fabric of my sweater feels like a thin barrier against the flood of emotions threatening to spill out of me.

      All that pain bubbles up and drags me down beneath the waves of memories better left forgotten. The sensation is like drowning, with the past pulling me under. As I tie my shoes, the simple action feels monumental, each loop a small victory against the sorrow that tries to sweep me away.

      

      Ms. Barnes’ red nails clack against her keyboard, the sound sharp in the sterile office. My backpack sits at my feet, fading mushrooms on frayed canvas—a gift from the family I thought would keep me. They were the first to send me back. The pain of rejection sits heavy in the room, as familiar as the unspoken truths of countless similar meetings held here.

      They can’t hurt me if I don’t let them.

      “Alright, Francesca.” She leans forward, her eyes warm but holding a professionalism that forms a subtle barrier between us. “I think I found the perfect family for you.”

      I swallow. Perfect is subjective. At least that’s what my favorite foster mom said—the one I wanted to keep me. “I still don’t understand why I can’t go back to the Davies.” My voice sounds scared, and I hate that I let that slip through.

      Licking her lips, Ms. Barnes gives me a soft smile, her attempt to ease the tension palpable yet inadequate. “I’m so sorry, Francesca. They lost the ability to foster,” she tells me gently.

      I can’t look at her, so I look at the window behind her. If I keep looking at her, tears will drip down my face, so I just nod and clench my jaw to keep from speaking to her.

      “Now, I think I found a good family. They currently have four kids, and you’d be the fifth.” She beams at me before grabbing her phone. “You can let them in.”

      The man who enters has a perfect smile that doesn’t reach his cold blue eyes. “Hello there, Francesca.” He crouches to my level, and my skin crawls. “We’re very excited to have you as part of our family.”

      They always say the right things.

      A boy follows him in—Bishop—with the same ice-blue eyes but a genuine smile. He offers his hand. “Hey!”

      I stare at it.

      “You’re supposed to shake it,” he whispers.

      I don’t.

      His father chuckles, but there’s an edge to it that makes me want to run. “Give her time, Bishop. You two will be the best of friends.”

      Even then, Bishop felt like the only real thing in that room.

      

      As these thoughts swirl in my mind, there’s a sudden interruption. The click of the door signals a shift back to reality. Tori steps into the room, freshly showered with a full face of makeup. Her belongings hit the desk with a soft thud. She seems hesitant, shifting from foot to foot as she turns to face me. It’s a jarring but necessary return to the present, pulling me out of the depths of my reflections.

      Rolling my eyes at her, I say, “Spit it out, Tori.”

      Huffing and tossing her hair over her shoulder, she places her hands on her hips. “Do you want to walk to crypto with me?”

      I blink at her. Is she serious? “You hate me.”

      “So?” She sniffs. “Doesn’t mean I want to walk alone.”

      I should tell her no and maybe see if Matteo is nearby, or even Leo, except I blurt out, “Why not.” I groan internally. Fuck, I’m going to regret this.

      “Perfect.” She glances at her watch. “We should go now.”

      Why do I get the feeling this is going to end badly for me?

      Grabbing my backpack, I sling it over my shoulder and gesture to the door. “Lead the way, oh noble one.”

      “Don’t make it weird, Frankie.” She grabs her things and pushes past me. When she opens the door, the hall’s chatter filters in. Everyone is awake now since it’s later in the morning.

      I shut and lock the door behind me and follow Tori out of the tower, feeling awkward.

      The brisk morning air hits us as we step outside, and I tighten my jacket around me. Tori strides ahead, her pace clipped and purposeful, almost like she doesn’t exactly want to be seen with me even though she is the one who asked me to walk with her to class. The silence between us stretches, and I half expect her to shatter it with something cutting or dismissive, but she remains silent, her eyes focused straight ahead.

      I clear my throat, unable to bear the quiet any longer. “So why don’t you want to walk alone?” I ask, my voice betraying my curiosity.

      Tori’s shoulders stiffen, and for a moment, I think she’ll snap at me. Instead, she lets out a long sigh, weary and deep. “It’s... this stupid thing with Chloe and the others. They are mad because I skipped the party last night. Now, I’m apparently not committed to the squad,” she mimics in a high-pitched voice with air quotes, her usual mask of indifference slipping.

      “That sucks,” I respond, surprised by the genuine sympathy in my voice.

      “Yeah, well, whatever.” She flicks her hair back, but the gesture lacks its usual sharpness. After a few steps of silence, her voice turns softer.

      “You ever feel like you’re just playing a part? Like you have to be someone you’re not just to fit in?” The vulnerability in her question catches me off guard.

      “All the time,” I admit, finding unexpected honesty between us.

      “Like you’re constantly switching masks?”

      “And sometimes I forget who I am underneath them all.” She meets my gaze, something raw and real passing between us before she looks away.

      “That sounds... really exhausting,” I say, my voice softening further. It’s a revelation, seeing this side of her. “Do you ever wish you could just drop all the pretenses?”

      “All the time,” Tori answers with a small, rueful laugh. “But then I think about what would happen if I did. Would anyone still be around if I was just... me?”

      I nod, understanding more than she might realize. “It’s scary, thinking you might end up alone just for being yourself, but maybe it’s worth finding out to find people who like you for you.”

      She looks at me with something like wonder in her eyes. “You think that’s actually possible?”

      “I have to believe it is,” I say with a smile. “Otherwise, what are we even doing, right?”

      Tori smiles back, a genuine smile that doesn’t quite reach her eyes but suggests it could someday. “Yeah, what are we even doing...” Her voice trails off, carrying a mix of resignation and newfound curiosity.

      As we approach the building, the looming presence of her friends reminds us that our moment of honesty can’t last, but something important has shifted between us, a door cracked open that might lead to something real. Her friends are laughing and oblivious to her inner turmoil, while I’m left with hope and apprehension. Maybe Tori and I could find a way through the masks to something resembling a real friendship.

      The entrance to our cryptography class looms ahead, an imposing structure that echoes the uncertainty of our truce. As we near the door, I see a group of Tori’s friends clustered nearby. My stomach tightens as I watch Tori’s demeanor change. She straightens, her face smoothing into its usual unreadable expression, her steps gaining a rehearsed grace.

      “Well, here we are.” Tori’s voice turns to ice as we approach her friends. The warmth from our conversation evaporates under Chloe’s scorching gaze.

      “Ew, are you following Tori?” Chloe sneers, treating me like something scraped off her designer boots.

      I try to brush past them, but Amanda’s sharp voice cuts through the corridor. “What the hell, Tori? Did you ditch us for her?”

      Tori’s laugh is harsh and hollow. “She wasn’t even home last night.” The words sting, even knowing they’re an act. Some masks cut deeper than others.

      I quicken my pace, wishing I could block out their voices, their laughter echoing off the walls. It’s cruel, the way they twist the knife, and I hate that it gets to me. I hate that I thought, even for a fleeting moment, that Tori could be different.

      “Seriously, Tori, why would you even talk to someone like her?” another voice adds, laced with mock confusion.

      “Yeah, what were you thinking? Lowering our standards now, are we?” Chloe remarks, her laugh sharp as glass.

      Tori’s reply is noncommittal, a mumbled something that placates them but doesn’t reach me. I don’t look back. I don’t need to see her expression to know the kind of balancing act she’s playing—keeping up appearances while perhaps, somewhere deep down, regretting them a little.

      I escape into the classroom, but their words follow like poison. Sitting down, I can’t help but replay the glimpse of the real Tori I saw earlier—vulnerable, genuine, almost friendly. The contrast with her public cruelty leaves me dizzy.

      Who is she when no one’s watching?

      The question nags at me as I pull out my books. Maybe decoding Tori will be harder than any cryptography problem Bishop can throw at us.

      Chatter rises as people fill in. I’ve almost forgotten this is Bishop’s class—almost. He looks good, because he always does, tall and dark and commanding. His smile touches everyone in the room until it reaches me, where it shifts to careful indifference. The memory of him taking me roughly against this very desk days ago burns hot in my chest, along with the sting of his dismissal.

      “Is this seat free?” Matteo’s deep voice cuts through my spiraling thoughts. He slides into the chair beside me, his shoulder brushing mine with deliberate care. When he murmurs, “Consider it claimed,” the possessive edge in his voice makes something warm unfurl in my chest. His presence steadies me, an anchor against the storm of emotions Bishop stirs up.

      I hide my smile and face forward, caught between Matteo’s protective warmth and Bishop’s calculated cold. Perhaps I’m not as isolated as I felt this morning—though that might be more dangerous than being alone.
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      “That wraps up today’s discussion.” Bishop’s eyes gleam as he delivers the blow. “Next week: three encrypted pages on your choice of chapter one prompts.”

      The class erupts in collective dismay. I hide my smile—finally, something I’m good at.

      Matteo leans close, bringing with him the scent of cinnamon and smoke. “Do you have plans for lunch?” His dark eyes hold mine, and I force my voice steady.

      “What did you have in mind?”

      “You,” he whispers, and hell if that single word doesn’t light me up like a match to gasoline.

      Oh hell.

      Heat floods through me, a molten wave that forces me to press my legs together discreetly under the desk. He’s unbearably close now, his allure almost sinful in its intensity.

      Before I can respond, Bishop’s commanding voice slices through the thick atmosphere, calling me back to reality. “Francesca Vale.”

      Startled, I glance up. Bishop stands at the front of the room, his arms crossed and his gaze piercing. Beside him, Tori’s steps falter as she descends the stairs, her eyes locked on mine with an expression of hurt and accusation. The fragile camaraderie that blossomed between us earlier today shatters under her cold stare.

      “Want me to kill him?” Matteo’s voice, low and dangerously serious, pulls me back from the brink of confrontation.

      “No,” I respond quickly, attempting to inject some lightness into the tension. “Besides, everyone would notice if their beloved Bishop suddenly vanished. I’ll take a raincheck.”

      Matteo nods, his expression unreadable, and reassures me, “I’ll wait for you right here.”

      As I begin to gather my belongings, my thoughts are a whirlwind. Matteo’s protective stance is comforting, yet I’m unnerved by the complex web of relationships entangling me.

      “Francesca,” Bishop calls again, more sharply this time.

      “Go. I’ll wait here for you,” Matteo insists, his tone reassuring but tinged with an edge that suggests he isn’t just talking about waiting.

      “Are you even in this class?” I quip, starting to pack my things, a futile attempt to break the tension.

      “Nope.” He pops the P, a gleeful smile lighting up his features. He leans back, interlocking his hands behind his head, looking the epitome of relaxed defiance as he closes his eyes.

      I hum in disbelief, gathering my belongings with shaking hands. At the front, Bishop and Tori exchange heated words, their body language taut with conflict. He looms over her, his hands on his hips, while her face is flushed with a mix of anger and embarrassment.

      Sighing, I make my way to the front, my grip on my backpack tightening with each step, feeling like I’m walking toward a battlefield rather than an instructor’s desk.

      “Sir,” I interrupt, my voice steadier than I feel.

      Tori shoots me a glare that could curdle milk before stalking off, her face a mask of thwarted fury and tear-filled eyes.

      As soon as she exits, I turn to Bishop. “Trouble in paradise?” My tone is light, but the undercurrent of my displeasure is palpable.

      “I broke up with her,” he admits, moving around his desk to shuffle papers, a clear attempt to regain some control over the situation.

      “Was that mother approved?” I can’t help the snark.

      Bishop looks up, his gaze sharp with annoyance. “Don’t be like that, Francesca.”

      “Like what?” I cross my arms, my defense mechanism kicking in full force.

      He gestures around me, exasperated. “Snarky.”

      I roll my eyes, unable to stop my sarcastic retort. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Mercer,” I gush, my voice dripping with feigned sympathy. “A breakup. That sounds really hard.”

      I hear Matteo snort in amusement.

      “Join us, Matteo,” Bishop calls, finally acknowledging his presence. “Since you aren’t even in this class.” He turns to me, his expression softening. “Are you alright?”

      He turns to me, his expression softening. “Are you alright?”

      I tilt my head, irritation bubbling up anew. “Am I alright?” I retort, my tone icy. “Let’s see—you fucked me over there,” I point to the desk where I sat. “And then you dared Matteo and Leo to make me⁠—”

      He winces, and I feel a small, vindictive thrill.

      Rubbing his neck, he looks up, his voice sheepish. “Listen, I let my emotions get the better of me.”

      “Ya think?” I snap, struggling to keep my own emotions in check.

      I feel Matteo’s presence intensify behind me, then his warmth as he steps closer, his hand finding my hip reassuringly.

      “I’m sorry, firefly.” Bishop’s tone is softer now, contrite. “That’s why I’d like you to work on the upcoming project with me.”

      “Personal or school?” With Bishop, it could go either way.

      “Well,” he drawls, his eyes twinkling with a mix of challenge and mischief. “In two weeks, I’ll give the outline for your project to the class. You will each be tasked with decrypting a unique piece of history.” His gaze flicks to Matteo, then back to me. “I have something particular in mind for you, something that I believe will require all your wits and possibly more. If you’re up for the challenge, that is.”

      “Of course I am,” I reply despite the grumpiness in my tone. I can’t help the intrigue that sparks within me, and I blurt out, “What is it?”

      He smirks, knowing he got me hook, line, and sinker. I’m a sucker for puzzles, and he damn well knows it, especially since he was the first person to get me my very first puzzle.

      “Well,” Bishop drawls, leaning forward until his cologne—sandalwood and old books—wraps around me like a familiar trap, “you’ll have to meet with me during official business hours to review the project.” His tongue presses against his cheek in that contemplative way that used to drive me crazy, still does if I’m honest. “But I’ll give you a hint.” He reaches into his desk with deliberate slowness, pulling out a wooden box that he cradles like a precious secret before extending it to me. Behind me, I feel Matteo tense, his protective energy crackling against my skin.

      I take the box, surprised by its weight. Curious, I open the lid, and nestled on a little cushion inside is a cipher wheel. The sight sparks a surge of excitement within me, and a genuine smile splits my face. “A cipher wheel,” I whisper, turning the artifact over in my hands, captivated by its aged wooden rings and the deeply engraved letters that carry a hint of the mystical.

      Bishop watches me carefully as I open the box, his eyes gleaming with anticipation of my reaction. “Cipher wheels such as this were pivotal during the Renaissance for encoding and decoding secret messages,” he begins, his voice blending reverence with a hint of pride. “They represented the cutting edge of cryptography in an era where the written word could be both powerful and dangerous.”

      I trace the intricate engravings of the wheel with trembling fingers, electricity shooting through my veins at each groove and valley. Ancient secrets pulse against my skin like a heartbeat, whispering of forbidden knowledge and hidden truths. When I turn to Matteo, cheeks flushed with excitement, I find his dark eyes fixed not on the cipher, but on my hands, watching their movement with an intensity that makes my breath catch. Behind us, Bishop’s gaze burns between my shoulder blades, possessive and calculating.

      “This concept was revolutionized by Leon Battista Alberti, a polymath of the Italian Renaissance. He’s considered the father of Western cryptography for his invention of the cipher disk in the 1460s. Can you imagine the secrets this wheel has kept?”

      Matteo leans in, captivated. “Tell me more.”

      Encouraged by his interest, I rotate the inner ring, showing him how it works. “Alberti’s original design was genius yet simple. He created a system where two circular plates were interlaid, much like this replica. The outer ring remained static.” I point to the fixed alphabet. “The inner ring” —I give it another spin— “could be rotated to align different letters against each other, setting unique codes that varied from message to message. It wasn’t just a tool; it was a safeguard for those who bore secrets that could alter the fabric of society.”

      I look up at Matteo, ensuring he’s following, then turn to Bishop, who watches with a mix of pride and anticipation.

      “It’s no ordinary cipher wheel, Francesca,” Bishop adds, leaning closer, his voice a conspiratorial whisper that suggests the gravity of what we hold. “This particular wheel is an exact replica of one used by a clandestine group during the Renaissance—an assembly of some of the era’s most brilliant minds. They were philosophers, scientists, and artists who used these devices to communicate freely, exchanging ideas that were, at the time, considered heretical and dangerous by both the monarchy and the church.”

      The room seems to close in around us, the air thick with the weight of history. I trace the letters again, this time imagining the hands that might have turned this wheel centuries ago, the secrets it encoded, and the risks it posed to its users.

      “This cipher wheel wasn’t just a tool, it was a lifeline to those who dared to think freely and challenge the norms of their times. Now it’s here with us, offering a bridge back to that transformative era. The message you’ll attempt to decode,” Bishop continues, “may reveal thoughts that were meant to change the world. Think of this task not just as an academic exercise, but as an excavation of history’s lost voices.”

      My heart races. Touching this cipher is to touch history, to connect with minds that once dreamt of reshaping the world. It isn’t just an artifact—it’s a testament to the power of knowledge and the dangers of curiosity. My intrigue deepens as I absorb his words.

      “It’s essentially a Renaissance-era Enigma machine,” Bishop explains as I align the rings, watching the letters blur together. “Simple but revolutionary for its time. The challenge I have for you is to not only understand how to use this wheel, but to decrypt a message that was encoded with it over four centuries ago. We recently acquired a letter believed to be encoded using this very device.”

      A thrill of anticipation races through me. Decrypting a real historical message could catapult my academic career to new heights, perhaps even help me carve out a reputation beyond the scandals and shadows that have clung to me.

      Bishop stands, his presence commanding. “I’ll provide you with the tools, resources, and historical context you’ll need. Your task will be to crack the code and uncover the message. Think of it as a bridge between history and modern cryptography. So what do you think?”

      “Count me in,” I say without a moment’s hesitation, my earlier frustrations forgotten as my gaze returns to the cipher wheel.

      “Good.” He smiles, his demeanor softening. “I knew you couldn’t resist a good puzzle. Meet me tomorrow, and we’ll start your journey into the past, one cipher at a time.”

      As I pack the cipher wheel back into its box, I can’t help but feel a surge of anticipation. Matteo’s voice breaks through my thoughts, his tone teasing. “So that’s how we get a genuine smile from you. Give you a puzzle.”

      I look up, meeting his eyes, and there’s a spark there that tells me he’s just as intrigued by the mystery as I am. Maybe this project could be more than just an academic exercise. It could be a chance to rewrite my own history and prove that I’m more than just my past mistakes.

      “I like puzzles.” The admission comes out softer than intended, my smile genuine for once. It’s more than just a project—it’s an escape, a chance to lose myself in something other than survival. I clutch the box to my chest, feeling its edges press against my sternum like a shield.

      When Bishop steps forward to reclaim it, his fingers brush mine deliberately, a reminder of all the puzzles we’ve shared before. Behind me, Matteo’s presence darkens, a shadow passing over the sun.

      “As much as I’d love to just hand this over to you, the university would fire me on the spot,” Bishop whispers. “It’s only a day, firefly.”

      I’m going to have to work with him on this alone, probably in an enclosed space. This is a terrible idea. As he packs the cipher away, though, I know I’m going to show up either way—not only because I love puzzles, but because that artifact is something not a lot of people can get their hands on.

      “Let’s get you fed.” Matteo tugs me close, breaking the spell the cipher holds over me.

      Just as I shoulder my bag, a familiar and unwelcome voice booms through the classroom, cutting through the remaining tension like a knife.

      “There you are,” Dorian declares, his presence like a dark cloud looming at the door. The room turns cold as his eyes meet mine, filled with expectation and anger.

      “Dorian.” Bishop’s voice drops several degrees, matching the sudden chill that sweeps through the room. “Always a pleasure.” The words drip with aristocratic disdain, the kind that comes from centuries of practiced superiority. Matteo’s hand tightens on my hip, his warmth a shield against the arctic tension building between the two men. I resist the urge to call my shadows closer, though they writhe beneath my skin, sensing the predators circling.

      “Twelve sharp,” Dorian snarls, stalking down the steps with predatory grace. The air crystallizes around him, frost practically forming on the walls. His silver eyes dart between Bishop and Matteo, marking them as threats. “Now.”

      “We were just about to have lunch,” Matteo interjects smoothly, his voice calm.

      “No.” Dorian stops, his nostrils flaring. “Let’s go.”

      I glance between Matteo and Dorian, the tension between them thick enough to slice. “Actually, Dorian,” I start, my voice steady despite the rising heat in my chest, “I was about to discuss something important with Bishop.”

      Dorian’s glare intensifies, and he takes a menacing step closer. “It can wait.”

      Matteo tightens his grip on me. “She said it’s important, Dorian. Maybe you should listen for once.”

      Bishop, ever the mediator, steps in with a calm yet firm tone. “Dorian, Francesca is right. Academic matters take precedence. You can reschedule your lunch.” He gives Dorian a pointed look that even I wouldn’t dare challenge.

      Dorian clenches his jaw, his eyes darting from Bishop to me, then back to Matteo. His stance softens just slightly, a sign of his begrudging acceptance. “Fine,” he spits out, his words clipped. “But this isn’t over. Francesca, I’ll be waiting outside. Fifteen minutes.” Without waiting for a response, he pivots and storms out of the classroom, slamming the door behind him.

      The moment the door shuts, the tension in the room breaks like a snapped string. I exhale, not realizing I had been holding my breath. Matteo loosens his hold, looking down at me with a concerned frown. “Are you okay?”

      I nod, managing a shaky smile. “Yeah, just the usual Dorian drama. Thanks for stepping in.”

      Bishop chuckles dryly, walking over to his desk and shuffling some papers. “I suggest you use those fifteen minutes wisely, Francesca. Let’s quickly outline your project with the cipher wheel, so you can handle Dorian without this hanging over your head.”

      “Right,” I agree, eager to shift my focus back to the intriguing challenge of the cipher wheel.

      “You’ll have to read chapter thirty before we meet tomorrow to understand the history and how a cipher works. Tomorrow, we will go over parts of it and read the letter.” Bishop outlines the chapter I need to read and the resources I’ll need, and then hands me a small booklet filled with historical contexts and potential starting points. It’s a lot of reading, but luckily, I don’t work tonight, so I can chill in my dorm while reading.

      “Got all that?” Bishop asks, his eyes twinkling with a mix of humor and expectation.

      “Got it,” I confirm, my mind already racing with ideas and strategies. The cipher wheel suddenly feels even more significant, a tangible connection to a past filled with secrets waiting to be uncovered.

      Matteo nudges me gently. “Time to face the music,” he whispers, a teasing glint in his eyes.

      “Yeah, the music and the musician,” I quip, gathering my things.

      Matteo opens the door for me, and we step out to find Dorian waiting, his expression stormy yet expectant. I take a deep breath, ready to juggle the delicate balance between my past and my future, between mysteries and the known, all while knowing that whatever lies ahead, I have the tools—and the allies—I need to face it.
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      The cipher booklet weighs down my pocket as I enter the computer lab. Dorian spent lunch ignoring me—punishment for choosing Bishop’s project over his precious archives.

      With no other classes until tomorrow, I decide that I should work on my thesis. Holding a large cup of iced coffee in my hand, I step into the air-conditioned space. Goosebumps prickle my skin as a shiver works through me, the door softly closing behind me with a quiet whoosh.

      Shaking it off, I head down to the lab. As I make my way down, chatter echoes around me. Nerves flutter inside me as I enter the open space. Several students form a semicircle around the large screen at the front of the room, talking excitedly together. Ignoring them, I put my earbuds in and sit at my spot, my canvas bag between my legs.

      I slip my earbuds in and lose myself to the familiar rhythm of coding, fingers flying across the keyboard.

      I dive into my thesis, letting code become my only language. The cipher burns in my pocket, but I ignore it. I’m good at this—my grades prove it. Maybe that’s why I came to college: to prove I could.

      Hours blur past until I finally surface from my coding trance. The lab’s nearly empty except for a cluster of students at the far terminal. I’m about to pack up when I catch Dorian’s name in their conversation—something about ancient symbols.

      The same group of students is still by the front screen, their excitement palpable. I pause, my bag half lifted. Curiosity gnaws at me, fueled by the cold lunch interaction with Dorian. Despite my resolve to focus on my own work, I find myself drawn to the group. The mystery of Dorian’s behavior and his secretive project tugs at me, a puzzle I’m unable to ignore.

      I lean against the wall, feigning disinterest as I slowly pull out one earbud. The screen flickers intermittently, casting eerie shadows across their faces, making the conversation feel all the more clandestine. Fragments of the group’s discussion drift toward me.

      “He was totally zoned into the mainframe earlier, like he was trying to communicate with it,” one student whispers.

      “The way he entered those commands...” another adds with wary admiration. “Like he knew exactly what to do.”

      A third chimes in, lowering his voice. “I heard from Professor Marlin that Dorian’s project on cybernetic algorithms is groundbreaking, like it could change our whole approach to AI, but after today, I’m starting to think there’s more to it. Did you see those symbols and coordinates that flashed up? They looked ancient, almost like⁠—”

      The first student cuts him off, scanning the room as if checking for eavesdroppers. “Shh, not so loud. You know how rumors spread. But yeah, it’s weird. Almost like those old sigil myths we joked about freshman year.”

      Their words fuel a new kind of excitement within me. Dorian’s behavior suddenly makes more sense, but it also deepens the mystery of him. What is he really working on, and why is he so secretive about it? I need to know more, but as they start to disperse, I realize I won’t uncover anything else today. With a sigh, I plug my earbud back in and head toward the door, my mind buzzing with questions.

      Dorian slips in silently, his eyes scanning the room before he makes a beeline for the mainframe that has everyone whispering. For once, he doesn’t notice me lurking in the shadows.

      As he reaches the terminal, his expression hardens. The screen flickers sporadically, displaying flashes of ancient sigils mixed with lines of code and symbols. A part of me is damn curious because those symbols remind me of the cipher.

      He places his hands on the keyboard, his fingers poised with an air of confidence that belies the gravity of the situation. Each keystroke is deliberate, a blend of modern technology and arcane knowledge that few could comprehend, much less implement. What is going on? Now my curiosity is committed, and I wish the wall could hide me a little better because it is only a matter of time before he notices me.

      Dorian’s fingers fly across the keyboard until the whispers grow too loud. He whirls on the gathered students, radiating cold fury.

      “Everyone out,” Dorian commands. The temperature seems to drop with his words. “This isn’t a show. Lab’s off-limits until further notice.”

      A wave of quiet dissent ripples through the group, but a sharp glare from Dorian silences it. “Now,” he adds, his voice echoing slightly, its reverberation lingering like a ghostly whisper. Reluctantly, the students gather their things and shuffle toward the exit, casting curious and slightly frightened glances over their shoulders.

      Once they leave, Dorian turns back to the terminal, his hands poised as if to resume his work. That’s when his eyes find me, hidden in the shadow of my little spot in the lab, my presence barely noticeable until now.

      For a moment, we just stare at each other. His face softens, stern authority melting into something almost vulnerable. I hadn’t meant for him to catch me eavesdropping.

      “Frankie,” he starts, his voice lowering to a near whisper, “I didn’t see you there. You should go too. It isn’t safe here right now.”

      His warning only makes me more determined to stay. Something in his eyes speaks of secrets too heavy to carry alone, but I bite back the urge to offer help.

      “So…” I draw the word out, breaking our staring contest.

      “Go to your dorm, Frankie.” He dismisses me by turning back to the computer. Bending over a chair, he inputs a few commands then stands up, one arm crossed over his chest while the other is bent. He keeps running a finger across his top lip while his eyes remain completely focused on the screen.

      I hate to say I’m intrigued, but I am. Usually, he’s angry at the world, but right now, he’s angry at the screen, which keeps flickering with images of sigils I’ve never seen before.

      “You’re staring at me,” he mutters, still looking at the screen.

      Irritated at getting drawn into this due to my curiosity, I push off the chair and head over to him. “I’m curious.”

      “And this is out of your depth.” He dismisses me again by bending over the chair and issuing a few more prompts.

      “Try me.”

      “Go away, Ms. Vale.”

      Back to Ms. Vale, I see. “Fine.” I reach down and grab my backpack, knowing when I’m not wanted somewhere.

      “Tell me, how are you with ancient text?” he asks as I near the door.

      “Well…” I swing around, staring at him. He looks tired, with deep circles under his eyes that weren’t there earlier. “I know a little.” Mostly due to my fascination with ancient puzzles.

      It’s kind of like code before computers ever existed, so of course I’m naturally drawn to it.

      He motions me over with reluctant tilt of his head. The flickering symbols on the screen set my shadows humming beneath my skin.

      “Alright,” Dorian begins, his voice low, barely above the hum of the computer’s cooling fans. “There’s something about these sigils... They aren’t just old, they are potent, charged with a sort of... energy I can’t fully explain.” He glances at me, assessing my reaction. The air around us feels electric, as if the very atmosphere is responding to the power of the symbols displayed on the screen.

      I just hum in acknowledgment and lean against the table that sits in the middle of the room, running my eyes over the symbols that pop and flicker on the screen.

      “These aren’t just random designs. They are connected to something much older and far more dangerous than your typical academic study,” Dorian continues. His eyes shift back to the screen, watching as the symbols pulse. “They are part of a cipher—a key, I believe, that could unlock... well, let’s just say some doors are better left unopened.”

      “But why are you involved with this?” I ask, unable to keep the skepticism from my voice. “Aren’t you an art major?”

      “It’s personal,” he admits. “These sigils might hold a clue to a cu—” He cuts himself off. “A secret.”

      I raise a brow, waiting.

      “I can’t tell you everything,” he says, frustration etching his features. “But I need your knowledge of ancient texts. Just be careful. This isn’t a game, Frankie.”

      A shiver runs down my spine. First Bishop’s cipher, now Dorian’s sigils—they’ve both found my weakness for puzzles, and I’m walking right into their trap.

      “What do you need from me, Dorian?” I ask, my voice steadier than I feel.

      “For now, just help me decipher these sigils. See if anything looks familiar, or if you can make any connections to texts you’ve studied,” he instructs, moving aside to give me a better view of the screen.

      As I lean in, the symbols seem to dance before my eyes, a cryptic puzzle that beckons with both danger and promise. Dorian watches closely, his presence a steady force beside me. Despite the risks, I know we’re about to step into something profound, and there’s no turning back now.

      I look closer at the flickering screen, a jumble of intricate lines and curves. Something about the pattern seems familiar, and I dig deep into my memory.

      “Hold on,” I say, realization dawning slowly. “I’ve seen this pattern before.”

      Rummaging through my bag, I pull out a notebook filled with scribbled notes and sketches from various lectures and museum visits. I flip through the pages feverishly until I find what I’m looking for—a detailed drawing of an ancient stone tablet I’d sketched during a field trip to a museum exhibit on pre-Celtic tribes last semester.

      “Look at this,” I urge, holding the notebook beside the screen for Dorian to see. The hand-drawn symbols in my notes nearly mirror those glowing ominously on the monitor. “These were part of a ritual used for warding off evil. The museum curator explained they were believed to protect sacred grounds from dark forces.”

      Dorian scrutinizes the drawing next to the digital symbols, a spark of realization igniting in his eyes. “That’s it,” he murmurs, both intrigued and concerned. “This isn’t just random data—it’s a ward, a protective spell encoded digitally.”

      My heart races with the implication. “So the supercomputer is treating them like they are active, not just historical relics.”

      “Precisely.” Dorian nods, his voice tinged with urgency. “I need to adapt these symbols into a digital ward. The computer must handle them as protective barriers, not just information.”

      “You act as though magic is real,” I blurt out, not sure how he’s going to handle it as I stuff my notebook back in my bag.

      His fingers pause over the keyboard, his body freezing. “That’ll be all, Francesca.”

      “What?” Is he seriously dismissing me right now?

      “Go, Ms. Vale,” he snaps and closes his eyes.

      He says nothing more to me. Huffing out a breath, I grab my things, and this time when I go to head out of the lab, I don’t look back.

      What the hell was that? Not my problem—except the symbols keep flickering behind my eyelids, refusing to be ignored. One thing’s for sure though: I’m never helping Dorian Gray again.
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      My shoes slam against the pavement as dawn breaks over the horizon. For once, the humidity’s low enough that my lungs only burn from exertion, and my head is finally clear.

      It’s earlier than I’m usually awake. The cipher kept me up late, leaving me running on caffeine and stubbornness—my normal these days.

      As I round the back of the island where the field is, the rugby team comes into view, and a knot tightens in my stomach. It’s Leo. I haven’t seen him in days, and even the distant sight of him sends a jolt of nervous excitement through me. Why today? I think, frustration mingling with anticipation. My runs are my escape, my time to be alone with my thoughts. Seeing him now, so unexpectedly, disrupts the careful balance I’ve maintained between my solitude and the world I’m usually part of. I pause, tempted to turn back, yet something about the way he moves, so carefree and focused, anchors me in place.

      My thighs burn as I move closer, searching for Leo and Matteo among the players. Shouts echo across the field, growing louder with each step.

      My breath catches as Leo soars through the air with supernatural grace, snatching the ball. His laughter rings out as Matteo catches him, their shouts mingling across the field.

      A buzzer sounds sharply, cutting through the excitement, and the coach’s voice booms, “Hit the showers! Rest up. We have our first scrimmage tonight.” A twist of regret pinches my stomach. I won’t be able to make it, though I never promised I’d be there.

      Turning away, I try to jog on, pushing the image of the field and its electrifying energy out of my mind. I crank up the volume on my earbuds, letting the moody music drown out my racing thoughts. The melody swirls around me, a temporary shield against the pull of the past few moments.

      Before long, I’m past the field, the burning in my lungs pulling me back to reality. I’m so absorbed in my efforts to outrun everything that I don’t notice the figure beside me until Leo jumps in front, jogging backward with that ridiculous, infectious smile.

      Slowing, I pull out my earbuds, my muscles stinging with the effort. “How are you doing that?” I ask breathlessly, more than a little impressed by his effortless backward run.

      “It’s my superpower.” He winks, his voice playful. “Coming to the scrimmage?”

      It’s the question I dreaded. Shaking my head, I feel a pang of genuine regret, a rare sensation for missing out. “It’s Friday night. I work,” I admit, nibbling on my lip and avoiding his gaze.

      Leo’s expression falls into an exaggerated pout, making him look like a disappointed, oversized puppy, but just as quickly, his smile returns, a mischievous glint gleaming in his eyes. “You’ll just have to make it up to me.”

      I almost choke on my breath, my steps faltering as I slow to a walk. The words “make it up to me” echo in my head, stirring a whirlpool of memories. Owing someone something always comes with a price, I think, a shadow of old fears creeping over me. I turn to him, trying to mask the sudden tightness in my chest. “Make it up to you?” My voice cracks slightly, betraying my cool exterior.

      “Yep.” He pops the P with a cheeky grin, still jogging backward. “I’m thinking a coffee date. You owe me one steaming cup of companionship. Consider it a latte penalty for missing the game!” His playfulness is disarming, and despite my attempts to keep things light, his flirty demeanor stirs something within me that makes the early morning air feel charged with possibility.

      As we slow to a stop, the distance between us feels electric, our breaths mingling in the cool air. His gaze lingers on mine, making every nerve in my body hum with an unspoken question. Could this be more than just a missed game?

      Leo’s eyes sparkle with a playful challenge. “So, about making it up to me,” he starts, his voice a gentle tease that warms the cool morning air. A reluctant smile tugs at my lips. His lightness feels like a balm, yet it stirs a deep-seated unease within me. Am I ready for this? The question lingers between us.

      “Oh, really?” I raise an eyebrow, trying to match his light tone while my heart thumps erratically. My curiosity is definitely piqued, but there’s also hesitation and fear over what letting someone in might entail. “Do these ideas involve me running more laps around this field, or something that could lead to more heartache?”

      He laughs, a sound that seems to dance in the early morning air. “No, nothing so strenuous. I was thinking more along the lines of coffee.” His suggestion hangs between us, bold and unexpected. “You know, you could come watch the game after work, and then after the game, we could grab a bite. Sort of a consolation prize for missing out.”

      “Coffee?” I repeat, the word sounding far more significant than it should.

      He’s asking me on an official date.

      “Yeah, coffee,” he confirms with a nod, his smile broadening. “Since that is how we met, you know. I know this great little place not far from here. It’s quiet, cozy, and perfect for, let’s say, making amends.”

      The idea of spending more time with him outside the confines of campus sends a flutter through my chest. “And what if I can’t make the game? Does the offer still stand?”

      “Absolutely,” he assures me quickly, stepping a bit closer. “The coffee date is about you making it up to me, not the game. Though, I’ll admit, having you there would make the win even sweeter.”

      His forwardness leaves me momentarily breathless. “I’ll think about it,” I say, trying to keep my voice steady.

      “Don’t think too long,” he quips, winking. “I might start thinking you’re avoiding me, and I’ll just have to keep showing up with coffee until you say yes.”

      Avoiding him was the last thing on my mind right now.

      Leo’s eyes light up with a sudden, brilliant idea, as if a spark was just ignited in his mind. “You know what would be even better?” he suggests, his enthusiasm bubbling over. “Why don’t you show me around the island right now? I mean, you did promise me.”

      The proposal catches me off guard, excitement and nerves fluttering through me. “Right now?” I echo, glancing around at the quiet morning that envelops the campus. “I promised a night walk.”

      “Yeah, why not?” Leo grins, his energy infectious. “It’s the perfect time. Hardly anyone is around, and the morning is too beautiful to waste.” The early light filters through the trees, casting dappled shadows on the ground that dance as we move.

      I nod, swept up in his spontaneity. “Okay.” I lead him down a narrow, hidden trail through the woods to my favorite cove. “Most people only come here for parties.”

      Leo looks around, clearly impressed. “This is amazing,” he says, his voice softening with awe. “It feels like we’re miles away from everything.” The chirping of birds and the rustle of leaves underfoot complement his words, enhancing the sense of seclusion.

      Sweat beads on my brow as the humidity rises. The crash of waves against the beach eases my anxiety about being here with Leo.

      “Do you come here a lot?” He toes off his shoes, setting them on a rock, then sinks his feet into the sand.

      I side-eye him. He’s an oddity to me—kind and always showing up with a contagious smile. “It’s quiet.” I follow suit and toe off my old running shoes and set them beside his. “I made the mistake of coming here one day after class, and Tori followed me,” I begin. “After that, it became a spot for parties.” It still bugs me that she took over this space.

      Most of them don’t venture into the cave though. I look over my shoulder, my words falling from my lips without thought. “Want to see something cool?”

      Leo’s eyes light up, and he steps closer to me. He smells like sweat, and the weirdest part about it is the fact that I don’t hate the smell. I like it.

      Raising a blond brow, he asks, “And what would that be?”

      I grab his hand and lead him toward the mouth of the cave. “Are you afraid of the dark?” I question.

      “Not since I was little,” he admits. “I have three older sisters, and they aren’t as nice as the world promised they would be.”

      I bite back a laugh. “What does that even mean?” I touch the cavern wall with my free hand to keep us on the right path.

      “Well, sisters are supposed to make me more in tune with feminine needs, which it totally did, don’t get me wrong, but most of my childhood was spent breaking up their fights.”

      “Girls are wild.” I laugh, remembering all the foster sisters I’ve had over the years.

      “Do you have any siblings?” he asks.

      I don’t know why I’m humoring him. Opening up only leads to pain, but my mouth starts moving anyway—something I’ll have to dissect later.

      “I had foster siblings,” I tell him as we make our way through the welcome darkness. “Well, I had foster siblings. I don’t talk to any of them anymore.” Except Bishop. “We were never close. Most of us were just fighting for survival in a world that didn’t want us.”

      “You’re wanted,” Leo whispers behind me.

      I shrug his words off as the sound of running water slowly greets me. “I always wondered what it would be like to have siblings and have that one person who always had your back.”

      “It’s nice,” he admits. “Even if I’m trying to keep them alive.”

      I’m thankful when the little space I keep a secret opens up before us, and I step to the side. My eyes land on my little pallet of blankets, and I internally wince. I need to come down here to collect them and take them to get washed.

      “Whoa.” He laughs as he steps inside.

      There isn’t much light in here, but there is a small slice of sunlight that finds its way in from the waterfall above. “It’s magical down here.”

      I step over to the hot spring. It would honestly feel amazing on my muscles right now. I can almost hear thunder rumble in the distance, but the light streaming down from above never wavers. “Peaceful.

      Leo’s head tilts to the side, his eyes searching mine as if he’s trying to read an unspoken story written in my gaze. “You come here alone?” he asks, his voice a mix of curiosity and something softer, almost protective.

      I dip my toe in the spring, its heat seeping into my skin. “I do,” I whisper, an unexpected shiver of vulnerability running through me.

      He nods thoughtfully then points to the pallet of blankets nestled in the corner of the cove. “And you sleep down here?” His tone holds no judgment, only curiosity that feels too intimate, too close.

      I wrap my arms around myself, the air suddenly feeling cooler against my wet skin. “Sometimes campus is just too loud,” I admit, avoiding his gaze as I look out over the water. “And here... I can just relax.” My words hang in the air, heavy with nights spent seeking peace in the solitude of this hidden place. How can I tell him that my nightmares don’t reach me here? That I can sleep through the night, and I don’t have to pretend to be someone I’m not?

      He grunts as he steps into the heated water. As he walks past me, he whips off his shirt, tossing it to the side.

      My eyes are instantly drawn to his back where his muscles ripple. I’m so focused on his back that when he stops and whips off his shorts, I’m momentarily shocked.

      Laughing like a lunatic, he tosses them on the rock and dives under the water.

      I look at the ceiling then back to him, then up at the ceiling.

      He emerges, and I can’t help myself. He’s like a drug, and I’m an addict. I just need one more dose of him before I’ll be able to get through the day.

      When he breaks the surface, there’s a challenge in his eyes. “Swim with me.” His voice carries a playful lilt, but beneath it, there’s a hint of something more—an invitation to share in this moment.

      I do want to get clean.

      Nibbling on my cheek, I use a finger to indicate he needs to turn around. He obliges, and I slowly peel off my sweaty shorts and sports bra, tossing them beside his clothing. The fabric makes a soft sound as it hits the rock. Then, I wade into the water, feeling its cool touch against my heated skin. The moment the water envelops me, it feels as if all my worries begin to dissolve.

      I sink below the surface, letting the water cradle me before kicking back up.

      Hands grip my hips, tugging me close. Gasping, I grab his shoulders, his touch sparking heat through my veins.

      “Is this okay?” he whispers, his breath a warm tickle close to my lips.

      Is this okay? His touch doesn’t frighten me—it feels like coming home, which is strange since I’ve never had one. Leo just feels right, and that terrifies me.

      I’ve never had anything in my life that didn’t hurt, and I damn well know that Leo, who feels like he’s always belonged in my life, will hurt me when he’s gone.

      So is it okay?

      For now? Yeah. I nod slowly, and he tugs me closer, our bodies aligning in the water.

      “I’m glad you decided to go for a jog this morning,” he whispers against my lips, his words barely a murmur over the gentle lap of water around us. “You don’t have to make it up to me, you know.” His statement feels completely out of place.

      “I know,” I answer, my voice a mix of resolve and vulnerability. The water moves around us, echoing my swirling emotions. “Leo?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Kiss me.”

      For a heartbeat, everything freezes. Then his lips find mine, gentle at first, exploratory. The kiss deepens, warmth spreading through me, igniting every nerve with need.

      When we break apart, breathless and clinging to each other, I realize I’m not thinking about the pain that might come later. For once, I’m just here, wrapped in water and Leo’s warmth.
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      This secluded slice of heaven is dappled with golden hues of sunlight, casting elongated shadows that dance along the soft, lush grass. The thick scent of wildflowers blends with the pine, creating a perfume that is both earthy and ethereal, matching the surreal quality of our hidden enclave. Frankie’s presence here is a gift. Her gaze wanders over the familiar scenery, a sacred secret she has chosen to share, and I see her lips move slightly, whispering silent appreciations or perhaps memories to the breeze.

      She has no idea that we aren’t on Earth anymore. We are, in fact, in the shadow realm, where the mist that curls around us isn’t just water vapor—it’s ancient magic responding to her presence. This truth changes everything, but it’s one I’ll revisit much later.

      I want her touch, her fingertips tracing down my spine where my shadow markings ache to emerge. My beast surges beneath my skin with every brush of her fingers, desperate to show her our true form, but I hold back, content with her exploration of my carefully controlled body.

      I want to open her up and explore every inch of Frankie’s body, running my hands along the gentle curve of her hips before dipping my fingers into the folds of her wet heat.

      Hell, I just want her, all of her, and here she is, in my arms.

      Mine.

      Her coconut scent envelops me, but beneath it, I catch the unmistakable trace of shadow magic that makes my beast stir restlessly. It’s a scent that speaks of warm beaches and hidden coves, mingling with the ancient power that pulses through our secret hideaway.

      As our lips meet, a spark seems to draw us even closer into each other’s orbits. Her hands are woven into my hair, an anchor in the swirling tide of our mutual desire. Each moan from her lips stokes the fire within me, a fire that burns with the need to hear her, feel her, and know her completely.

      I want to hear her moan for me again and again.

      Amidst the heat of our passion, a nagging worry tugs at the corners of my mind. The longer I keep the truth about the shadow realm from Frankie, the more tangled our web of lies becomes. In this moment, though, with her hands woven into my hair and her lips molding against mine, it’s easy to forget the weight of secrets and revel in the warmth of her touch.

      As I guide her gently against the naturally heated rock, the scene transforms. The water cascading from above bathes us in warmth, our own secluded waterfall veiling us from the world. Seeing Frankie’s body against the mossy stone is a vision of natural beauty, her skin glowing under the water’s caress, her tattoos peeking through the droplets like ancient, mystic runes.

      I want to trace the swirling lines of her tattoos with my tongue and worship every inch of her as she deserves. Frankie’s cheeks flush a deep shade of rose, but she offers no resistance as I lift her onto the moss-covered rock, the texture soft and cool against her heated skin. The warm water caresses my thighs as I kneel before her, captivated by the openness in her gaze—a mix of desire and vulnerability that makes my own heart pound with a fierce intensity.

      Pausing, I look up at her, letting my eyes communicate my intentions, my desires. “I want nothing more than to bury my face between your thighs.” Corny? Perhaps, but I need her to know my desire, my need, is genuine and profound. “Tell me you want that.”

      “Leo.” She leans back against the cool stone, her chest rising and falling rapidly, the beads of water on her skin catching the rays of light. “Make me come.”

      Her command is all the invitation I need. I dive into the most intimate part of her, learning the unique taste of her pleasure—a blend of sweet and spicy that’s entirely her. Frankie’s moans fill the space, her hands tangling in my hair, urging me on. Her body tells me what she needs, and I listen with every sense attuned to her.

      As I dive deeper into our shared ecstasy, I feel the palpable intensity between us thickening the air itself. Frankie’s taste lingers on my lips, drawing me ever closer to a primal need for more. I trail kisses down to her clit, giving it just the right amount of pressure before moving on to the next area. She tenses underneath me, telling me I found her sweet spot.

      As soon as I feel her body start to tremble, I know she’s close. Her moans become more urgent, and she pulls on my hair.

      “Leo... Oh gods... Right there.” Frankie’s back arches, pushing her against my mouth. I growl in response, taking her farther into my mouth.

      Her sweet nectar flows onto my tongue, and I lap it up like a man who has been starved for too long.

      My cock presses against the wall of the hot spring, begging me to push into her sweet heat, but not before she comes all over my tongue.

      The sound of cascading water mutes our moans and heavy breathing as I continue to please her. Frankie’s nails dig into my scalp, eliciting a soft hiss from me, but I don’t care. Nothing matters except for her pleasure. Nothing else exists other than the two of us.

      Frankie’s moans grow louder, and her body tenses with need as she nears her climax. I double my efforts, demanding every last scream she has to offer me. Her juices flow down my chin, coating it and dampening my chest as she chases the high only an orgasm can provide.

      Her moans become louder, her hips bucking against my face as she teeters on the edge of climax. I know her well enough to recognize that she’s close, so I redouble my efforts, swirling my tongue around her clit in a figure eight motion while pressing a finger inside her. Her walls clench around my digit, and she screams my name as she comes apart in my arms. Her essence washes over my face, and I drink it in, marking her as mine in every way possible.

      As Frankie trembles with the aftershocks of her climax, the intensity of her release washes over both of us like a wave. Her essence is a bond that pulls me deeper into the whirlpool of our connection. I am addicted, utterly consumed by the need to hear her, taste her, and be part of her in every possible way.

      Damn, I need to hear her scream my name again. I’m addicted to her taste, and I suck her lips and lick every pulse of fluid that drips from her pussy.

      “Leo.” She tugs my head away, her body trembling. “Fuck me.”

      I can’t deny her anything. I rise to my feet, and she wraps her legs around my waist, digging her heels into my lower back as she presses herself against me. I hiss in a breath, my cock aching for her sweet heat. I position myself at her entrance, our eyes locked together as I begin to enter her slowly.

      “Fuck, Frankie... you’re so tight.” I groan, fighting for control. “You feel better than I ever imagined.”

      I pause, shock in my eyes as my tip presses into her tight pussy. “Condom,” I murmur, my hands clenching and unclenching on her hips.

      “Birth control,” she says, gripping my ass as she tries to force me inside her.

      I shudder. Feeling her raw sends a primal need through me to mark her with my canines and bind her to me. My shadow writhes beneath my skin, desperate to claim what’s mine, but she still doesn’t know what or who she is.

      Plus, right now, I have a more pressing need—one that throbs at her entrance, aching to be inside her wet heat. She’s absolutely beautiful. She’s bent back on the rock, her hard nipples and heaving chest on display for me.

      “Leo.” She kicks me with her heels, trying to pull me inside her. “Now, Leo.”

      Ever so slowly, I sink into her cunt. Her walls milk me like they are sucking me inside her. My whole body shudders, and my balls draw up tight.

      I’m going to come too fast.

      Fuck it. If I come, then I’ll just keep going until I come again and again with her. I thrust my hips, hard and fast, until I’m completely bottomed out.

      She feels like heaven, like home. Fucking perfect.

      She bites her lip as she rocks her hips toward me, her swift motions matching mine as our bodies mesh seamlessly together. It’s as if we were made for each other.

      “Leo... Leo... Harder,” Frankie moans through gritted teeth. Her nails leave red trails on my back, but I don’t care. All I can think about is her and how good she feels wrapped around me.

      I comply with a growl, ramming into her harder and faster, lost in the sensation of being inside her wet heat.

      In a haze of lust and desire, I pick up the pace, my hips slamming into hers with an almost feral intensity. Frankie’s nails dig deeper into my back, her heels kicking my ass as she urges me onward. “Oh, fuck!” I groan. Her tight heat is like nothing I’ve ever felt before, her walls gripping me snugly. With every thrust, I feel myself getting closer and closer to the edge.

      “Frankie,” I growl against her neck, my teeth grazing her sensitive skin, the urge to bite her, to mark her as mine overwhelming. “I’m not going to last much longer.”

      “Neither am I,” she rasps, her body trembling against mine. “Leo... don’t stop.”

      As if I could. Driving balls deep inside her, I teeter on the edge of oblivion. “Are you sure?” I manage to grunt out, wanting her consent one more time before we both tumble over the edge together.

      “Yes... Gods, yes.”

      With a growl, I capture her lips in a deep, passionate kiss. Her sweetness invades my senses as I pick up the pace, plunging into her wet heat with abandon. Her scent, her taste, everything about her overwhelms me as our bodies move together in perfect harmony. The sound of our moans mingling together with the waterfall is intoxicating, spurring me on to drive deeper and harder inside her.

      “Leo... Leo!” Frankie’s nails dig into my back as she clenches around my length. “I’m... I’m... Oh gods!” Her pussy contracts around me as she orgasms, her juices coating my cock.

      With one final thrust, I bite down on her shoulder, just shy of breaking the skin, as I come inside her. My shadows threaten to emerge, to mark her properly as mine, but I force them back. Not yet. Stars explode behind my eyelids as wave after wave of pleasure washes over me.

      Frankie’s nails leave little half-moon marks on my back when she finally collapses against the rock, her arms and legs still tangled around me. Her rapid pants are the only sounds that fill the air as we both catch our breath. I hold her close, my cock still buried inside her hot channel, afraid to move lest I can’t control myself.

      “Holy fuck,” she mutters into my shoulder, her body still trembling. “That... was... indescribable.”

      I chuckle, pressing a tender kiss to her forehead. “I’m glad you approve.” I slowly ease out of her slick heat. A string of liquid connects us for a moment before it breaks and falls into the water below us.

      “Holy shit,” Frankie whispers, looking down at the evidence of our union. “We... We just...”

      “Fucked up?” I finish for her with a smirk, trying to diffuse the situation. I rest my head on her shoulder, my cock softening between us. “Frankly, Frankie, it was worth it.”

      “Worth it, totally worth it.” She falls back onto the rock.

      I lean back in the water, still needing to touch her. My hands spread her legs apart, and I watch as my cum drips out of her.

      I don’t know what comes over me, but with two fingers, I scoop and push my cum back into her body.

      “Leo.” She tries to close her legs.

      “Shh.” My entire body shivers, and I continue to pump my fingers in and out of her, pushing my cum back in, only to swirl my fingers around and massage the spongy tissue inside her.

      “Oh, hell, Leo.” Her hips slowly begin to pump again.

      I need to see her come for me one more time as I push my seed back inside her. “One more time, Frankie.” Pushing up and out of the water, I hover over her, wrapping my lips around her nipple and tugging on her sensitive bud as I continue to pump my fingers in and out. “Come for me again, baby.”

      She moans. “I don’t think I can.”

      Popping off her nipple, I trail kisses to her ear where I intend to whisper naughty things to her. Something comes over me as my fingers twist inside her and her walls milk my fingers.

      “Next time I fuck you, I’m going to” —I pull my fingers out with some of my cum and rub them against her ass— “fuck you right here. Do you want that, Frankie?”

      I need her to say yes.

      “Yes, oh gods, Leo, yes.” She shifts her hips, begging me to fuck her ass.

      I push my finger inside her. “Know what I want to see?” I shudder as I work my finger into her.

      “What?”

      “Look at me.”

      She leans up on her elbows, her body splotchy from multiple orgasms.

      “I want to see Matteo fuck your pussy while I fuck this ass.” Using my other hand, I push two fingers into her pussy, mimicking both of us fucking her at the same time.

      Her mouth drops open, and her body trembles, her walls tightening on my fingers.

      “Both of you?’ she stammers.

      “Yes.” I moan, my cock already hardening again. “Both of us. We’d go slow at first, and then deeper. Harder.” I match my fingers to my words, fucking her relentlessly. “Just like that, Frankie. You’d look beautiful between us.” I moan long and low just thinking about it. “Fuck, you’re so wet.”

      Like a tsunami, her orgasm crashes over her, and I have the privilege of watching her crest and fall. It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever witnessed. I continue to tease her until she twitches and tries to snap her legs closed, then I pull out of her and drag her into the water with me, gently cleaning her off.

      Her head rests on my shoulder in complete submission and relaxation—and trust. My shadow shifter preens and purrs inside me, desperate to wrap her in our protection. Soon she’ll understand why being here feels so natural, why she fits so perfectly in our arms. I can’t wait to prove it to her in all the ways that matter.

      She’s mine and has no idea.

      I can’t wait to prove it to her in all the ways that matter.
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      As I linger in the shadow of the cave, the thought of facing the day outside fills me with dread. Each step toward the light feels heavier than the last. Leo’s hand is in mine, the only anchor in a tide of reluctance. With him, every touch and whispered word slices through the chaos of my mind, grounding me in a world that feels right, safe, and exhilarating. No fear grips me here, just the warmth of his presence.

      As we step out into the open and tread back onto the sand, we silently grab our shoes.

      “I hate to run, but…” Leo’s voice trails off as he glances over at the field, a pensive look on his face. “Matteo will be wondering where I am.” He leans in close, and his lips brush against mine in a fleeting peck—a promise of more to come. “Don’t forget our coffee date.”

      Rolling my eyes, I respond with a noncommittal, “We’ll see.” Choosing ambiguity over certainty feels a little safer and less binding.

      With a snort, Leo takes off, holding his shoes in one hand. He fades quickly into the distance, a swift silhouette against the sprawling field. I watch him disappear, then I take a deep breath, filling my lungs with the salty, fresh air of freedom and the lingering sense of solitude.

      I don’t have much time. Instead of heading back to my dorm, I make my way toward Bishop’s class. My bare feet slap against the stone path, each step knocking the residual sand from my skin, scattering grains into the wind like tiny, lost memories.

      Unfortunately, the farther I get from the cave, the more my old insecurities begin to creep up, attempting to cloud my mind. Self-doubt gnaws at me, triggering a cascade of unwanted memories right there on the path. These memories bubble up with a vengeance, engulfing me in waves of emotions I thought I buried deep—memories that should never see the light of day.

      “Please, no,” I whisper, but it’s too late. They drag me under. As the present fades, I find myself swept back in time...

      

      Wind whips around my face as I huddle in the corner of the train car. The chilly draft snakes through small gaps, chilling me to the bone.

      Across from me are other runaways, each a silent testament to hardship. Their faces are grimy, with fatigue etched into the dark circles under their eyes. I burrow deeper under the blanket—the only keepsake from the foster home I fled.

      I want to say I didn’t look back, but I did. Bishop helped me leave, though his eyes were full of the sorrow of separation. He didn’t want to see me go, wished I could stay, but fate had other plans for him. He’d just been adopted, and in that newfound joy of his, I found none for myself.

      There was nothing there for me. No friends. No parents. Nothing but the echo of emptiness.

      The train squeals, a harrowing sound that signals our approach to a stop. Despite some of the others hopping off hastily to evade being caught, I remain seated. I’ve timed it. I have exactly five minutes to disembark and find a hiding spot before the cart is inspected.

      My heart rate spikes, adrenaline coursing through me as I watch the others make their escape. It’s smart to wait. There are too many reasons not to rush, too many risks.

      As the train grinds to a halt, I push myself upright, clutch my blanket and bag close, and prepare. The sun beats down mercilessly on the barren desert landscape, heat waves rising off the sand in visible shimmers. Exhaling slowly, I gather my courage, jump, and land in a crouch, scanning the desolation.

      We are in the middle of nowhere.

      Staying close to the train is crucial. I plan to reboard once it’s been inspected. A small station is nearby, so I make my way toward it, aiming for the restrooms. A shiver of unease travels down my spine, a sensation that hasn’t ceased since the day my foster father vanished into the shadows I summoned.

      Hyperaware of my surroundings, I step into the bathroom, rushing through my necessities to ensure I don’t miss the train’s departure. As I step outside, I encounter another teen lingering by the door.

      “All yours,” I mutter, intent on keeping my distance.

      “Wait,” she calls out. Her dark eyes are piercing, and her brown hair cascades over her shoulders. “How old are you?”

      “Thirteen,” I reply, clutching the blanket tighter to my chest, wary of this stranger who is only a few years older than myself.

      “Runaway?” Her voice is soft but carries an edge, her lean frame detaching from the wall. Dressed in cargo pants and a black shirt, she doesn’t fit the typical runaway image.

      I nod curtly. Trust is a luxury I can’t afford—not after everything.

      “Want to make some money?” she asks casually, as though proposing a simple game.

      I almost roll my eyes at the simplicity of her question.

      She smirks, briefly flashing dimples. “I could use a girl like you,” she continues. “What do you say?”

      “I don’t even know what you’re offering me,” I blurt out, my defenses prickling.

      Her laughter rolls over me, warm yet somehow chilling. “I’m offering you a job. Pays well, and it includes room and board. What do you say?”

      This has to be a scam.

      “Come on,” she presses, sensing my hesitation. “What do you have to lose? Nothing.”

      I really don’t know what I have to lose if I’m being honest with myself.

      “Come on,” she repeats, seeing the flicker of interest—or perhaps desperation—in my eyes. “Where are you even planning on going?”

      “I don’t know,” I answer, the uncertainty heavy in my voice.

      “Exactly.” She nods as if everything has fallen into place. “Do you know where you are?”

      “No.”

      “Sedona,” she answers. “You hungry?”

      My stomach betrays me with a loud grumble.

      Laughing, she grabs my hand. “Of course you’re hungry.” She tugs me around the building, her grip firm yet not unkind.

      My eyes stay on her, curious and unsettled. Every instinct screams that this is a turning point, for better or worse.

      I should have been more cautious, but I’m only thirteen, so when a hand clamps over my mouth and pulls me back against a body, I’m completely caught off guard.

      “Shh,” she whispers. “Don’t worry, I’ll take good care of you.”

      I’ve heard the lie before, and I know, without a doubt, it is a lie.

      As the world fades to black, the distant rumble of the train rolling away is the last thing I hear. Then, nothing.

      

      “Firefly.” Bishop’s gentle voice is followed by a hand on my shoulder. “Hey, firefly.”

      Blinking against the bright sun, I see Bishop towering above me. It takes several heartbeats to realize I’m on campus, not back in Sedona, Arizona. I’m okay here. I am safe here, and I wield the power now I didn’t possess at thirteen.

      “Hey,” I reply, my voice raspy and dry.

      “I was calling your name.” He drops his hand, his brow furrowing with concern. “Where’d you go just then?”

      I shake my head, unable to voice the dark places my mind spiraled into, when the veil of childhood innocence was torn away. She was not my friend, just another abuser in a long line of them. Her betrayal hurt the most, though, because it was the first time I realized that danger wasn’t confined to men. It included the women who worked for them and sometimes the women in charge.

      Suppressing a shudder, I force a smile I don’t feel, but I need to move past this moment. “I read the book,” I tell him, trying to redirect our discussion away from the darker corners of my past.

      He clearly isn’t satisfied with the change in topic. “You’re avoiding the past again,” he observes with a sigh. I can tell he’s thinking back to the days when we were almost family before life pulled us in different directions.

      He doesn’t need to know what happened after he put me on that train, after we lost touch when he was adopted, and I was left to fend for myself. He doesn’t need to know that our foster father, who seemed like a villain from a fairy tale, was nothing compared to the real monsters I encountered. Some days, the mere memory is enough to haunt me, replaying like a relentless nightmare.

      “Perfect.” He beams at me. “Think you’re ready to attempt to use the cipher?”

      “I am.” I release a thankful breath, only to realize I never put my shoes on. Stepping off the path, I sit in the grass to slip them on. “I spent the night looking through it. I feel pretty confident.”

      “It might take us a few weeks to get through it,” he cautions, dropping to the grass beside me, stretching out his long legs as he leans back.

      Snorting, I tug on my running shoes. “Don’t threaten me with a good time, Bishop.”

      “Well, shit, firefly, if that’s what you consider a good time…” He trails off, his voice tinged with amusement.

      I ignore the innuendo. Besides, I’m still sore from Leo. “You know I love puzzles.”

      “I know you do,” he replies softly, his tone shifting subtly. It’s a tone I recognize. It’s the one people use when they are responding not just to you but to something else in their heads. I cast a glance at Bishop, who is gazing out over the campus, his skin glistening in the hot summer sun.

      Here, he looks so boyish, so young, and all I can see is the lover who hurt me years ago, the one doing everything in his power to draw me back into his life all over again, and I can’t help but wonder why.

      Why push me away?

      Why draw me back?

      It’s a push and pull that I don’t understand. I understand sex, desire, and lust, but him wanting more from me than I can give confuses me. I know what he’s doing with the cipher, but I’m too damn curious to tell him to fuck off.

      Students move about, in and out of the mess hall, the dorms, and classes, while Bishop just sits and watches, and I watch him like a creeper who just can’t help herself.

      I can’t.

      Bishop intrigues me in ways no one else does. Even though we only spent a handful of months together as siblings, he was the first person to show me what friendship looked like, the first to teach me that not everyone is full of darkness, and then he put me on a train and told me to go—only to break my heart years later.

      Maybe it was my fault, maybe it was his, and maybe it was beyond our control, but if I’m going to be near him again without a choice, then I need to know who Bishop Mercer is now, which means asking questions I don’t want answers to.

      “Why did you do it?” My words are soft, almost hesitant, carried to him on the gentle wind that swirls around us.

      Bishop’s head jerks toward me, his brilliant blue eyes unnaturally vibrant in the sunlight—too piercing, too intense. They search mine, seeking understanding or perhaps forgiveness.

      His chest rises and falls with a careful inhale then exhale, the weight of the moment pressing down on him. He rolls his lips inward before licking them, a nervous habit that I’ve come to recognize. “Why did I…” He trails off, his voice a mixture of regret and hesitation.

      I’m not sure which answer I want, or perhaps I’m afraid of any answer at all.

      “Why did you let me go two years ago?” I whisper, the weight of years hanging between us.

      Bishop’s gaze drops, his silence stretching out before he finally speaks, each word heavy with unspoken regret. “Sometimes, firefly, we hurt those we love out of necessity—the cruel choice between two devastating paths.”

      There is so much to unpack there. Firstly, he just claimed to love me, and secondly, he suggested he didn’t have a choice. Looking away, I roll those two notions over and over in my mind, like smooth stones in a tumultuous sea.

      I don’t know what love is. I’m not sure I even know what real relationships or friendships look like. I have nothing to compare it to—no parents who offered me unconditional love, no siblings. I have nothing but my shadows.

      I suppose I love my shadows unconditionally, but is it real? Can one truly love something as intangible and fleeting as shadows?

      “Come on.” I stand up, brushing bits of grass off my clothes—a mundane action that helps ground me. “We have a cipher to decode.”

      “That we do,” Bishop murmurs, his voice low and resonant with an undercurrent of something unreadable.

      I begin to walk away, my steps measured, reflecting the cautious peace I’ve brokered with myself about our situation. I’m not his biggest fan, not by a long shot, but for right now, I can coexist beside him while delving into these ancient texts. My mind can engage in puzzles, even if my heart remains wary, shielded by layers of doubt and past betrayals.
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      I need at least a B on this paper, or I’d tell Tori to go fuck herself. The universe must be laughing—our professor drew names from a hat, and here we are.

      We sit at a back table in the bar, the dim lighting and clink of glasses backdrop to our silent standoff. Neither of us knows how to start this conversation.

      We’ve shared a dorm for weeks without speaking. Ever since our one civil walk to class, she’s given me the cold shoulder. Clearly these tweed-wearing sadists think forced partnership builds character.

      I don’t blame her. I did sleep with her boyfriend, but that one small moment with her made me crave friendship, which is ridiculous. I’ve never had an ally, and that conversation made me want one.

      I can’t even say I’m purposely avoiding Bishop either. I’m not, because we are still working on the cipher together. It’s slow going, but it’s going, and I focus on the cipher more than I focus on him. He is a slight distraction though—one I’m learning to ignore.

      Thankfully, Andy has been bringing us beer. I’m not a huge fan of beer, but we are half a glass in, and I think it’s loosening my tongue.

      “So…” I draw the word out, tapping my eraser on a blank page in my notebook. “Technical writing. What topic do you want to write about?”

      Blowing her bangs off her forehead, Tori finally looks up at me. Her jaw is tight, and her eyes burn with an anger that can only mean one thing.

      She knows about Bishop. I can see it in the way her eyes narrow, filled with betrayal, pain, and simmering anger. As I catch her gaze, I feel a chill, realizing the depth of hurt I’ve caused. I glance around, seeking a semblance of privacy in the crowded bar.

      “You know,” I begin, my voice barely a whisper, acknowledging the elephant in the room with a heavy heart.

      At the time, I only thought of the pleasure Bishop could bring me, and hell with the consequences.

      Well, here are the consequences, staring me in the face.

      I glance over her shoulder at the closed door. “You know.”

      “How could you?” she screeches, drawing curious glances our way.

      I knew this confrontation was coming. Should’ve happened sooner.

      I never wanted to hurt her, though Bishop is like catnip to me.

      “I didn’t know⁠—”

      “That Bishop and I were an item?” Her voice cuts like ice. “Didn’t I say it enough?”

      “I mean, technically, no.” I wince because that definitely wasn’t the right thing to say. “If I had known you were serious, I wouldn’t have slept with him.”

      “So you did fuck him.” Her face turns bright red.

      Oh, shit. “You played me.” Well done.

      “I wanted an answer, and it looks like I got one,” she snaps at me, her hands trembling as she begins to pack up her things.

      “Tori.” I close my eyes, feeling the weight of the moment. I have no idea how I got to this point, and honestly, I have no idea how to navigate through this situation. I don’t want to ignore it and let it fester and get worse, but I also don’t know the right path forward.

      Even worse, I feel horrible.

      “I feel bad,” I say softly, watching her shove books into her bag. “It was a mess, and I know I hurt you.” And me, but that’s beside the point.

      Tori pauses, gripping the strap of her bag tight enough to turn her knuckles white. “Hurt doesn’t even start to cover it, Frankie. You think a simple I feel bad fixes anything?” Her voice cracks, a sharp, raw edge slicing through the tension-filled air between us. The dim light of the bar flickers slightly, casting ephemeral shadows that seem to underscore the gravity of the moment.

      She took one look at Bishop freshman year and called dibs. She finally got him to acknowledge her this year, and then… yeah. It sucks. No one was ever there for me when my teen years took a wild turn, and I haven’t had a friend, not before and not after. I don’t know how to be a friend.

      “I know it doesn’t fix it. Nothing can just fix this,” I say, my own frustration mounting. The words feel clumsy in my mouth, as if they are weighted with all my regrets. “I’m not asking for immediate forgiveness, Tori. I just... We have to work together on this project. We don’t have to like each other, but we can’t even start if we don’t talk.”

      She snorts and slings her bag over her shoulder. “Talk? Like how you should have talked to me before falling on Bishop’s dick? Was that the kind of communication you mean?”

      I flinch. She’s right. My silence then had been deafening, a betrayal by omission. “I screwed up, Tori. I should have come to you first. I should have respected your relationship.” I didn’t think they were truly together, but I knew she was in love with him.

      “Respect?” Tori laughs, but there’s no humor in it. Her laugh is a harsh, scoffing sound that bounces off the bar walls. “You don’t know the first thing about respect, Frankie. Respect would have been you not doing it in the first place. Respect would have been you not pretending everything was fine while we passed each other in the halls and sat in the same classes or, for that matter, slept in the same room.”

      The words sting more than I expect them to, maybe because every accusation is true. “I know, and I can’t change what I did, but I’m here now, trying to... to at least start making it right.” Is this how a normal girl would react?

      Am I messing this up more?

      “Making it right?” She shakes her head, her expression a mix of anger and disbelief. “You can’t undo the past, Frankie. You can’t un-sleep with someone. You can’t unbreak trust.”

      “I understand that,” I respond, my voice steady despite my inner turmoil. The air is thick with the smell of stale beer and the undercurrent of a hundred other bar conversations, none as strained as ours. “But we have to deal with this. We’re stuck with each other for this assignment, like it or not. Maybe we can use it to clear the air. Fully. Honestly. It won’t fix what happened, but maybe it can be a start.”

      Tori’s eyes narrow, weighing my words. “Clear the air? You want to air out our dirty laundry while we’re trying to work on a technical writing paper?” She seems incredulous, but she hasn’t walked away yet, which I take as a minor victory.

      Baby steps.

      “Maybe it’s the best time,” I suggest. “When else are we going to have a forced setting where we can’t walk away from each other? We’re going to have to face this sooner or later.”

      There’s a long pause, the kind that stretches out too thin, ready to snap. Finally, Tori sighs, her shoulders slumping slightly. “Fine, but this isn’t about forgiveness, Frankie. This is about getting through this project. That’s it.”

      “That’s fair,” I acknowledge, nodding. My heart isn’t lighter, but there’s a thread of relief. Just having this conversation feels like a crack in a long sealed door.

      Not only that, but I feel better. Imagine that. Admitting the truth to this person who has been nothing but a bitch to me for years actually feels like a weight has been lifted off my shoulders.

      She sets her bag down with a thud, resigned. “Let’s just get this over with, but I’m doing this for the grade, not for you. Got it?” She grabs her drink and downs it in one go before slamming the glass on the table.

      “Got it,” I reply, agreeing to our shaky truce, if I can even call it that.

      With a heavy silence settling between us, we begin.

      Our books and notes spread across the table like a battleground. We work in awkward silence, trading sentences back and forth, the only sounds our scratching pencils and clinking pretzel bowl.

      An hour in, one whole beer later, irritation begins to gnaw at me. Here I am, having poured out apologies and acknowledged my mistakes, and yet Tori sits there with her slate seemingly wiped clean by my confession. It’s as if, in her mind, her years of making my life miserable don’t need to be addressed. She let Chloe and Amanda torment me at every turn, all while she watched from the sidelines with tacit approval.

      I can’t hold it in anymore. “You know, this isn’t just about what I did wrong,” I say abruptly, my fingers pausing above my notebook, tension seeping into the silent air around us.

      Tori looks up, her eyebrows knitting together. “What are you talking about?”

      She really has no fucking idea.

      “I mean, yeah, I made a huge mistake with Bishop. I get that. I owned up to it. But what about you? What about all the years you’ve made my life hell?” I can feel the heat in my cheeks as years of frustration bubble up.

      She recoils as if I slapped her. “That’s different,” she protests defensively, her voice tinged with disbelief.

      “How is that different?” I demand, my tone sharper now, slicing through the ambient noise of the bar. “You and your friends have bullied me since freshman year, and when I thought we might actually be friends, you just let them keep going. You never once stood up for me. Don’t you think you owe me an apology too?”

      Tori’s face hardens, and she crosses her arms, leaning back in her chair as if she’s putting physical distance between her feelings and mine. “You sleeping with Bishop isn’t the same as me not... policing every mean thing my friends said.”

      “But you weren’t just a bystander, Tori,” I counter, my voice rising slightly. “You laughed with them, and you made comments too. Just because you didn’t start it doesn’t mean you weren’t involved. You hurt me. A lot.”

      There’s a long pause filled only by the distant clatter of glasses from the bar and the muted conversations of other patrons. Tori looks away, her jaw working as if she’s chewing over her words. Finally, she sighs, a long, weary sound. “Maybe I did,” she admits quietly, not meeting my eyes. “Maybe I got so caught up in what everyone else was doing, I didn’t think about how it was affecting you. I... I guess I owe you an apology for that.”

      The admission hangs between us, surprising in its sincerity. It isn’t all the acknowledgment I want, but it’s a start. Something shifts inside me, a loosening of a knot I’ve carried for too long.

      “I appreciate that,” I say after a moment, and I mean it. It’s not wiping all the slights clean, but it’s a recognition, and that’s more than I expected.

      Tori nods, looking a little relieved that I’ve accepted her words. “Look, I know it doesn’t change what happened, and I know we’re not going to be best friends after this, but maybe we can at least work on this project without wanting to kill each other?”

      I let out a small laugh, surprised by the lightness in it. “Yeah, I think we can manage that.”

      “Bishop and I were forced together.” She takes a long swig of her drink.

      I wrinkle my nose. “Forced?”

      “There are things you don’t understand yet,” she hedges, tracing circles in the condensation on her glass. “Bishop’s mom thought we’d be a great match, and I latched onto that idea.” Tori shifts in her seat, her gaze drifting toward the window before snapping back to me. “You know how it is when parents get involved. They see things they think are perfect and make up stories in their heads about happy endings.”

      I nod, despite having no idea what it’s like to have a parent care that much about you. Mine didn’t even care enough to keep me around. The thought hangs in the air, a silent shadow over my words. “So it was more about pleasing his mom than actually wanting to be with Bishop?”

      “It was both,” she admits, tracing the rim of her glass with a finger, her movements slow and thoughtful. “I liked him, sure, but the pressure... It made everything feel more serious than it probably was, and when it isn’t just your feelings but your family’s expectations, breaking up seems like you’re failing more than just yourself.”

      Her vulnerability catches me off guard—the confident façade crumbling. “That sounds really tough.”

      “It was.” Her eyes lock on mine. “That’s why what you did hurt so much. Everything fell apart, and I faced it alone.”

      My stomach twists with guilt. My actions hadn’t just been a simple mistake, they had ripple effects I hadn’t considered. “I didn’t see it that way at the time,” I confess, the weight of my words thick in the dim light of the bar. “I didn’t think about the bigger picture. I’m really sorry, Tori.”

      She nods, acknowledging my apology with a terse smile. “I know you are, and I’m trying not to hold onto that anger forever, but it’s hard.”

      “I get that,” I reply, the weight of our shared honesty making the air between us feel less heavy.

      “He loves you though,” she whispers, almost too low for me to hear, but I do, and it sends a chill through me. “He never wanted me. Only you.”

      “Well, he has a fucked up way of showing it,” I blurt out, remembering his cold words.

      “He’s a good guy. He’d be amazing as a ma—” She cuts herself off. “Give him a chance.”

      “What?” After all that?

      “Listen, like I said, I knew he’d never love me, and I still pushed for it, and look where it got me.” She lets out a humorless laugh. “Hurt. But he loves you, Frankie. I don’t know, make him work for it.”

      “You want me to be with him?”

      “No. Yes.” She shakes her head. “Maybe when—” She stops herself. “Trust your gut.”

      I stare at her, speechless.

      “You know, dealing with Chloe and Amanda... I let them go too far. I thought if I kept them close, I’d be safer socially, but it just made me someone I didn’t want to be.”

      The frankness of her insight into her own behavior surprises me. It’s as if our forced collaboration is pushing us both to confront things we’d rather keep buried.

      “It’s easy to get caught up in that,” I say, thinking about all the times I’ve seen similar dynamics play out around me. “Being on their good side means you’re not their target.”

      “Exactly,” she agrees with a bitter laugh. “I hated that I became part of that... toxicity. It’s something I’m trying to change about myself.”

      A flicker of respect stirs in me. “It’s good you see that.”

      “Maybe this forced partnership is our chance to do better,” Tori says, understanding in her eyes.

      I smile, a real one this time. “I’d like to move forward, not just be stuck on past mistakes.”

      “Agreed.” She raises her glass.

      We clink them together and turn back to our notebooks. Not friends yet, but maybe something better than enemies.
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      Hours later, I’m behind the bar, and Tori sits across from me, our books long forgotten. They are packed away because I have to work, and Tori is waiting for her mom to get off. It’s slow for a Friday night, and Tori is tipsy, her demeanor slightly unfocused and relaxed.

      She hiccups, her brows drawing low. “Girl code is weird.”

      “How so?” I fling a towel over my shoulder and lean back against the bar. There is only one other person at this bar, an older regular who didn’t want to deal with how loud others were in the other room.

      Not like I’d know, because I’ve never had a female friend. Well, at least not one hell-bent on using me.

      She takes a long swig before setting the glass down, her expression earnest. “It’s like, there are all these rules meant to protect us, to keep friendships intact, but sometimes, I wonder if they complicate things more than they help.”

      I wipe down the bar top. “I’m not sure I follow all the rules. What are they exactly?”

      Tori leans forward, counting off on her fingers. “Rule one, don’t go after your friend’s ex or crush. It’s pretty straightforward. If your friend likes someone, that person should be off-limits to you.”

      “That one makes sense.” I nod, thinking about the mess with Bishop.

      She continues, “Rule two, keep secrets secret. Whatever you’re told in confidence should stay between you and your friend, unless it’s something harmful.”

      “Got it,” I say, appreciating the simplicity but recognizing the potential for gray areas.

      “Third, be honest, even if it hurts. If your friend asks for advice, you owe them the truth, gently. It should come from a place of love, not judgment.”

      “That can be tough, but I see the value in it,” I admit.

      Tori’s list goes on. “Not everything is a competition. Support your friend without making it about outdoing them. Celebrate their wins as if they were your own.”

      I smile, liking the sound of that. “That’s a good one.”

      “Absolutely,” she agrees, then adds, “And about photos, only post ones where everyone looks good. It’s about respect, not just chasing likes on social media.”

      I chuckle. “Social media complicates everything, doesn’t it?” Ironic, because I don’t have any social media.

      “It does.” Tori laughs, then she grows serious again. “There’s more—like being able to laugh and be serious in the same conversation, providing unconditional support, sharing the spotlight, and not taking every jab personally.”

      I listen, absorbing each point. “Sounds comprehensive, but it also sounds like a lot to keep track of.”

      “It is,” Tori concedes. “And then there’s the last one, which we both broke, unfortunately. Breaking girl code isn’t the end of a friendship, but failing to apologize is. It’s about acknowledging when you’ve hurt each other and trying to make it right.”

      I nod, feeling the weight of her words. “That’s the one that hits home tonight.”

      “Yeah.” Tori sighs. “We’ve both screwed up, according to these rules, but we’re here now, apologizing and talking. Maybe that’s what really matters.”

      I lean back, considering all the rules she laid out. “These rules... They are supposed to guide us, right? Help us be better friends?”

      “Exactly,” she confirms. “They aren’t laws, but guidelines to help us navigate the tricky parts of relationships.”

      “You know,” I drawl, hoping to find a balance, “these rules aren’t that weird or complicated at all. Perhaps it was the friends making it hard and complicated.”

      Tori’s entire face falls as she thinks about what I just said, her mouth working as she blinks at me. “That is so profound.”

      I hide a smile, pleased with the moment of clarity we’ve reached. As the night progresses, the bar remains dimly lit, the soft chatter of the few patrons blending with the subtle notes of jazz playing in the background. This unlikely setting has facilitated a deeper understanding, one that might just be the foundation we needed to mend and possibly grow.

      Luckily, I don’t have to reply because the door jingles and a bunch of students come in. It’s nearing ten, and the bar is getting busier by the minute.

      The familiar prickle crawls up my neck—that same watching sensation I’ve had since last month’s strange encounters.

      I glance at Tori, who is smiling behind her glass. The dim lights of the bar reflect softly in her eyes, giving her a mischievous look.

      “What?” I whisper as I hand a beer to another patron.

      “Nothing at all,” she sings, a playful note in her voice.

      “I’m cutting you off.” I point at her, half tempted to give her another drink, but a part of me doesn’t want her to puke.

      Is this what friendship feels like?

      “Hey!” She holds up her hands, laughing. “Tall, dark, and handsome over there has his eyes on you.” She jerks her head toward Matteo, who steps behind the bar, grabs a stool, and just sits there.

      “What the hell is he doing?” I hiss. He and Leo have been so busy over the last couple of weeks with rugby that I only see them in passing or in class, and a part of me misses them.

      Tori leans over the bar to clumsily whisper in my ear. “He wants you.”

      “Sit down before I have to take you to the hospital.” I push her back gently.

      Snorting, she grumbles, “Shifters don’t need hospitals.”

      I snap my head around to look at her. “What?”

      “Gem,” Matteo calls to me.

      “Go get that dick, girl!” she cheers.

      It’s such a one-eighty with her that I have no idea how to handle the switch aside from hoping like hell she remembers this entire conversation in the morning, which she very well might not.

      Stepping over to Matteo, I ignore the people at my bar begging for drinks and ask, “What the hell are you doing back here?”

      He slowly turns his intense gaze to me. “Watching you.”

      Shouldn’t he be at a game? It’s Friday.

      “Caught on to that.” I cross my arms. “You can’t be back here.”

      “I can.”

      Andy walks through the door, looking at me then Matteo.

      I speak before she can kick him out. “Andy, I’m sorry, but he⁠—”

      “Is your new bodyguard,” she finishes.

      “Repeat that?” The shock must show on my face.

      “No more incidents.” Andy glares. “My sister had to write me up.”

      “You support my shenanigans.”

      “Always will. That’s why Matteo can carry the dicks outside where you can handle them without getting me violations.”

      Tori’s laughter cuts through my surprise, bringing me back to the present moment. Her cheeks are flushed from the alcohol, but her eyes sparkle with mischief. “Hey, speaking of shenanigans, are you coming to the lunar eclipse party here on the winter solstice?” she asks, waving her now empty glass in the air as if to emphasize the occasion.

      “The lunar eclipse party?” I repeat, the notion temporarily pushing the absurdity of having a bodyguard to the back of my mind.

      “Yeah, it’s going to be epic,” Tori slurs, her enthusiasm undamped by her tipsiness. “Everyone’s coming. Well, everyone except Chloe and Amanda,” she adds, her tone dipping into seriousness for just a moment before she brightens again. “It’s the perfect time to let loose, and with Matteo here, no one’s going to mess with you.”

      I glance at Matteo, who offers a smile, his presence oddly reassuring despite the bizarre circumstances. “Sounds like it could be fun,” I concede, trying to match Tori’s enthusiasm.

      “Great! It’s a date then. Not like a date date, but you know what I mean.” Tori winks, her earlier reservations seemingly washed away by the promise of future fun.

      As the night progresses, the bar begins to empty, leaving me to close up with Matteo silently shadowing my movements. He moves with a quiet efficiency, watching over me with a keen eye. Every now and then, his gaze meets mine, and each time, I’m struck by the intensity there. It’s as if he sees right through the facade I put up for the rest of the world.

      “So a bodyguard, huh?” I venture, breaking the silence between us as I wipe down the counter for the last time. Tori left with her mom not too long ago.

      “Looks like it,” Matteo responds, his voice low and smooth, a hint of amusement lacing his words.

      “And you’re okay with that?” I ask, genuinely curious about how one ends up in such a role.

      Matteo shrugs, a small smirk playing at the corners of his mouth. “It isn’t just about guarding your body,” he says, stepping closer. “It’s about ensuring you’re safe, and that’s something I’m very good at.”

      The air between us crackles with unspoken tension as he leans in, his face inches from mine. “Besides, watching you isn’t exactly a hardship.”

      I blush, his forwardness both alarming and appealing. “Well, I guess it’s good to have someone watching my back,” I reply, boldly meeting his gaze.

      “That’s the idea,” he confirms, straightening up as he glances around the now quiet bar. “And I’ll be at the eclipse party too. You know, just to make sure everything goes smoothly.”

      “That’s reassuring,” I reply, the idea of the upcoming party suddenly seeming a lot more exciting with the promise of Matteo’s presence. His protective demeanor and unexpected charm adds an intriguing layer to the evening’s prospects.

      “Now, let’s get back to the dorms,” he says, his voice dropping a notch, hinting at something more—an unspoken invitation or perhaps a warning? It’s hard to tell, but it makes my heart skip a beat.

      “How exactly did you get here?” I cross my arms and cock out a hip.

      “Got a ride,” he replies casually, standing close enough that I have to tilt my head back to meet his gaze. I’m surprised to discover that his size doesn’t bother me at all. Instead, it feels... reassuring, like having a personal fortress against the world.

      “Oh, you two!” Andy calls from the front, her voice slicing through the thick tension around us. “I’ll lock up behind you.”

      Matteo smirks, a playful yet mischievous expression that seems to light up his eyes. He leans down to whisper in my ear, his breath warm against my skin, sending shivers down my spine. “I’m looking forward to the eclipse party,” he murmurs, his voice a low rumble that vibrates through me. “It’ll be interesting to see you outside of this... bar environment.”

      His words linger in the air, thick with implication.

      We walk in silence for a few moments, the only sounds the rhythmic tapping of our shoes against the sidewalk. The night feels alive, charged with an electric tension that seems to pull tighter with each step we take.

      “So how did you end up as my bodyguard?” I finally ask, breaking the silence. My curiosity about his sudden role in my life is nagging at me, intertwining with the fluttering excitement his presence stirs within me.

      Matteo looks over at me, his expression thoughtful. “Let’s just say Andy thinks you might need someone to watch your back more than you realize,” he says, his tone serious. “And I agree.”

      I hum under my breath as I unlock my car and turn back to look at him. Déjà vu settles over me.

      “You’ve been watching me from the beginning of the semester, haven’t you?” I look at the dark corner where I vividly remember him hiding.

      Matteo leans against the car, a playful smile tugging at his lips. His eyes flicker with amusement and something darker.

      “Maybe I have, maybe I haven’t. Let’s just say I’ve always been around, waiting for trouble to find you first.”

      He pushes off of the car and takes a step closer, his presence imposing yet strangely comforting. “But don’t worry,” he continues, his voice softer now as he leans in. “I’m not just a shadow in the corner. I’m here whenever you need me, and maybe even when you don’t think you do.”

      Oh… The shadows around us deepen, and for the first time, I wonder if he can see them too.
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      “Frankie!” Tori bursts in, trailing laughter like confetti, and collapses onto her mattress.

      I glance up from my cipher work, papers fluttering from her whirlwind entrance.

      “I did a thing,” she says, blowing her bangs off her forehead before popping up and whipping off her shirt. The movement is fluid, a testament to her carefree spirit. Since our heart-to-heart yesterday, Tori’s been like a live wire, and it’s both endearing and bewildering, like watching a storm in its element.

      “What did you do?” I ask, settling back in my chair, content to watch her bounce around the room. Her energy fills the space, pushing against the stagnant air of our usually quiet dorm.

      Tori swings around to face me, her cheeks flushed and breaths heavy from her recent sprint. “First, spill about Matteo last night,” she demands, reaching out to boop me on the nose. No one has ever booped me on the nose before, and the gesture feels surprisingly intimate, a tiny bridge of affection in our burgeoning friendship.

      I clear my throat, disappointment simmering from last night, a subtle ache I hadn’t expected to feel. “Nothing happened. He rode back to campus with me and then went to his dorm after walking me to ours.”

      Tori giggles, undeterred by my subdued tone. “And?” Her curiosity is a living thing, almost palpable in the cramped space of our room.

      “And nothing,” I reply, feeling the weight of her excitement press against me.

      “No goodnight kiss?” she presses, her enthusiasm infectious.

      “No goodnight kiss,” I echo, my response flat.

      “Huh,” Tori says, crossing her arms and tapping her foot impatiently, a rhythmic thud that fills the silence. “Well, we’re going to surprise him and Leo tonight!” She grabs my hands, excitement practically crackling in the air between us like static electricity.

      It’s almost unsettling how eager she is. “How?” I ask, already anticipating the answer won’t quite match my eagerness.

      “You and I are going to the rugby away game tonight!” she exclaims, her words tumbling out like they are trying to keep pace with her thoughts. “But we have to leave, like, twenty minutes ago to make it on time.”

      My jaw drops. “What?” The word escapes me before I can think better of it, a lone soldier against her barrage of plans.

      “Yeah, I already cleared it with Aunt Andy!” Tori pulls two jerseys from her bag and tosses one to me. “I stole these.” The shirt slaps me in the face before landing in my lap, the name “Reddy” emblazoned on the back. I didn’t even know Matteo had a last name.

      “Wait,” I say, the realization slowly sinking in, “you got me out of work?”

      Tori pauses, blinking at me. “Yes,” she says slowly, uncertainty flickering in her eyes for a moment. “Is that okay?”

      Is it okay? I stare at her, feeling a mix of gratitude and unease. Despite the abruptness of it all, there’s something oddly reassuring about Tori’s unwavering support. Maybe this impromptu adventure is exactly what I need to shake off the doubts creeping into my mind.

      “Come on, Frankie,” Tori urges, bouncing on the balls of her feet. “It’ll be fun! A night out, cheering for the team, and who knows? Maybe we’ll even get to hang out with Matteo and Leo after the game.” She wags her brows at me with a salacious smile on her face, her enthusiasm a beacon in the dimly lit room.

      I hesitate, uncertainty gnawing at me. Going to a rugby game wasn’t exactly how I envisioned spending my evening, especially with the events of last night still fresh in my mind. I was supposed to work, but Tori’s excitement is contagious, and there’s a part of me that craves the distraction.

      Plus, I’ve never actually gone to one of the games here, and Matteo and Leo would appreciate it. I chew on my cheek as I waver on my decision. Do I go?

      “Okay,” I finally relent, a small smile tugging at the corners of my lips. “Let’s do it.”

      Tori squeals in delight, practically vibrating with excitement. “Yes! This is going to be epic!”

      She grabs my hand, pulling me toward the door with an energy that’s impossible to resist. I barely have more than a second to grab the jersey and my backpack. As we make our way out of the dorm room and into the bustling hallway, I feel a sense of anticipation building within me, a flutter of excitement mingled with nervousness.

      “Are you sure Matteo won’t mind?” I ask, a flicker of doubt creeping into my voice as we navigate the crowded corridor.

      Tori waves off my concern with a dismissive gesture. “Nah, he’ll be thrilled to see us there. Trust me.”

      I nod, trying to push aside the lingering doubts and insecurities that threaten to cloud my mind, focusing instead on the possibility of an unexpected, memorable night ahead.

      I can step out of my comfort zone.

      The dorm is bustling with excitement, a lot of students dressed in our school colors of black and red. The air is thick with the scents of perfume, sweat, and the fresh ink of game day banners. Tori and I navigate through the sea of students, their chatter and laughter adding to the buzz of anticipation in the air. It’s as if the entire campus is alive with energy, pulsating with the promise of the night ahead.

      As we step outside, the cool evening air wraps around us like a comforting embrace, the scent of freshly cut grass mingling with the faint hint of excitement. I pull the jersey over my head, the fabric soft against my skin, and adjust the strap of my bag on my shoulder. The jersey feels like a shield, a layer of camaraderie in this new, thrilling chapter of the night.

      Tori flashes me a grin, her eyes sparkling with excitement. “Okay, so the stadium is in the next town over. I figured I’d drive.” Her voice is light, but there’s an undertone of determination, as if she’s ready to take on the world.

      Nerves bubble in my belly as we work our way through the swarm of people. It’s loud, even outside, as Tori leads me through the throng toward the parking lot. “Alright,” I answer hesitantly, because I don’t like going places without an escape plan. My voice trails off into the din, a small testament to my lingering anxieties.

      “It’ll be fun, I promise.” We pause at her little red car, which looks more like a vibrant adventure capsule than a vehicle. She presses a button to unlock the door, and at the same time, the top slowly rolls backward.

      “This is a death trap,” I mutter as I slide into the passenger seat.

      “Lies,” she retorts playfully as she starts the car. Her excitement bubbles over as she pulls away. “Alright, so here is the thing…” She draws the last word out as I struggle to get my hair under control and weave it into a braid.

      “That sounds ominous,” I mutter to her as I finish my twist. “What’s the thing?”

      “This team is one of their biggest rivals.” She glances at me as she chews her bottom lip to within an inch of its life. “And it’ll be pretty crazy.”

      I snort. “Aren’t all rugby games crazy?” Not that I’d know. I’ve never actually been to one.

      Tori crosses the bridge, following a trail of cars out of campus. Her head tilts from side to side as though she is weighing her words and thoughts. “No,” she drawls after thinking on it for a long few minutes.

      “So is this the final game of the season then? Like a playoff thing?” I ask as she drives the car out of town.

      “No.” She glances at me as she stops at a light. Grumbling to herself, she begins to put the top up. “Can’t have wind for this conversation.”

      I just raise an eyebrow as the top clicks into place. She only had it up for a mere few miles, and all of a sudden, she’s getting insanely serious.

      She puts up the windows, turns on the heat, and locks the doors with methodical precision.

      “Are you going to murder me?” I ask, masking unease with humor.

      “What?” she shrieks, her reaction bordering on comical. “No, no, nothing like that.” She shakes her head back and forth while licking her lips, clearly nervous. “So um... Shit. I don’t know how to have this conversation.”

      “Tori?” Something inside me begins to teeter toward panic. I don’t know why, and I’m not entirely sure what the trigger is. Maybe it’s being locked in the car, or maybe it’s blindly trusting this woman who only chose to befriend me yesterday.

      A thousand reasons flash in my vision, each more sinister than the last.

      “Right, right.” She pulls away on green, her thumbs tapping a rhythm on her steering wheel. “You know how you got mad at me for taking over the cove?”

      I snort. “You guys had a bonfire after following me and never cleaned up after yourselves.”

      “Yeah, sorry about that.” She winces. “But the cave…” Her voice trails off, suggesting a deeper revelation is about to unfold, hinting at secrets that could change everything I thought I knew about tonight and possibly about Tori herself.

      I think of spending the afternoon in the cave with Leo, and I feel my cheeks heat. The memory sends a warm flush across my face, mixing excitement with a touch of nervous anticipation. “What about the cave?”

      “So you know how when you go in, it’s super dark, right?” Tori glances at me then looks away to focus on the winding road. The car’s headlights carve a path through the twilight, casting eerie shadows that dance just beyond our sight.

      “It’s a cave.” I laugh nervously. Does she know about my secret chamber? “Of course it’s dark.”

      “Yeah, but it’s like devoid of all light,” she presses and clears her throat, her tone serious.

      “What does this have to do with the game, Tori?” I adjust in my seat, feeling a prickle of unease. It’s like she’s trying really hard to tell me something without telling me something, and it’s confusing the hell out of me.

      “I’m messing this all up.” She shakes her head, frustration etched across her features. Then, as if struck by a sudden realization, she nods to herself. “Oh! You know how in Alice in Wonderland, she falls down a hole and lands in Wonderland?”

      I just blink at her, the comparison throwing me off even more.

      “She’s in Wonderland,” she says, as if that explains everything.

      “Are you telling me the game is in Wonderland?” I cock my head to the side, trying to decipher her cryptic hints.

      “Yes!” she exclaims, her face lighting up with excitement. “The game is totally in Wonderland. I knew you’d get it.” I don’t, but her enthusiasm is infectious. She beams at me as she pulls onto a highway. “It’s a crazy game every year when we have to play against Aurora, and they go back hundreds of years.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever heard of Aurora University.” I frown, my curiosity piqued.

      “It’s a town over in the mountains,” she says as she navigates the car off the highway, following a line of other cars. “It’s said that Aurora isn’t just a school, it’s a gateway to unexplained things out of fairy tales or nightmares, depending on who you ask.”

      I cock my head, intrigued and apprehensive. “So you’re saying the game... isn’t just a game?”

      “Exactly.” Tori beams. “It’s part of the lore. The rivalry isn’t just about sports, it’s about the clash of hidden worlds. Tonight, we might see more than a rugby match.”

      What is she implying?

      Silence settles over us as music plays softly in the background, a soothing melody. My eyes stray out the window as I watch the world pass me by in shades of green and gray. It’s beautiful here. Trees and mountains pop up, just like the one that stretches ahead of us.

      It’s always striking how much the scenery can change from mile to mile. I focus ahead, squinting as signs for tunnels pop up. I’ve never gone this way, and tunnels under mountains aren’t uncommon, but something about this one causes a strange flutter in my stomach, a whisper of foreboding that I can’t quite shake.

      The light from the setting sun fades as we approach the tunnel’s mouth, its entrance looming like a portal to another world, echoing with the mystery and unknown of Alice’s Wonderland. As we drive into the shadowy depths, the sounds from outside dull into a hush, enveloping us in a cocoon that seems to pulse with secrets, heightening the sense of an impending revelation. Tori’s earlier words about Wonderland echo in my mind, blurring the lines between reality and fairy tales.

      As we emerge from the dim embrace of the tunnel, the landscape transforms dramatically. The car bursts into the fading light of the evening, and ahead of us, perched majestically on the mountainside, stands Aurora University. It looks nothing like a modern educational institution, but rather like an ancient castle rising directly from the rugged stone of the mountain itself. Its towers, sharp and imposing, cut a dramatic silhouette against the twilight sky, while the old stone walls appear to hold countless stories whispered by the winds.

      My breath catches at the sight, the university’s grandeur both awe-inspiring and slightly intimidating. It looks like a fortress, isolated and majestic, guarding ancient secrets and legacies. The architecture is a blend of Gothic spires and rugged stonework, creating a picture of a realm pulled from another era—or perhaps, as Tori suggested, another world entirely.

      The road curves snugly against the mountain, with thick forests crowding close to its edges, their branches stretching toward the stony base of the university like curious spectators. The last rays of the sun paint the scene with a golden hue, highlighting the castle-like features of Aurora University and enhancing its mystic allure.

      Tori slows the car as we approach a quaint stone bridge that arches over a stream, leading toward the main gate of the university. She turns to me with a grin, her eyes reflecting pride and excitement. “Welcome to Aurora University,” she announces, her voice imbued with a hint of ceremony, as if she’s revealing a long-kept secret.

      I stare up at the imposing structure, feeling wonder and nervous anticipation. The scene is so perfectly surreal, like stepping into a page from a fantasy novel. Tori’s earlier words echo in my ears, blending with the mystical view before us—Wonderland indeed.
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      The steady tick of a clock echoes in my head, seemingly louder than it truly is.

      Ticktock.

      Ticktock.

      Ticktock.

      My nostrils flare with determination as I slink down the corridor of Aurora University, a place reminiscent of the haunted halls back at Shadow Locke. This university, one of three prominent institutions on the East Coast, pulsates with academic and arcane energy.

      Tonight is the only chance I have to access their ancient library—a sanctuary of forgotten lore—but the book I desperately need isn’t there. Worse, it isn’t even cataloged in their system.

      Students meander through their college lives, oblivious to curses and darkness, while I drift in stagnation.

      Dorian Gray.

      My grandfather—a mythical man woven into literature’s tapestry, forever unaware of my existence.

      She was a shadow shifter, gifted with the ability to blend into darkness or light with a seamless, ethereal grace—a gift I partially inherited. Her world was woven from whispers and shadows, thriving amidst the secrecy that veiled her incredible powers. I can still recall the cool, marble-like smoothness of her hands as they caressed my cheek in those fleeting moments of maternal tenderness.

      My fingers trace the spines of ancient tomes as I search for answers to break my ancestor’s immortality curse. But the book eludes me, like every other potential solution.

      My search is jolted by a subtle rustle of movement behind me. Whirling around, I find a late-night student, her nose buried in her studies, oblivious to my turmoil. The shiver of paranoia never fully leaves me, though, the gnawing sensation of being perpetually watched clinging to me like a second shadow.

      “Apologies,” I whisper to the empty space between us, even though she remains engrossed in her academic world.

      Exiting the library, I step into the crisp night air. Under the ghostly silver light of the moon, the shadows are long and eerie over the quiet campus. Here, in this spectral luminescence, I often feel an eerie kinship with my father’s tormented spirit. His immortality was a prison, a relentless erosion of time that didn’t spare his soul nor his sanity.

      The same as my grandfather. Unlike him, I have no portrait to bear the burden of my age or sins. Nor did my father, or my uncle. Nor any other Gray in existence. I was born beneath the dark veil of his curse, conceived at a crossroads where the supernatural became my only inheritance.

      As I walk back toward the university gates, my mind wanders to the countless other relics and tales of cursed objects I’ve studied over the years. Each relic held a key to its own undoing, a way to break the ancient spells cast upon it. My own curse, however, feels as though it’s woven into the very fabric of my soul, inescapable and unbreakable.

      Surrender is not in my nature though. Not yet.

      Perhaps the answer lies within my own blood—the shadowy heritage of my mother and the tragic legacy of my grandfather and thus my father. Maybe, over winter break, I will journey to the place where he met his end, where his portrait, his soul’s last custodian, was destroyed. Maybe there, amidst the scattered ashes of his final moments, I will uncover the key to liberating myself from this eternal night, and perhaps, I will finally step out from under the oppressive shadows and into the light.

      Unlikely.

      As I exit the gates, the sudden roar of a crowd startles me back to the present, tearing through the silence like a crack of thunder. Floodlights bathe the rugby field in white light. I pause, my heart thumping a bit louder in my chest, debating whether or not to turn away. In my preoccupation with ancient curses, I’d almost forgotten about the game, the whole reason I had the opportunity to sneak into the school.

      Feeling an inexplicable pull in my gut, I step through the gates and head toward the raucous stands. I deftly sidestep a visibly drunk college student just as vomit splashes onto the ground where I would have been. My intuition, it seems, remains sharp despite my distractions. Clearly, there’s no real reason for me to linger here among the revelry and chaos. Breathing through my mouth to avoid the stench, I turn to leave, only to come face-to-face with her.

      Her hypnotizing hazel eyes flicker with flecks of gold and green, changing with her mood. My forced lunch companion whom I’ve diligently avoided for weeks stands unexpectedly before me.

      “I didn’t think you left the library,” she remarks, her voice laced with a mix of surprise and a challenge as she crosses her arms defensively.

      “And I didn’t think you knew about rugby,” I retort more harshly than intended. How did she get here? Unlike Shadow Locke, Aurora University exists completely in the shadow realm, a place not easily stumbled upon by the uninitiated.

      Does she even realize where she is? No, I don’t think she does. This realization dawns on me slowly. Francesca Vale just became the most compelling creature in my eyes.

      She stares at me with her incredibly expressive, unknowing eyes. “Walk with me,” I command abruptly, turning on my heel. She will either follow or she won’t.

      “I’m here with Tori,” she calls after me, her voice tinged with hesitation.

      I don’t stop. Whether she stays or follows is of no consequence to me, and if she were truly concerned about her friend, she wouldn’t follow, but she does. She runs up to me, falling into step beside me as we walk back toward the university casting its grand shadow over the stadium.

      “Aren’t you worried about Victoria?” I probe, unable to resist poking at her apparent indifference.

      Her sigh is laden with resignation, yet there’s a hint of defiance in her voice. “I came with Tori, but when we got to our seats, she found her old friend group there, and I’m not about to sit with Chloe or Amanda.”

      “So she chose them,” I say, glancing down at her with a mixture of curiosity and an unexpected twinge of empathy, “over you.”

      “No,” she whines, her frustration evident. “I told her I was going to find the bathroom and the snack bar,” she mutters, nibbling on her cheek in a telltale sign of anxiety.

      “You’re waiting to see who she chooses,” I surmise, pausing only to turn around and face her. What an odd girl. She looks like she could slit your throat in your sleep, and yet here she is, entangled in worries about someone who never gave her the time of day.

      She shrugs noncommittally, avoiding my gaze and instead looking up at the university, her expression contemplative, faint lines of concern etching her brow. She’s an enigma, and despite myself, I want to unravel the mysteries of Francesca Vale—Frankie.

      I hate that my curiosity about her is so consuming.

      “Don’t you want to watch your boyfriends?” I ask, a touch of irony in my voice. Even worse, a flutter rises inside me, anticipating her answer. Why do I find pleasure in the fact that she is here with me and not them?

      She turns her head to face me, her expression one of surprise. “Who?”

      I suppress the urge to roll my eyes, the familiarity of our banter oddly comforting. “You are wearing his jersey.”

      “Oh,” she says, a humorous laugh escaping her lips, soft and unguarded. “They aren’t my boyfriends.”

      “No?” I remark, my tone laced with curiosity and challenge. “Then what do you call it?”

      “Fucking,” she states flatly without an ounce of shame or even a blush. Interesting. She can talk about sex with the confidence of a grown woman.

      The depth of her character continues to intrigue me. What events led her to a place where she can say “fucking” in public without a care in the world? My curiosity about her grows with each bold statement she makes, peeling back layers of her facade.

      I hum under my breath and point to an old iron bench nearby, its peeling paint giving it a weathered look that somehow fits perfectly here. “Sit with me,” I suggest, inviting her into a quieter, more private space away from the chaos of the crowd.

      She turns around to look for Tori, but it’s clear she’s nowhere to be seen. Knowing for a fact that Frankie doesn’t have a phone adds a layer of complexity to her situation. With a resigned sigh, she sits beside me, stretching out her legs. I seldom get to see her in anything other than her school uniform, so seeing her in an oversized jersey and leggings feels almost scandalous—as though I’m privy to a glimpse of her private life.

      I look away, giving her a moment of privacy, letting the silence grow between us. The distant cheers rise and fall from the stadium, a backdrop to the intimate scene unfolding between us. I turn to Frankie, watching her as she takes in the surroundings.

      Her profile is illuminated by the stark white light, casting half her face in deep shadow while the other half glows ethereally. Her eyes, wide and reflective, absorb the scene, and I find myself captivated by the myriad of emotions playing across her features. It’s a rare moment of vulnerability, one she seldom allows others to see.

      In this quiet interlude, Frankie seems less like the tough, unapproachable enigma I’ve come to know, and more like someone searching for where she truly belongs.

      The once vibrant cheers of the crowd are swallowed by an unnerving silence, and a chilling tension descends over the field. Frankie, still alert, turns to me, her expression etched with confusion and a hint of fear. Although we are neither near the uproarious field nor the sanctuary of the library doors, the silence encases us, complete and unyielding.

      “What happened?” she whispers, her voice faint, as if the very act of speaking might shatter the fragile stillness that has cocooned us.

      Before I can formulate a response, a cold, unnerving breeze sweeps across the field, carrying with it a whispering echo that seems omnipresent, emanating from both nowhere and everywhere simultaneously. The floodlights above flicker sporadically, casting ghostly shadows that dance macabrely across the grass. Frankie’s hand finds mine, her grip tight and her fingers cold with dread.

      “Dorian,” she murmurs, her gaze darting toward the darkened edges of the field, “something feels wrong.”

      She’s right, something is wrong. This is no mere power outage. We are deep within the shadow realm, where normalcy is warped and twisted, and she remains blissfully unaware of the lurking dangers inherent to this darker part of the world.

      As if drawn by our collective trepidation, a low, menacing growl rolls across the field, intensifying as it draws nearer. A form begins to materialize out of the encroaching shadows—a hulking, dark figure with eyes that glow an ominous red.

      A shadow beast on university grounds.

      Frankie stands abruptly, her body coiled with tension, poised either to flee or fight, yet utterly unprepared for the true nature of the threat before us. From this vantage, all she can discern is the looming shadow, an irony not lost on me.

      “Stay behind me,” I instruct, positioning myself between her and the danger as the beast lunges from the tree line.

      My options are rapidly narrowing—keeping Frankie in the dark about the true nature of this world or ensuring her safety. It’s a choice that’s becoming harder to juggle as each second ticks by.

      I push her gently behind me, then I point urgently toward the library doors. “He won’t follow us into the light,” I say, my breath visible in the chilly air. “Walk slowly toward the doors.”

      Frankie casts a fleeting glance back, her eyes wide with fear and awe. “What was that thing?” she stammers, her mind struggling to make sense of the nightmarish vision.

      “Doors,” I repeat firmly, nudging her gently but insistently toward the safety of the library.

      I hear the door swing open before I see it, the rush of air-conditioned air brushing against us. As Frankie steps inside, I follow quickly, securing the door behind us.

      “Dorian,” she says again, my name on her lips stripped of the immediate fear, replaced instead with a burning curiosity. “What the hell?”

      “It’s a long story,” I reply, casting a cautious glance back through the door’s small window to ensure the beast hasn’t pursued us into the light. “One that goes beyond CliffsNotes.”

      In the distance, the beast’s growls diminish, swallowed by the shadows from which it sprang.

      “I’ll explain everything,” I promise her, the weight of my own secrets and the hidden dangers of the shadow realm pressing heavily upon me. “But first, we need to leave.” We need to move farther into the safety of the light, away from the thresholds where shadows grow bold. I turn to Frankie. “We need to go.”

      “No,” she states and juts her chin out. “Explain.”
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      “Dorian!” My voice echoes through the deserted hallway. I wrench my hand free, but he keeps blocking my view of what lurks beyond the glass door.

      What the hell was that?

      A lion? A bear? A wolf?

      The air is charged with a sinister silence that amplifies our isolated breaths and the distant, echoing howls that aren’t quite human or animal. Dorian’s gaze pierces through me, a storm of conflict and secrets swirling in his eyes.

      The shadows at the corridor’s end churn and coalesce into a towering beast. Its red eyes lock onto mine, its form flickering like a bad TV signal between worlds.

      A shrill, terrifying scream slices through the air like a sharp blade.

      “What the hell is that?” I rush toward the door, desperation fueling my movements, only for Dorian to lift me up and toss me over his shoulder. For a moment, I’m utterly shocked because I didn’t think he was capable of such physical strength. “Dorian!” I yell at him, my voice muffled against his back. “Tori is out there!”

      “One day you will thank me for this,” he mutters as he moves deeper into the school. His grip is unrelenting, secure and firm as if I were a child again, helpless and needing protection.

      Except, I’m not completely without the ability to fight back. I have shadows. As I glance back at the door, I watch as one of my shadows I haven’t even named yet—a wolf—slowly rises from the floor and begins to follow us. She leaps from wall to wall, her movements silent and fluid in the periphery of my vision.

      Confusion and awe swirl within me. My heart races with burning curiosity. My shadow wolf moves with a purpose, a deliberate grace that feels both eerie and familiar as it follows us, then she jumps into the wall, disappearing.

      If she’s out, then I’m out.

      “Dorian, put me down!” I demand. Reluctantly, he sets me on my feet in a darkened corridor, far from the front doors and the chaos that erupted outside.

      He turns to face me, his expression a mask of urgency and concern. The dim light flickers above, casting his features in stark relief. “Frankie, you have to trust me right now. We’re not safe.”

      “Not safe from what? Dorian, that thing—what’s going on?” My voice rises with my temper, a fierce need to understand pushing me to confront him.

      Dorian looks torn, his mouth opening then closing as he battles with his conscience. With a pained expression, he manages to whisper, “Frankie, there’s more at play here than I can safely explain right now. This creature, it’s not just a random threat—they are tied to the secrets this school was built upon. Please, just trust me for now.”

      “Are you telling me there are more than... beasts out there?” I ask, my voice steadying as I find my footing in this surreal reality.

      “More than you know,” he whispers, tugging me deeper into the school. Under his breath, he adds, “Foolish girl. Leo or Bishop would be better at protecting you.”

      Protect me? The realization that Dorian has been guarding me from unseen dangers all this time is both terrifying and infuriating. Why can’t he just tell me everything? What binds him to secrecy?

      My mind races, trying to piece together the snippets of abnormality I’ve witnessed. The creature outside, my autonomously moving shadow, Dorian’s cryptic comments—all of it begins to formulate into a story in my head too complex to ignore.

      “Dorian!” I insist, pulling my hand from his grasp, my fingers cold with fear and determination. Each time I try to peer around him, he shifts, deliberately shielding me from whatever lies beyond the glass door. “I am pretty sure I saw a big...”

      “What?” His voice is a low murmur, more to himself than to me, as his eyes scan the looming shadows, searching for signs of danger.

      “Dorian, I... I saw that beast,” I admit. I feel as though I’m on the precipice of something monumental, something life changing.

      “It’s... complicated and dangerous,” he replies, his voice barely above a whisper. “For now, I need you to stay close and trust me.”

      He leads me through the school, his hand a firm presence in mine. He turns on every light we pass. The fluorescent bulbs flicker to life, casting shadows against the walls that seem to play tricks on my eyes.

      “Dorian, where are we going?” I attempt to yank my hand away, but his grip is unrelenting. His eyes dart around every corner as we move through unfamiliar halls, his senses heightened and alert.

      “A safe room,” he answers, pausing to pull out his phone. He unlocks it swiftly, his fingers flying over an app, then he resumes leading me forward while texting someone with his free hand.

      “A safe room?” I echo, my confusion growing as his phone rings, the sound sharp and sudden in the quiet corridor.

      “Speak,” Dorian commands into the phone, scanning our surroundings. “I knew this was a risk.” His hand tightens around mine. “The dorms.”

      Despite seeing him every lunch, this is a new side of Dorian. Even in crisis, his casual jeans and T-shirt look incredibly... hot.

      The murmuring continues as he propels us through the aging halls of the school, each echoing our hurried footsteps. Then, a scream slices through the phone call, making me gasp. Dorian freezes in the dimly lit hallway, his nostrils flaring as he processes the sound.

      “Now, Bishop,” he mutters, disconnecting the call.

      “Why did you call Bishop?” I ask, my voice barely a whisper.

      “Francesca, I need you to listen to me,” he says, his gaze locked on the empty hall ahead. He’s not just looking, he’s plotting, calculating. “When I say run.” He finally turns to look at me, his eyes intense. “Run.”

      The urgency in his voice and the grave expression on his face tell me more than any explanation could. Whatever is happening, it’s bigger and more dangerous than I could have imagined.

      His eyes remain fixed on the dark corridor, the tension in his body palpable. I feel the danger pulsating through the air, a silent, sinister rhythm that seems to beckon from the shadows.

      “Dorian, what are we waiting for?” My voice is a mix of fear and frustration. Every nerve in my body is alert, waiting for something, anything, to happen.

      He doesn’t answer, his gaze never wavering from the darkness ahead. The silence stretches, heavy and thick, until it’s abruptly shattered by the distant sound of footsteps approaching rapidly. Dorian’s body tenses further, and his hand tightens around mine, a silent promise that he won’t let go.

      “Get ready,” he whispers, the words barely audible.

      The footsteps grow louder, closer. I can almost sense the threat heading toward us, a palpable force of malevolence that makes my heart race. This is no ordinary danger—it’s something otherworldly, something that belongs in the shadows.

      Suddenly, Dorian pulls me behind him, positioning himself between me and the approaching threat. His other hand reaches into his jacket, pulling out what looks like a small, metallic device. It’s sleek and unlike anything I’ve seen before, humming with a strange energy.

      “Run on my mark,” he says, his voice low and urgent.

      Before I can respond, the shadows at the end of the corridor shift and twist, coalescing into a tall, menacing figure. The creature’s eyes glow a deep red, its form flickering like a bad television signal. It lets out a growl that chills me to the bone, a sound that speaks of hunger and rage.

      Dorian steps forward, the device in his hand coming to life with a bright, pulsating light. “Now, Frankie, run!”

      Instead of running, I’m rooted to the spot, transfixed by the scene unfolding before me. Dorian moves with a precision and confidence that belies the danger, his device emitting a beam of light that strikes the creature. The beast howls in pain, recoiling from the light, but it doesn’t retreat. It regroups, preparing to attack again.

      “Frankie, I mean it—run!” Dorian shouts over his shoulder, his voice a desperate command that cuts through the chaos. His attention is split between me and the shadow creature, his body tense and ready for conflict.

      This time, his tone brooks no argument. The fear in his voice, more than the creature itself, spurs me into action. My heart hammers as I turn and sprint down the corridor, my footsteps echoing loudly in the empty school. Behind me, the sounds of a fierce struggle fill the air—a symphony of growls and the strange, electrical hum of Dorian’s device.

      As I run, the weight of what’s happening crashes down on me. Dorian is back there, fighting a creature that defies all logic, to protect me, and in this moment, as fear and adrenaline pump through my veins, I realize that nothing will ever be the same again.

      The corridor opens to a moonlit courtyard, the dorms—our supposed haven—waiting on the other side.

      Emerging into the chilly night air, I hesitate for just a moment, my skin prickling with the sudden drop in temperature. I glance back to see if Dorian is behind me, but that moment of hesitation costs me as I feel a powerful grip encircle my wrist, pulling me backward. A surge of relief floods through me when I see its Dorian, not the creature. His expression is fierce, his eyes burning with an intensity I’ve never seen before.

      “Keep moving, Frankie!” he orders, his voice a harsh whisper that slices through the night. We sprint together across the courtyard, our footsteps loud on the cobblestones, the ancient stones cold and unyielding beneath my shoes.

      The shadow beast emerges from the building, its form more terrifying in the moonlight. It’s massive, much larger than I realized inside, its body a swirling mass of darkness that seems to suck in the light around it. Its red eyes fixate on us, malevolent intelligence shining within them.

      Dorian pulls me behind a gnarled oak tree, releasing my hand to grab his whirring device. “When I say now, run straight for the unlocked dorm door,” he says, eyes fixed on the beast.

      I nod, unable to form words, my entire body tensed for the run. Dorian steps away from the tree, positioning himself between me and the beast as it begins to move toward us, each deliberate step causing the air to tremble with its power.

      “Now, Frankie! Go!” Dorian shouts, thrusting the device forward. A brilliant beam of white light shoots from it, striking the beast. It lets out an agonized howl that seems to shake the leaves on the trees.

      I turn and run as fast as I can toward the dormitory, my heart hammering in my chest, the beast’s enraged howls echoing behind me. The sounds of their confrontation—a terrifying symphony of growls, shrieks, and the eerie buzz of Dorian’s device—propel me forward.

      As I reach the door, I glance back and see Dorian dodging a swipe from one of the beast’s massive shadowy limbs. He rolls to the ground, narrowly avoiding the attack, and jumps back to his feet, the device still in hand. He’s fighting with a desperation that’s both terrifying and awe-inspiring.

      Fumbling with the handle, I finally manage to throw open the door and rush inside. The relative safety of the dormitory hallway does little to calm my racing heart. I can’t leave him out there alone. He might be strong and mysterious, but he’s still just one person.

      “Dorian!” I shout from the doorway, not caring about the danger anymore. I can’t just run and hide while he battles for our lives.

      Dorian glances at me, his expression one of fierce determination. “Stay inside, Frankie!” he yells just as the creature launches another attack. This time, Dorian meets the beast head-on, the device in his hand glowing even brighter as he thrusts it toward the creature.

      The light forms a barrier. The beast recoils but doesn’t retreat, gathering shadows until it towers over Dorian, its eyes burning with undying resolve.

      Taking a deep breath, I step back inside and slam the door shut, the sound thundering in my ears. My eyes remain fixed on the scene outside the glass. Dorian maneuvers around the beast, his movements a blur of speed and precision. He’s fighting not just with physical strength, but with tactics, always keeping just out of reach of the beast’s deadly strikes.

      The creature roars and dissipates into shadow. Dorian stands alone, chest heaving, device still raised against the darkness.

      After a moment to ensure the beast has truly gone, he rushes toward the dormitory. I yank the door open, and he stumbles inside, looking every bit the warrior yet visibly shaken. His hair is tousled, and his breathing is ragged.

      “We need to get to the safe room, now,” he says, grabbing my hand again and pulling me down the hall. His grip is firm. “It won’t hold back for long. We have a small window before it regroups and comes back stronger.”

      I nod, my mind racing as we navigate through the dimly lit hallways of the dormitory. Each step takes us deeper into the building, away from the immediate danger, but the shadow of the night’s events hangs over us, heavy and oppressive. The air feels thicker here, charged with the echo of our desperate escape.

      Dorian punches a code into the keypad. The door reveals a fortress-like room lined with monitors. He ushers me inside and secures the door, finally releasing my hand.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, my voice trembling slightly from adrenaline and concern.

      Dorian doesn’t answer right away. Instead, he leans against the door, closing his eyes briefly, as if gathering his strength. When he opens them again, there’s a softness there I hadn’t seen before, a vulnerability that belies his usual stoicism.

      “I will be now that we’re here. You’re safe,” he assures me, but his voice holds a tremor, and there is a haunted look in his eyes.

      “Firefly!” Bishop yells from across the room.

      I don’t want to look away from Dorian, but Bishop’s pull is undeniable. In that moment of distraction, Dorian slips away.

      “Bishop,” he says flatly. “Keep her safe.”

      He’s gone before I can stop him, leaving me with one thought:

      What the fuck just happened?
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      “Firefly.” Bishop’s voice slices through the silence. His hands frame my face, urgent and panicked as his eyes scan the shadows for hidden dangers. His breath comes in heavy bursts. “You’re okay,” he says, voice trembling.

      I step out of his range, the sudden intimacy too much, too soon. My neck itches with caution—a warning buzz of adrenaline still coursing through me. “What the fuck is happening?” I snap, my voice cracking under the strain. “And where is Victoria?” I demand before even acknowledging my surroundings, my concern for my friend slicing through the fog of confusion and fear.

      Bishop holds his hands up and takes a step back, recognizing that I’m teetering on the edge. His gesture is one of peace, his features softening in an attempt to soothe. I haven’t felt this out of control since…

      I wheeze…

      Since…

      Oh hell. My memories suck me under, dragging me into a whirlpool of panic and disorientation. The images flash too quickly to grasp—a blur of faces, the echo of a scream, the stifling sensation of being utterly alone. It’s like being submerged in deep water, struggling for air, reaching for something solid.

      My breath hitches against the tide of overwhelming emotions. Bishop’s face swims into view, etched with worry.

      “Frankie, focus on me. You’re safe here,” he says, his voice steady in the chaos of my unraveling senses. The room feels like both sanctuary and prison.

      “Breathe, Frankie. You’re not alone,” he continues, grounding me to the reality of fortress-like walls and shadows dancing across the floor.

      Except I am alone. I have always been alone.

      

      I gasp for air as I wake with a start, my lungs screaming and protesting as I gulp in desperate breaths. The room spins around me, a thick fog clouding my senses. As I try to rub the sleep from my eyes, a harsh, cold reality grips me—I can’t move my arms. Panic surges as my eyes snap to my wrists, shackled to the unforgiving metal of a hospital-like bed.

      “What the hell?” The clinking of the chains echoes in the sterile, dimly lit room, amplifying my growing panic.

      “You’re awake.” The voice is a whisper, soft and unsettling, floating to me from the corner of the room. It slowly emerges from the shadows, a figure cloaked in darkness, moving toward me with a predatory grace.

      “You!” I gasp, the air catching in my throat. “You kidnapped me.” Tears start to burn the backs of my eyelids, a mix of fear and defiance welling up inside me.

      “Shh. It’s okay.” Her voice is eerily calm as she sweeps my hair off my face, sitting on the side of the bed. I’m trapped, unable to scoot away or escape her invasive presence.

      “Why are you doing this?” I cry out, the weight of my entire life pressing down on me. Isn’t it enough that I’ve lost every single place I’ve ever called home? And now, I’ve been kidnapped. What the hell did I do to deserve this fate?

      “You needed to be saved,” she coos, her tone disturbingly serene as her eyes gleam with madness and conviction. “And luckily for you, I found you.”

      “Saving me by binding me to a bed?” I choke on my words, my voice a mixture of incredulity and anger.

      “For now,” she replies softly, continuing to brush my hair away from my forehead with disturbing tenderness. “Until you’re compliant.”

      My heart skips a beat. “What?” The word escapes me as a whisper, a fearful acknowledgment of the unfolding nightmare.

      “You and I are going to do amazing things,” she whispers as she leans over me. Her lips brush my forehead in a chaste kiss, her touch chillingly gentle. “I can’t wait.”

      The cold kiss sends a shiver down my spine, her words echoing ominously in the dim room. As she pulls back, her silhouette framed by the faint light, the reality of my situation sets in. Trapped and at the mercy of a captor who sees me as a project, I realize that this is a new level of hell—one where my freedom is stripped away under the guise of being saved.

      

      “Frankie, come back to me. Come on, firefly.” Bishop’s voice pulls me out of the swirling vortex of my memories, grounding me back to reality.

      When I come to, I find myself sitting on the edge of a bed. The hum of fluorescent lights breaches my memories next, flickering above us in a steady, persistent rhythm. I blink, my eyes adjusting as I finally take in my surroundings.

      The room is almost like an infirmary. Dozens of beds line both walls, their clinical arrangement reminding me painfully of an orphanage.

      “Hey, there you are,” Bishop says, leaning back on his heels, his eyes searching mine. “You alright?”

      Am I? No. I don’t even know what triggered my episode this time, but here I am, disoriented yet somehow steady. Though my stomach feels tight, I muster up a nod. I’m alright—no idea where I am or what is even happening, but I’m okay, or at least I tell myself that.

      “Where are we?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper.

      “Safe room,” he replies.

      Everything rushes to me all at once. “Victoria.” I stand too fast, my head spinning as if I’m on a carousel, and I fall toward Bishop, who quickly catches me in his arms.

      “Sit still, alright?” he instructs firmly but gently, setting me back on the bed. He scoots back, giving me space, or perhaps preparing to catch me again—I can’t tell which. “She’s okay,” he adds, reaching into his pocket to slowly remove and unlock his phone, which he hands over to me. “She’s waiting on your call.”

      I blink at him, then focus on his phone. My brain feels like it’s short-circuiting under the strain. I concentrate on the messaging app, find Tori’s number, and call her.

      “Frankie,” she answers immediately, and I sag with relief.

      “Tori, you’re okay.”

      “Yeah, are you alright? I’m coming to get you. Stay where you are.” She pauses, her voice anxious. “Where are you?”

      “Safe room?” I sound it out like a question, still disoriented.

      “On my way.” The call ends, and I hand the phone back to Bishop.

      Licking my lips, I look around, feeling odd sitting in this huge room with just him. “Where is everyone else?” I ask, glancing at all the empty beds then back at him.

      “Outside.”

      “With that thing?” My voice pitches into a screech.

      He nods slowly, his expression guarded, his usual look when he’s dealing with me. It’s careful and measured, like he’s treading on fragile ground.

      “Just relax,” he says as he stands up and fluffs my pillow, a small, almost absurd gesture given the circumstances.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I ask, watching him with surprise.

      “Fluffing your pillow,” he answers simply.

      “Why?”

      “To make you more comfortable.”

      “Know what would make me comfortable?” I snap, standing up without my nervous system malfunctioning. “Knowing what the fuck is going on.” I spin in a circle, taking in the room again. “There are no windows in here, Bishop. That’s weird.”

      He nods slowly, audibly gulping, caught off guard by my observation. “I…” His mouth opens and closes, but no words follow.

      Snorting, I spin around and begin to march to the door. I’ll find Tori on my own.

      “I regret putting you on that train every day,” he blurts out.

      I freeze at the door, head dropping. My heart pounds against my ribs as I turn to face him.

      In his Shadow Locke hoodie and jeans, Bishop looks deceptively normal—just another college student. But his eyes tell the truth: a soul destroyed by its own choices.

      Good.

      That action ruined me in ways I’ll never be able to explain to him.

      All I do is stand here, because clearly, he needs this moment more than I do.

      He saw what our stepfather did to me that night—or at least some of it. If I’d known it would only go downhill from there, I’d have… What? Shaking my head, I breathe through my clenched teeth.

      “I don’t know what happened that night,” he begins, his voice laced with regret. Seeing my bewildered expression, he takes a deep breath before continuing. “When I walked into the kitchen and saw you there, trembling and trying to clean up that spilled lemonade, something inside me panicked. You looked so terrified, so unlike yourself. I knew something terrible had happened, something I couldn’t even begin to understand, and in that moment, all I could think of was getting you to safety. The train to Morrow Bay wasn’t just a random choice—it was the first thing that came to mind.”

      Bishop’s confession hangs in the air between us, each word weighted with regret and a plea for understanding. His eyes, normally so guarded and cool, now reflect a turmoil that seems to churn deep within him.

      “I should have done more,” he continues, his voice thick with emotion. “I should have fought harder for you. I don’t know what happened to you, but that day I saw you in Morrow Bay, I just… I just needed to know you, know you survived, but the haunted look in your eyes tells me that day I put you on the train altered your entire life.”

      It did.

      I remain silent, my own emotions a tangled mess I’m not ready to unravel—not here, not now. I’ve lived through the confusion, hurt, and rapid changes that swept through my life since that night. Bishop’s regrets can’t alter the past, nor can they soothe the scars those events left on my psyche.

      He steps closer hesitantly, as if unsure whether to bridge the gap between us. “Frankie, I need you to understand. I thought I was helping. I thought I was protecting you by sending you away.”

      “Protecting me?” My voice is a whisper laced with bitterness. “Or was it easier? You have no idea what I went through and who I had to become to survive.”

      I will not cry. Now is not the time for this.

      He flinches as if I struck him. “No, Frankie, no. I... I was scared. I didn’t know what to do. I was just a kid too.”

      The raw honesty in his voice pierces through my building anger, reminding me that Bishop was just a teenager himself, thrust into a role he was unprepared for. We were both victims of circumstance, reacting out of fear and confusion.

      I release the door handle and turn to face him. For a moment, I see the desperate child he was, trying and failing to do the right thing.

      “Bishop,” I say steadily, “I can’t do this right now.”

      “I need to.” Relief and sadness mingle in his expression.

      The walls close in, suffocating me with the weight of unsaid things. My heart pounds as he steps forward.

      “I can see what that time did to you. You had to hide and be someone you didn’t want to be,” he says gently, but he doesn’t know. He has no idea. “If you stayed, I would have asked Mom to adopt you. Done something more.”

      I can’t let him in, not like this. Not now. Now is not the time to spill my secrets, and even if I wanted to, when I open my mouth to tell him, the words just won’t leave my mouth.

      How does one even describe the person they had to be to survive if that isn’t who they are? I can’t.

      “When Mom adopted me the following week, we looked for you.” Bishop’s voice is thick with regret, but I don’t share it. His pain is because he couldn’t find me.

      A dark part of me imagines his face if he knew the truth—the chains, the tears that dried up, leaving nothing but the obedient shell they wanted.

      Good girls don’t cry.

      “I spent years looking for you, until that day in Morrow Bay with the scholarship letter.” His whisper follows his step forward. “I saw you, and I just⁠—”

      “Needed to fuck me?” Bitterness cuts through my words. “That’s what you did. You fucked me for days and dropped me.”

      “You didn’t know!” he yells, his voice bridging the chasm between us.

      “Know what, Bishop?” I take a defiant step toward him. “That you would act like a narcissist?” I snort derisively. “A manipulative fool?”

      “It isn’t like that. There are things you don’t know,” he pleads, desperation coloring his tone.

      “Then fucking tell me!” I scream. “Tell me what I’m clearly missing here. Everyone around me is evasive, telling me I’ll just get it one day. One day, I’ll understand. I’m not understanding, Bishop, and until someone breaks and tells me, I just won’t know.”

      He opens his mouth and closes it, struggling for words.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” I scoff. “A beast with red eyes just ended a rugby match, I’m in a fucking safe room, and you want to talk about your feelings?” I shake my head in disbelief. “Fuck off, Bishop.”

      I spin around and yank the door open, grateful to see Tori who launches herself at me and jerks me to the side.

      “You’re okay.” She hugs me tightly. “They aren’t supposed to exist,” she murmurs repeatedly, her voice a mixture of relief and fear.

      “What isn’t supposed to exist?” I ask her as I glance back at Bishop, who’s still standing in the middle of the room.

      I’m almost convinced she won’t answer me—hell, no one seems to want to answer me—but she does. “Shadow beasts.”

      “What?” I swallow hard, my eyes glued to Bishop, whose mouth is parted in surprise.

      “Last I heard, they were extinct.” She pulls back, her usually tan skin ghostly pale. “They are extinct.”

      “What?” It’s all I can manage, my mind reeling with this new information.

      Tori shakes her head. “Come on, let’s go home.”

      “But…”

      “That’s all I know, Frankie. That’s all I know.” Her voice is firm, leaving no room for further questions.

      I nod, but my gaze drifts back to Bishop, watching his chest rise and fall with each breath.

      “Is it gone?” I ask her, needing some assurance.

      She nods. “Yeah, it’s gone, but the game is done. They are sending everyone back to their dorms.”

      “Let’s get the hell out of here.” I grab her hand and squeeze it. “Thanks for coming back for me.”

      She snorts. “I tried to follow you when you left, but I lost you in the crowd.”

      I snap my head around to look at her. “You came for me?”

      “Yeah, of course,” she says with a smile. “I told you, I’m making a choice.”

      She’s choosing me? This thought warms something deep inside me.

      “Come on, Mom is going to freak out. Let’s crash there for the night.”

      “You’re inviting me to your mom’s?”

      “Yeah, let’s go.” She tugs on my hand, drawing me out the door.

      Before leaving, I catch one last glimpse of Bishop—shoulders slumped, wearing loss like a shroud.

      Good, I think with bitter satisfaction. He deserves this. But as I turn away, guilt stabs through me. Why does his pain still matter?
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      “There are my girls!” Abigail’s muffled voice reaches us before the bright red door swings open. Abbi pulls us into a three-person hug—warm but taut, different from her usual embraces.

      “Ma.” Tori’s voice is smothered against her shoulder.

      “Let them breathe, Abbi.” Andy pries us apart, her smile wide, cheeks flushed. I’ve never seen anyone so excited to see me. “Well, I heard the game had a bit of a dramatic flare to it.”

      I snort, the sound more nervous than amused. “You could call it that,” I comment, trying to keep my voice light.

      Abbi finally releases us. “Inside, let’s go.” As she steps back, I notice she’s wearing a muumuu, vibrant and patterned, which seems to amplify her already exuberant personality.

      I shuffle into the living room, my senses immediately engulfed by the nostalgia that permeates Abbi’s home. The walls are adorned with framed family pictures. Eclectic knickknacks fill the shelves, from antique vases to whimsical ceramic figures. The air is thick with the scent of something savory cooking in the kitchen, mingling with a faint floral fragrance that seems to linger in the corners of the room.

      Tori flops down on the floral sofa, the cushions sighing under her weight. She tugs me down beside her onto the soft embrace of the well-worn fabric.

      The clinking of cookware and murmur of Abbi’s and Andy’s voices drift into the room from the kitchen. The aroma intensifies, hinting at homemade bread and something else, something that reminds me of Sunday dinners from a life I never had. As I breathe in deeply, a fleeting, inexplicable chill passes through me, briefly overlaying the warm scents with something cold and shadowy. It’s gone as quickly as it came, leaving me to wonder if I imagined it.

      “So, spill,” Tori says, her voice low but insistent, her eyes flicking toward the kitchen before returning to mine with a piercing intensity. “You’ve been off all day. It isn’t just the game, is it? This feels like it’s about those shadows you’ve mentioned before. What happened today?”

      I never mentioned shadows to her before…

      I bite my lip, tracing the floral pattern on the sofa arm with my fingertip. The fabric is soft, slightly pilled from years of use. “It’s just…” I begin, my voice trailing off as I struggle to find the right words, especially considering her past with Bishop. There’s more though. “I feel like I’m missing something.” As the words leave my lips, a dull ache starts to form behind my eyes, the beginnings of a headache.

      Tori’s expression softens, her usual levity fading as she leans her head back against the couch, her eyelids fluttering closed. Her body seems to melt into the cushions, and I envy her ability to feel so at home, so completely relaxed in this familiar setting.

      “I don’t know exactly,” I whisper. How do I even bring up what I’m thinking, what I’m feeling, any of it? I chew on my lip, shifting slightly to try and find a comfortable spot on the couch. Despite Abbi and Andy’s warmth and hospitality, I still feel like an outsider, awkward and out of place.

      Tori hums, a sound so soft I almost miss it. I think she’s half asleep when she suddenly opens one eye and fixes it on me. “So,” she murmurs so quietly I have to lean in to hear her, “what did you see tonight?”

      “I don’t know,” I confess, pausing as a shiver races down my spine. Today, when the shadows moved, it wasn’t like before. I didn’t do it, it wasn’t me. There was a beast, something fierce and familiar yet wholly terrifying. It felt like it knew me, like those shadows that have haunted me since I was a child. I wrap my arms around myself, the memory of the cold, dark presence swirling through my core still vivid and unsettling.

      “Okay, we have bougie grilled cheese!” Abbi announces cheerfully as she emerges from the kitchen with a plate of sandwiches stacked high. The sight of the food, so lovingly prepared, momentarily distracts me from the turmoil inside.

      I let the previous conversation slide as Abbi sets the plate down on the coffee table. Honestly, I’m just thankful for the change in conversation. I can’t even begin to wrap my head around everything that happened, so I’m grateful for this moment of peace, this simple pleasure. “What is a bougie grilled cheese?” I ask.

      “I baked the bread,” Andy says, coming in behind Abbi with a glass in each hand. She hands one to her sister before they simultaneously sit in their respective chairs, mirroring each other’s movements so perfectly it’s almost choreographed. It makes me wish I had a twin, someone to share that kind of effortless connection with.

      “There are three different kinds of cheese too,” Abbi adds, her voice filled with pride. “Go on, try it!”

      I pick up one of the sandwiches, the bread still warm and slightly crusty at the edges. As I take a bite, the cheese—sharp, creamy, and a bit tangy—melds perfectly in my mouth. The flavors fill me with a warmth that spreads through my limbs. “This is amazing,” I tell them sincerely, the taste grounding me in the here and now.

      Abbi claps her hands together, her delight palpable. “I told you she’d love it, Andy!”

      Andy chuckles, her eyes twinkling with mirth. “It’s the Gouda. Gouda changes everything,” she quips, her laughter light and easy.

      “You two are like some sort of cheese wizards,” I say, managing a smile as I swallow another mouthful. The homemade bread adds a whole new dimension to the meal. “How did you even come up with this?”

      “It was a happy accident, really,” Abbi confesses with a shrug. “One day we just threw together leftovers from a fancy cheese board Andy brought over.”

      “Best accident ever,” I say, reaching for a second sandwich. This simple moment of sharing food, laughter, and light conversation feels like a warm hug, the kind that stitches up the frayed edges of a rough day. For a brief second, I allow myself to feel like I’m a part of something, less like an orphan and more like someone with a place to belong, even if it’s just for the evening.

      Andy nods in agreement, the soft light from the overhead lamp casting a warm glow on her face. “We’re all about happy accidents here. Remember that time we tried to make homemade pizza and ended up with what we affectionately called the cheese crater?”

      Abbi bursts out laughing, the sound loud and infectious, filling the room with a sense of homeliness and mirth. “Oh, don’t remind me. We couldn’t decide if it was a culinary disaster or masterpiece.”

      “I think Frankie needs to hear this story,” Tori interjects with a smirk, clearly enjoying the lighter mood as much as I am. Her eyes sparkle with mischief and fondness for these shared family tales.

      “Well,” Andy starts, leaning forward, her face alight with the glee of reminiscence, “we had this brilliant idea to load the pizza with every type of cheese in the fridge. Mozzarella, cheddar, some blue cheese…”

      “Don’t forget the ricotta,” Abbi adds, chuckling. “That was the real mistake. It just went everywhere.”

      “It was like a cheese volcano,” Andy continues, her hands animated as she describes the scene. “It just bubbled up and then—boom—collapsed in the middle. We ended up with a pizza dough bowl filled with molten cheese.”

      I laugh, the image vivid and hilarious in my mind. The laughter feels light, a pleasant echo in the cozy room. “That sounds… pretty delicious, actually, despite the visual.”

      “It was,” Abbi says with a nod, her eyes twinkling. “We scooped it up with bread sticks. Turned our failure into a sort of cheesy bread fondue.”

      “It’s all about perspective,” Andy says, winking at me. Her words seem to carry a deeper meaning, one that resonates within the walls of this home. “Turn your disasters into opportunities.”

      “That should be your motto,” I suggest, taking another bite of the grilled cheese. The sandwich is comfort food, the kind that not only fills your stomach but somehow reaches into your soul, soothing and warm.

      Tori, who’s been eating silently, finally speaks up again, her voice soft yet clear in the quiet room. “Speaking of opportunities, remember the garden party last summer? When Abbi decided to turn the lawn into a dance floor?”

      “Oh, heavens,” Abbi says, rolling her eyes with dramatic flair. “That was an adventure. We had string lights and everything, but then it rained.”

      “But you danced in the rain anyway,” Tori points out, her smile wide as she recalls the memory.

      Andy laughs, the sound rich and full. “We did. Turned the garden into a mud pit, but it was fun, wasn’t it? Dancing there, with the rain pouring down—it felt like we were characters in a movie.”

      I smile, feeling a warmth that has little to do with the grilled cheese. It’s comforting, hearing about these snippets of life, simple joys and mishaps turned into cherished memories. It makes me feel closer to them, like I’m part of their circle, a fleeting feeling of belonging that fills a space I didn’t realize was empty.

      Abbi reaches over to refill my glass, her movements graceful and motherly. “You’re always welcome here, Frankie. Always part of our little misadventures.”

      Gratitude swells in my chest, and I nod, feeling too full of emotions to speak. “Thanks,” I say, my heart fuller than my stomach, touched by the inclusion.

      As the laughter dies down and the last remnants of grilled cheese are polished off, Abbi stretches, reaching her arms toward the ceiling. “Well, girls, I think it’s about time we turned in. Big day tomorrow, and you both need your beauty sleep.”

      Andy nods in agreement, her gaze softening as she looks at Tori and me. “That’s right. You girls head on up. There’s fresh sheets on your bed, Tori.”

      Tori yawns, the action contagious, and I find myself covering my mouth as a yawn escapes too. “Thanks, Mom, Aunt Andy,” Tori says as we start gathering the plates and glasses, stacking them in the kitchen.

      “Leave those, leave those,” Andy insists, shooing us away from the sink with a gentle hand. “Go on up. We’ll handle this mess.”

      With a grateful smile, Tori leads me upstairs to her room, a cozy space with walls covered in posters of rock bands and the corners stuffed with piles of books and clothes. It feels lived in, warm, and unmistakably Tori.

      Tori tosses me a soft, oversized T-shirt and a pair of shorts. “Here, you can wear these. Bathroom’s down the hall if you need to brush your teeth or whatever.”

      “Thanks,” I murmur, clutching the clothes to my chest, suddenly overwhelmed by the normalcy of this. It’s just like in the movies or the books I read. The simplicity of the gesture, the casual intimacy of sharing clothes and space, adds another layer to this unfamiliar feeling of home.

      “Alright, you can sleep on the bed with me or on the floor,” Tori says, pulling her blankets down. Her bed, larger than the twin at the dorms, offers more than enough space for both of us. Her invitation somehow bridges the gap between guest and family, and in that moment, I feel a little less like an orphan and more like a friend, a sister.

      Licking my lips, I stand there, frozen. The last memory of sharing a bed brings back a surge of chilling fear. The last time I was this close, it was with the woman who kidnapped me. Back then, fear gripped me tightly, but now, in the safety of Tori’s room, the fear is absent, replaced by a hesitant curiosity. Slowly, I sit down on the bed, my movements cautious. When my stomach doesn’t churn with anxiety, I exhale a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding and glance at Tori, who is watching me with a curious yet gentle gaze.

      “The bed is fine,” I say, clearing my throat as I slide under the covers. Tori mirrors my actions on the other side of the bed. She reaches over to switch off the lamp, and the room is instantly bathed in the soft, silver glow of moonlight spilling through the window.

      We lie in silence for a moment, the serene quiet broken only by the distant hoot of an owl and the subtle rustle of leaves outside. It feels surreal, this gentle transition from my usual solitude to a moment filled with warm, comforting friendship.

      “I’ve never done this before,” I confess softly into the darkness, my voice barely a whisper.

      “Done what?” Tori’s voice is sleepy but laced with curiosity.

      “Had a sleepover like this, at a friend’s house.” I swallow, my throat tight with a strange cocktail of sadness and contentment. “It’s nice.”

      Tori turns to face me, her eyes glinting in the low light. “Really? I’m glad you’re here, Frankie. It’s nice having someone around without having to pretend to be something I’m not.”

      “It’s different,” I admit, the words spilling out with an honesty I didn’t expect. “I always wondered what it was like… having a normal teenage life, even though I’m no longer a teen. I feel like I’m playing catch up. You know, friends, sleepovers, talking all night about... whatever.”

      Tori laughs softly, a sound that is comforting and inviting. “We can talk about whatever you want. Boys? Music? The spooky stuff at school?”

      “Maybe all of it,” I say, a smile playing on my lips. I feel a flicker of excitement at the prospect of just being normal.

      “Deal,” Tori whispers, a yawn breaking her sentence. She seems to drift toward sleep with ease. “Maybe in the morning.”

      “Okay,” I murmur, listening as Tori’s breathing slows to deep, even breaths.

      How does one fall asleep so fast like that?

      Not tired at all, I push myself up against the headboard, my eyes wandering around Tori’s room. Her mom has been inviting me here for the last two years, and this is the first time I took them up on it. Tori’s room is huge. It’s a stark contrast to the cots or beds I had in the foster homes—that was all I had, and here, Tori has an entire room.

      I’m not even jealous, more thankful that she didn’t grow up the way I did. No one deserves that kind of childhood, which was the entire reason I began my little vigilante spree. Something that, for the first time since escaping Valerie, I haven’t done in months.

      Valerie.

      My stomach twists just from thinking her name. I try not to think about her. When I do, I get hot, sweaty, and all I want to do is⁠—

      What is that?

      I lean forward, peering into the dim light. At the foot of the bed, it looks like a rising shadow. Doors open and close downstairs, and I jerk my head toward the door, my heart racing as Abbi’s and Andy’s whispers drift up the stairs. When I look back, the darkness seems to spill over Tori’s legs.

      That’s not me.

      I call my own shadows and lift my hand, watching as they swirl around my fingertips. Reaching down, I touch them against the other shadows. An inky blob reaches back.

      There is no way.

      The darkness at Tori’s feet slowly creeps up and over her, blanketing her. Her breathing deepens, and she slips into a deeper sleep as soon as they do this, as though they are protecting her in her slumber.

      I watch, confusion pooling as my world fractures. Two years of pieces suddenly align, though the puzzle isn’t complete. Just upright.

      One staggering realization emerges—I may not be as alone as I thought.

      Why does that terrify me more than anything?
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      I can no longer pretend at normalcy.

      The facade I clung to for two years has dissolved, leaving only secrets that press down like a suffocating shroud. I can’t shed them, can’t escape them.

      I can’t even talk about them, though I should. Even with Tori. Instead, I simmer in denial.

      This morning, Tori and I returned to campus early. After a quick shower, I dressed in my jogging gear and hit the path, a ritual that normally clears my mind, but today is different. Today, I’m looking at everything with new eyes.

      As I run along the winding path that encircles the campus, the familiar sights take on a shadowy, sinister hue under the gray morning sky. The surf crashes relentlessly against the rocky shoreline, sending sprays of cold, salty mist into the air, which settles on my skin like a ghostly caress. The towering old oaks, usually so majestic, now seem to hunch over the trail, their gnarled branches twisting like tortured souls reaching out toward the sea fog that clings to their bark.

      “I’m losing my mind,” I mutter to myself, the words barely audible over the roar of the ocean.

      Each footfall on the damp gravel feels deliberate, echoing ominously against the backdrop of the ocean’s roar. My breath comes in steady puffs, visible in the chilly air, mingling with the sea mist like spirits being exhaled into the world. It’s a rhythmic reminder of the isolation I feel, surrounded by beauty that somehow seems malevolent today.

      I pass the old library, its stone facade more foreboding than ever. The gargoyles perched along the roofline peer down at me, their expressions grotesque and mocking. I’ve jogged past this building a thousand times, but today, it feels as though they are watching me, aware of my growing suspicions and the secrets I’m beginning to unravel.

      As I round the corner near the botanical gardens, the scent of saltwater mixes with the smell of damp earth and decaying leaves. The gardens are a riot of color, even in the dim light, but the beauty of the blooms does nothing to lift the heaviness that settles over me. The whispering of wind through the trees sounds like hushed conversations, secrets being exchanged just beyond my hearing.

      I slow as I approach the small bridge over a narrow part of the creek that cuts through campus. The water flows quietly below, dark and mysterious, mingling with the larger, more ominous sea beyond. Leaning against the railing, I look down into the water, half expecting to see something unnatural lurking beneath the surface, but there’s nothing—just the occasional leaf floating past, carried away by the gentle current.

      It’s here, in this quiet, secluded spot that the weight of everything I’ve learned feels most oppressive. The pieces of the puzzle are slowly fitting together, each one revealing more of the dark tapestry that is the true nature of this place. Before I understood their significance, the sigils were merely intriguing designs to me, curious symbols etched into doorframes, carved into the bark of trees, and hidden in the ornate ironwork of gates. However, after recent sessions with Bishop, where he meticulously explained the cipher, these symbols have taken on a new meaning. Each sigil, I’ve learned, carries a specific meaning.

      Protection.

      Binding.

      Power.

      Recognizing them now feels like reading a secret language that reveals warnings, or perhaps serves as markers in an arcane surveillance system monitoring my every move.

      As I push off from the railing and resume my jog, my mind races with the implications of these revelations. The shadows seem to cling a little closer, the whispers of the wind more insistent, mixed with the distant cries of seabirds. I force myself to pick up the pace, trying to outrun my own thoughts, but the chilling realization remains—no matter how fast I run, I can’t escape the truth that is slowly enveloping me.

      It’s impossible to escape the feeling that the academy is alive, that it breathes and watches and perhaps waits. The thought sends a shiver down my spine as I head toward the athletic fields—the only place left where I might find some semblance of normalcy. The ambient sounds of the campus seem to follow me, whispering secrets I’m not ready to understand.

      As I emerge from the trees, the open expanse of the rugby field offers a brief respite from the claustrophobic atmosphere of the wooded paths and the sea. Here, at least, the sky seems a bit brighter, the air less oppressive, filled with the fresh, earthy scent of grass still damp with morning dew. I make my way to the track, where the synthetic surface feels reassuringly solid and real under my feet.

      Even here, though, in this clear, open space, I can’t shake the sensation of being observed. I glance around, expecting to see a figure lurking at the edge of the woods or a face peering out from one of the windows of the distant dormitories. Nothing moves, but the unease remains, a constant companion that I know won’t easily be dismissed. It’s as if the air around me holds its breath, waiting for my next move.

      I need to hunt.

      The thought has me pausing on the track, my breathing heavy and my heart racing in my chest. I know just when I can go—the eclipse. The entire campus will be shut down. The town will be damn near shut down. Everyone will be celebrating. Which, now that I think about it, is incredibly odd. A whole town shutting down for an eclipse?

      I’m going to the party with Tori at the Grotto, so what if I just slip out for an hour or two? The need to remove an abuser from this world almost overtakes all my thoughts, echoing with each stride as I jog along the path.

      My focus is so intense that I barely notice the approach of someone until he’s beside me. Startled, I turn to find Leo matching my pace, a ridiculous smile on his face and two cups of coffee in his hands. His sudden appearance startles me, but his familiar presence quickly turns into a comforting distraction from the dark whirlpool of my thoughts.

      Leo’s smile widens as he hands me one of the cups, the steam curling up into the cool air. “I hope I’m not espresso-ing myself too forwardly, but I thought you might need a pick-me-up,” he quips, the warmth in his eyes matching the heat from the cup he extends to me.

      I can’t help but laugh a real laugh that feels like it bubbles up from somewhere deep inside, somewhere that hasn’t seen much light lately. “That’s so brew-tal, Leo,” I retort, accepting the coffee. The warmth from the cup seeps into my hands, pulling me back from the edge of my spiraling thoughts.

      “Only the best brew puns for you,” he says as we resume walking, our strides falling into a comfortable rhythm. We take a moment just to sip our coffees, letting the silence between us fill with the sounds of our footfalls and the distant crash of the waves. The rich, bitter aroma of the coffee blends seamlessly with the salty air, creating an oddly comforting atmosphere, a brief sanctuary from the undercurrents of darkness that permeate the campus.

      “So what brings you out here with coffee?” I ask, glancing over at him. “Don’t tell me you just happened to be running with two cups of coffee.”

      Leo grins, shrugging nonchalantly. “I saw you heading out from the dorms. Figured you could use a coffee... or company. Or both.” His tone is light, but there’s a trace of something more, a sort of earnestness that makes me look at him a little longer than usual.

      “I appreciate it,” I say, taking another sip of the coffee. “It’s really good.”

      “Only the best for the best,” he replies smoothly, his smile not fading. “It’s a new blend I tried, thinking it might suit your latte needs.”

      I chuckle, shaking my head at the pun. “You’re lucky you’re cute, because your puns are…” I trail off, searching for the right word.

      “Un-bean-lievable?” he offers, winking at me.

      “Exactly,” I agree, laughing. The sound feels foreign but good.

      We walk in silence for a few moments. The salty sea air mixes with the faint scent of pine from the nearby woods, creating a fresh, invigorating aroma that fills my lungs with each breath. I find myself glancing at Leo occasionally, noticing the way his hair is tousled perfectly by the wind and how his eyes crinkle at the corners when he smiles, each expression revealing a glimpse of the carefree spirit he often masks.

      “So,” Leo starts, breaking the silence, his voice cutting gently through the whispering winds, “got any plans for the eclipse?”

      “Yeah, actually,” I respond, feeling the weight of the coffee in my hand, both a literal and metaphorical anchor in this moment. “Going to the Grotto party with Tori. You?”

      “I’ll be there too,” he says, his tone casual but his glance quick and sharp, full of hope. “Maybe we can watch it together? I hear it’s going to be quite the stir.”

      “I think I’d like that,” I admit, surprising myself with the ease of my own honesty. The words feel right, settling into the space between us with a comfortable weight.

      Leo’s smile deepens, and he nudges me gently with his elbow. “It’s a date then. A coffee date, under the stars and the shadow of the moon.”

      “That sounds... perfect,” I say, and I mean it. The idea of spending more time with him under the pretense of watching the eclipse seems like the most appealing thing in the world. I’ll just have to hunt afterwards.

      We finish our coffee as we approach the end of the track, the warmth from the drink lingering in my hands. Leo tosses his empty cup into a nearby recycling bin and then looks over at me, his eyes softening.

      “Hey, Frankie?” he starts, and I tilt my head, inviting him to continue. “Thanks for letting me exist with you. It’s... nice. Really nice.”

      “It is,” I agree, feeling a smile tug at my lips. “And thanks for the coffee. It was exactly what I needed.”

      His shadow moves beneath his feet. I freeze, lifting my coffee to hide my reaction. Did I really see that?

      “Sorry I missed you at the game.” I guide us toward the tower dorms. “Went for a hot dog when all hell broke loose.”

      Leo catches my arm, his touch gentle but urgent. “You went.” His eyes fill with unmistakable hope as realization dawns.

      “I did.” I sip my coffee again as I try to gauge his reactions, but he has a better poker face than I do.

      “So you came to watch us?” His hand is still on my bicep, now making little circles with his thumb, a comforting motion that somehow makes this intense conversation a bit easier.

      “I did.”

      “And what did you see?” he presses, his voice low.

      No way he’s asking about the game. “Well, the lights went out, and Dorian rushed me to a safe room,” I blurt, the words tumbling out in a rush.

      He sighs in relief before looking around us, but we are alone on the path on a Sunday. No one is around. Just us. No one to hear his words.

      “They, ah…”

      “Aren’t supposed to exist,” I finish for him, using the words that Tori whispered to me yesterday mid-hug.

      “Right,” he drawls, his voice a mixture of relief and resignation. “That.”

      I hum and turn around to walk away. If he follows, he follows. If he doesn’t, then that’s on him.

      “Wait.” He catches up to me, and I hide my smile.

      “Leo.” I look up at him. His hair is growing out now. He shaved the sides, and now he’s styled his hair into a mullet, which is surprisingly sexy if I’m being honest. “Shadow Locke University, do you notice anything weird about it?” Or weird about its students?

      “Just a university on an island,” he says, his voice steady.

      “Is it though?” I prompt, pushing for more, needing him to understand the depth of my questioning.

      “Does it matter?” he asks, a frown creasing his forehead.

      Does it matter? Yeah, it fucking matters. It matters a lot. “Yes.”

      He sighs, the weight of the confession bending the air around us. “When I was little, my sister used to lock me in the closet.” The admission seems to float between us, his voice a quiet tremor. “I was never scared. Do you know why?”

      Frowning, I look up at him, the gravity of his question pulling at the edges of my understanding. “No…” I draw the word out, a soft echo in the growing silence.

      “I wasn’t afraid because there’s nothing to fear,” he says slowly, his words layered with a depth that suggests hidden currents.

      Leo’s statement hangs between us, charged and heavy with an unspoken message. I stare at him, trying to decipher his meaning, trying to understand why his past, his fears—or lack thereof—seem so vital. His eyes hold mine, steady and unwavering, as if anchoring me in the tumult of my own roiling thoughts.

      “Frankie,” he says softly, “you’re not alone here. Whatever you’re thinking, whatever you’re afraid of... It isn’t just you. You can open up to me.”

      I take a deep breath, the sea air filling my lungs, mingling with the scent of damp earth and the distant tang of salt. Part of me wants to spill everything, to share the burdens that have been piling up inside me since I arrived at Shadow Locke University, but another part holds back, wary of exposing too much, too soon. I made that mistake in the past, and I won’t make it again.

      “Why are you telling me this, Leo?” My voice is barely above a whisper, as fragile as the mist that begins to gather around our feet.

      “Because I see you,” he replies, his voice soft. “You’re always looking over your shoulder, always on edge. It’s like you’re waiting for something bad to happen, and I think... I think you see things. Things others don’t or can’t.”

      I blink, taken aback by his insight. It’s true. I see the shadows, the sigils, and the subtle movements that no one else seems to notice. How does he know?

      Leo takes a step closer, his presence reassuring yet intimidating. “Frankie, this island, this school—it’s not normal, but neither are we. We’re part of something bigger, something older than any of us can understand. You aren’t alone.”

      His words echo in my head, a mantra that seeps into the crevices of my solitude. You aren’t alone. It’s a concept that feels foreign yet desperately desired. I look up at him, seeing the earnestness in his gaze, and something shifts within me. Trust, tentative and fragile, begins to form.

      All I can do is nod and look away. I understand what he’s saying, but it isn’t that easy, at least not for me.

      We start walking toward the dorms, our steps naturally synchronizing. As we walk, I feel the weight of the island’s secrets pressing down on us, but alongside it, there’s a new feeling—a sense of partnership and shared understanding.

      When we reach the tower, Leo stops and turns to me. “Hey, Frankie?”

      “Yeah?” I look up at him, caught in his gaze.

      “Thanks for opening up to me. I know it’s not easy for you.” He reaches out, brushing a stray lock of hair from my face. His touch is light, but it sends warmth through me.

      “It’s getting easier,” I admit, allowing myself a small smile. “Thanks to you.”

      He grins then glances up at the sky where the sun hides behind clouds. “I can’t wait for you to understand,” he whispers to himself, more to the wind than to me.

      I’m suddenly determined to figure out the mystery of Leo, this island, and my own place within it. All of it feels like a puzzle I’m compelled to solve, each piece more intriguing than the last.
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      She’s waking up…

      The words flash on my phone screen from an unknown number, but it’s unmistakably connected to one of the people lingering around Frankie lately. Urgency knots my stomach—this has to be about Frankie, my firefly, stirring from her slumber.

      Nerves flip over and over in my stomach as I pocket my phone and step out of the dorms for instructors and into the courtyard. The air is crisp, each breath a visible puff in the chilly morning. Fall showed up with a vengeance as the semester bleeds deeper into the year. Leaves, painted in fiery shades of orange and red, crunch underfoot as I make my way across the cobblestone path. One thing I’ve learned about the northeast is that the winters show up early, and they are brutal.

      I turn up my collar and tighten my scarf against the cold, quickening my pace as my phone vibrates.

      I nod at passing students, then pull out my phone to see my mom’s face on screen. I answer immediately—if I don’t, she won’t call again. She’ll just show up in my classroom for an audit.

      I love my mom—for the stability she gave me after foster care, and for her dedication to our people. As dean of a shadow university, she’s led the fight to protect our dwindling kind.

      I’m thankful she found me, thankful she chose to adopt me, but the woman is hard, choosing our fate instead of allowing nature to take its course. With shadow shifters becoming endangered, and women even more so, she made it her mission to form perfect packs.

      I haven’t told her about Tori yet.

      As I swipe to answer the phone, my stomach tightens into knots. My footsteps echo heavily against the stone as I tread the leaf-covered path, the sound a somber drumbeat to my troubled thoughts. “Good morning, Mom. How are you?”

      “Bishop,” comes her soft voice. I’m not fooled. No one is fooled. She’s a hard woman, making important decisions to keep us safe. That means she isn’t always popular. “Have you had breakfast yet?”

      No, but there is no way I’m about to tell her that. “Of course,” I lie smoothly, my voice steady despite the tremor I feel.

      She hums as though she doesn’t believe me. I don’t blame her. I wouldn’t believe me either.

      “Bishop,” Mom repeats, her voice knitting through the chill that bites around the edges of the courtyard. “Tell me about your classes. Are your students keeping up this semester?”

      “They are,” I reply, my words paced as I navigate the path, the rustling sound of dry leaves underfoot mirroring the restlessness in my voice. “Actually, I’m planning a new project for them, something that involves real-time data analysis. It should be engaging.”

      “That sounds wonderful,” she says, though her tone suggests her mind is half on another topic—likely my personal life. “And how is Tori doing? It’s been a while since you brought her up in our conversations.”

      I hesitate, the words catching like thorns in my throat. My hand tightens around the phone, the plastic cold and slick against my sweaty palm. “We, uh, we haven’t been seeing each other for a while now.”

      There’s a pause. “Oh? And why is that?” Her voice is soft but insistent, pressing for an answer she knows I’m reluctant to give.

      “It was mutual,” I start, knowing full well it wasn’t. “We realized we were heading in different directions. She’s focused on her career, and I have my responsibilities here.”

      Or maybe because you are in love with another woman.

      “Bishop.” She sighs, and I can almost see her sitting at her desk, her glasses perched on the bridge of her nose. “It’s important to have someone by your side, someone who understands the complexities of our kind. You can’t keep shouldering your burdens alone.” Her voice carries the weight of a deep, resonating fear that shadows might fade into oblivion.

      That’s one way of saying I need to form a pack and find a mate.

      “I know, Mom. I know.” The admission is a weight off my shoulders, but it also reaffirms the isolation that has started to seep into my bones like the cold of the oncoming winter. The breeze that rustles through the courtyard seems to whisper secrets and warnings, as if the wind itself converses with the shadows.

      She changes topics, her voice warmer now, threading comfort through the phone line. “Have you been taking care of yourself? Eating well?”

      I chuckle, though the sound is tinged with bitterness. “Trying to. I miss your cooking though. Nothing here comes close to your gumbo.”

      “You’re always welcome to come home for a good meal. Maybe this weekend?” Her offer is tempting—a brief respite from the scrutinizing glances and whispers shadowing me lately. As the dean, she should be in the faculty dorms, but she spends most of her time at her cottage in Morrow Bay. There’s no reason not to accept her offer, unless she decides to surprise me in my classroom instead.

      “Maybe,” I murmur, the word nearly lost beneath the rustle of dry leaves. “I’ll think about it.”

      “Good,’ she says, a decisive softness in her tone. “And Bishop, we need to talk about Frankie⁠—”

      She knows.

      My heart skips a beat. “What about her?”

      “There’s talk, son. Rumors are swirling that the shadow beast went right to her. People want to know why she’s garnered so much interest.” Her voice drops to a whisper, heavy with a dread that chills me more than the autumn air. “Be vigilant, Bishop. The full extent of what’s at stake remains shadowed in mystery.”

      I nod despite her inability to see it. The air seems to thicken around me with her warning. “I understand. I’m piecing it together. They are elusive, but I’ll uncover why she’s central to their plans.”

      “And when you do, report back to me immediately. You hear?”

      I don’t know if I can do that.

      “Loud and clear, Mom. Always.”

      As we say our goodbyes, I pocket my phone with a lingering sense of unease. The mystery surrounding Frankie deepens with every passing day, pulling me in like an inevitable tide. I approach the tech building, taking a deep breath because I’m heading in to see Frankie.

      My stomach flips at the thought of seeing her. Our time is running out—soon she’ll notice all the shadows and inconsistencies. But I’m not ready to give up this facade.

      I am a selfish bastard.

      I also worry. Frankie hides her trauma well, but I can see what those years after I put her on that train did to her. It made her believe she’s alone, that she needs to navigate life on her own. I worry how she will react when she knows she isn’t alone anymore, that what she believes makes her special just makes her another shadow shifter, but she is special.

      For years, none of us had enough power to shift in the human realm, let alone raise a shadow wolf, but Frankie can, and they know.

      The game… They were hunting her. They came to her.

      None of us know why.

      I push open my office door. Frankie stands by the window, silhouetted against the gray light. When she turns, something deep inside me aches.

      My firefly.

      “Hey, Bishop,” she says, her voice a gentle interruption to the unrequited feelings brewing deep inside me. She offers a small, tentative smile, but her eyes are full of excitement over the cipher. She adores puzzles.

      She just has no idea she’s working on deciphering ancient texts about shadow shifters we have been trying to decode for centuries. She has no clue that she’s helping our kind live to see another day.

      “Frankie,” I reply, my voice steadier than I feel. I close the door behind me with a soft click, the finality of the sound echoing in the quiet room. Taking a moment to observe her, I notice the way the light dances in her eyes and the slight tension in her shoulders as if she’s bracing against the weight of her discoveries. She’s an enigma, but she’s so blatantly transparent to me in this moment, a paradox that both confounds and attracts me.

      I walk past her to my desk, feeling the intensity of her gaze as it follows every step I take. “Did you find anything new?” I ask, trying to anchor myself to the reality of our work, anything to distract me from the way my heart skips when she’s near.

      She nods, approaching the desk with a stack of papers. Her movement is graceful, almost careful, as if she’s walking through a minefield of data and theories. “A few patterns I think we missed before. Here.” She hands them to me, her fingers brushing mine, sending a jolt of electricity through me. The touch is brief but potent, a fleeting connection that seems to draw us closer than mere physical proximity. I almost pull back, but I don’t. Instead, I focus on the papers, on the ancient symbols and coded lines.

      As I look over her notes, I feel her watching me. She’s probably analyzing patterns, while I’m trying not to think about how much she means to me. How terrifying it is to care this deeply for someone still wrapped in mystery.

      “You’re brilliant, you know that?” I say without looking up, my voice laced with an admiration I no longer bother to hide. She chuckles softly, a sound that stirs warmth in my chest.

      “I just see things differently, I guess,” she replies, her modesty as genuine as everything else about her. That’s just it. She sees the world differently, sees through the facades and masks, but she doesn’t see how she’s transformed my world and become the axis on which it turns. Her resilience and determination challenge me to be more than I thought I could be.

      Once again, a trickle of fear worms its way into my chest. What if she runs when she realizes what surrounds her? It’s one of the reasons I didn’t push her to see.

      “We should probably get started,” she suggests, pulling a chair up next to me. As she settles in, I catch her scent—something floral mixed with the crispness of autumn air. It’s grounding and disarming all at once. I don’t want the semester to end, and yet we only have a week left in the semester. Not enough time.

      We lean over the documents, our heads close, our shoulders occasionally brushing. Each touch is a spark, each glance a story. I want to tell her everything, how she’s changed me, but the words lodge in my throat, unspoken because now isn’t the time for such revelations. Now, we have a puzzle to solve.

      The hour slips by as we delve into the cipher, decoding, theorizing, and arguing softly over meanings and interpretations. The world narrows down to this room, the two of us cocooned in our quest for answers. Beneath the surface of our focus, though, there’s an undercurrent of something more, a connection that weaves through every look and word.

      I know I should keep my feelings locked away, keep the professional distance that my role demands, but with Frankie here, so close and integral to every part of this life I’m navigating, it’s becoming the hardest thing I’ve ever done. As our time fades, I realize that my own secrets—my feelings for her—are becoming harder to guard.

      I swallow them down.

      I vow not to touch her until she knows.

      “Wait,” she says almost too quietly for me to hear, then louder, she adds, “I have it.”

      Frankie’s hand hovers above the paper, her fingers trembling ever so slightly as if the very act of touching the symbols could burn her.

      “Wait,” she whispers again, her voice steadier now, but layered with a tremor of something unspoken. She straightens the document, her eyes scanning the lines until they pause. Her breath catches. I watch her closely, the subtle shift in her demeanor like a cloud passing over the sun.

      “I have it,” she declares, but the triumph that should lace her words is absent. Instead, there’s a hint of dread, a flicker of fear that she quickly masks behind a clinical expression.

      “What is it?” I ask, leaning closer. The air between us crackles, thick with the weight of impending revelations.

      She points to a sigil, its lines harsh and angular, depicting a creature with eyes that are unmistakably red. “This,” she says quietly, “is ancient, older than any text we’ve studied before.”

      I study the sigil, recognizing the depiction of a beast from the lore of our kind—a creature of so much power and ferocity, that it was said to be the guardian of the shadow realm, its eyes capable of piercing through the veil that separates our worlds. The tales are old, often dismissed as myths even among our kind, but seeing it here, detailed with such precision, sends a chill down my spine.

      “It’s Eredar,” I murmur, the name tasting like dust on my tongue, a relic of stories my mother whispered to me as warnings. The dim light of the room casts long shadows that seem to flicker at the mention of the name, as if stirred by the power it holds.

      Frankie doesn’t respond immediately. She just nods, her focus still on the sigil. I watch her, noting the pallor of her skin and the way her hands now lie flat against the desk, pressing down as if to steady herself against the room’s swirling energies. Her fingers tremble slightly, betraying the calm she attempts to project.

      “This beast,” she starts, her voice faltering for a moment as she gathers her thoughts. “The text describes it as some kind of... guardian?” Her eyes are wide, reflecting the flicker of the overhead lights. “But guardian of what?”

      “Yes,” I confirm, my voice a strained whisper. “Ancient texts speak of it as a protector that turned against those it guarded. The why remains a mystery.” My voice trails off, careful not to reveal too much too soon.

      That’s it, firefly, keep going.

      She looks up at me, her eyes searching mine for something I’m unsure I can give. Reassurance, perhaps, or maybe a dismissal of her fears as irrational, but I can offer neither. “Bishop, why would this sigil appear now? What does it mean?”

      She decoded a section that speaks about Eredar coming to the human realm when theirs is threatened, and they leave to seek out one who can call to them. That explains why it was at the game.

      Did Frankie call to it?

      I wish I had answers. Instead, I only have the same gnawing unease that seems to have taken hold of her as well. “I don’t know, Frankie, but it’s no coincidence. It’s here for a reason.”

      Her gaze drifts back to the paper, to the red-eyed beast that almost seems alive beneath the strokes of ink. “I feel like it’s watching me,” she confesses, her voice a mere whisper. The chill in the room deepens, as if her words invite the cold to wrap around us, a tangible dread that settles in the air we breathe.

      “I’ll keep this safe,” I say, my decision firm. I reach out, gently taking the document from under her fingers, careful not to disrupt the delicate balance we tread between curiosity and fear. “We need to understand more before we can determine what to do next.”

      She nods, wrapping her arms around herself as if to shield her body from the chill that neither of us can deny. “Yeah, we do.”

      We sit in silence, the weight of our discovery settling over us, heavy and oppressive. The sigil feels like a harbinger. For what, I can’t say, but as I lock the document in my desk, I catch Frankie’s eye. There’s resolve there, an acknowledgment of the path we have inadvertently chosen to walk together.

      She rises to leave, pausing at the door before she turns to me, her profile etched against the dimming light. “Bishop,” she says, her voice steady despite the shadows in her eyes, “I need to go.”

      She steps out before I can respond. As the door clicks shut, I can’t shake the feeling that Eredar watches us through the shadows, waiting to reveal the truths we’re not ready to face.
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      They are real.

      All of it.

      The whispered legends, the flickering shadows—terrifyingly real. The words pound in my head as I rush from the building, my upcoming lunch with Dorian weighing like lead. The sun scorches the pavement under my feet, matching my racing heart.

      I rush out of the building, the weight of my scheduled lunch with Dorian pressing down on my shoulders like a physical burden. My heart pounds out a frantic rhythm, syncing with the sun that scorches the campus, heating the pavement beneath my hurried steps.

      Sweat beads on my brow, trickling between my breasts. I can’t breathe. The air feels too thick with secrets and sudden revelations. Bishop knows. The thought hammers in my brain. Who else knows? Where am I in this web of hidden truths?

      Grinding my teeth, I pivot sharply and head to the library. The structure is an imposing sanctuary of knowledge that now seems like a facade covering something darker. I see Dorian from a distance. He leans casually against the building, his back pressed against the wall and his legs kicked out in a relaxed pose. His gaze is fixed on the bustling courtyard, seemingly lost in thought or perhaps avoidance.

      Bile rises in my throat. Does he know too? Am I the only one who doesn’t know her lines in this play? Dread crawls up my spine as I approach him. I want to lash out with all my questions and accusations, but panic threatens to overwhelm me.

      My approach is swift, almost reckless, but as I near Dorian, the familiar sights of the campus—students lounging on the grass, laughing and chatting, oblivious to the storm raging inside me—feel surreal. It’s as though I’m moving through a different dimension, one where the ordinary and extraordinary clash with silent ferocity.

      Dorian finally notices my approach, his expression shifting from contemplative to alert, his posture straightening as he reads the turmoil written on my face. I close the distance between us, each step heavy with the weight of imminent confrontation.

      I need answers, but I want to retreat and find a way back to ignorance. I know, however, that the path forward is the only option, through the tangled thicket of lies and revelations. As I stand before Dorian, the sternness in his gaze and the rigidity of his posture remind me painfully of another who once controlled my fate. I’m breathless and on the edge of breaking, bracing myself for how the answer will irrevocably change everything. My voice, when it finally emerges, is a whisper.

      “Dorian, do you—” His expression, so reminiscent of Valerie’s commanding sneer, sweeps me away from the library’s quiet, spiraling me back to a dimly lit bar where another figure controlled my life.

      

      Valerie’s voice slices through the haze of my recollections. “You see him?” She swings toward me on the bar stool, her movements sharp and predatory. Her eyes, dead and gray, flicker with malicious excitement as she scans the dimly lit bar, the neon lights casting ghastly shadows over her face. Glasses of club soda sit in front of us—the contents untouched, fizzing softly.

      She reaches out, trailing her finger down my arm in a mock caress that sends a shiver of revulsion through me. “Did you hear me?” she asks, her voice a low hiss over the murmur of the crowded bar.

      “Yeah, I heard you,” I respond, trying to mask my discomfort with indifference. I sip the club soda, the taste bitter and unappealing on my tongue, but I sip because I’m thirsty, and this is the first time Valerie has allowed me out of the house in almost a year.

      Shackled, she has me shackled. There’s nothing I can do but follow her orders. The chip implanted in the middle of my back ensures that. I swear, as soon as I can, I’m digging it out, but Valerie made sure it was placed in a spot I couldn’t reach.

      I have no choice. None. Either I follow through or I die.

      “He’s a good customer,” she says with a smile that doesn’t reach her eyes. “Always takes care of my girls.”

      Unease simmers in my stomach as my eyes drift across the bar. Hatred pours off me in waves. Suddenly, I can’t swallow the drink. I almost choke on it. The man across the bar has a nice face, too nice—handsome in that daytime soap opera way with all white teeth and charming smiles.

      I know looks can be deceiving, though, and he looks at me with disturbing interest. Fifteen. That’s how old I am, and he is at least pushing forty.

      “Go on, Frankie.” Valerie leans in close, her wild curls brushing against my cheek as her breath tickles my skin. “Give him what he wants.” She pauses, gripping my bicep, her nails digging into my skin. “Don’t disappoint me, Frankie. There is nowhere you can hide.”

      I feel it then, the pinch in my side.

      Looking down, I feel the burn of tears in my eyes as I see the syringe she pulls out of my side. In a few minutes, I won’t have any worries, no more shame or feelings.

      Just blessed numbness.

      The bar blurs as my senses dull. The man becomes a dark smudge as chemical numbness creeps through my veins, stealing away the horror of Valerie’s control.

      

      “Francesca,” Dorian calls, pulling me from the swirling depths of my memories.

      “Yeah, I’m good,” I say, my voice a little rougher than intended. I clear my throat and sidestep him, wiping the sweat from my brow while carefully avoiding the look of pity in his eyes. “I’m hungry. Tell me you have something other than peanut butter and jelly.”

      Thankfully, he doesn’t press further and turns on a heel, striding toward the library. I follow him inside, entering the old building that feels more like a cathedral with its high arches and echoing halls.

      As we navigate the labyrinthine corridors of the library, the air grows cooler and mustier, imbued with the weight of ancient knowledge and hidden secrets. Our footsteps echo softly against the stone walls, a quiet reminder of the library’s solemnity, as we move deeper beneath the surface, where few students ever venture. I trail behind Dorian, finding temporary solace in the silence, a reprieve from the relentless churn of my thoughts.

      We reach our alcove in the basement, surrounded by ancient books with faded titles. I’ve spent countless hours here, but today the cipher’s secrets claw at my mind.

      Dorian pulls sodas and hoagies from the fridge, setting one in front of me and tossing fruit snacks between us.

      He slides into the booth across from me, settling with a quiet sigh. He doesn’t usually initiate conversation. We have an unspoken agreement of peaceful coexistence in our shared pursuit of knowledge. Today, though, his demeanor is different. There’s tension in his posture, a deliberate pause before he speaks that sets my nerves on edge.

      I’m worried he’s going to ask about the game, about the beast—whatever Bishop called it—but I don’t know if I can acknowledge it. My whole world is falling apart around me, and I find myself wishing for Dorian to revert to his usual distant self. I need him to be harsh and cruel, not kind. I can’t have him save me again. I need the cruel normalcy, no matter how blunt it is.

      “Frankie,” he begins, trying for casual but not quite masking the undercurrent of seriousness, “Professor Blackwood wants to meet with us next week, during your scheduled advisory meeting, and he… he asked that I attend as well.”

      I stiffen, the seat’s vinyl suddenly becoming uncomfortable against my spine. Professor Blackwood still gives me an uneasy feeling, and I can’t quite pinpoint why. His request for Dorian to attend feels ominous, layered with unspoken implications. Usually, Dorian’s presence creates a buffer, but right now, with everything unraveling, it only adds to my anxiety. My mind races with the implications.

      “Why?” My voice is sharper than I intended, a reflection of the fear coiling tight in my stomach. “Why does he want you there?”

      Dorian meets my eyes, his steady gaze revealing a solemn intent. “I’m not sure, but he mentioned it was important, that it concerned your research and… more.” He hesitates, then adds, “He seemed to think it was imperative that we are both present.”

      The word “more” hangs between us, thick with unspoken meaning. My research, the sigils, these shadows—it could all be converging, and Professor Blackwood’s sudden interest sends a chill down my spine.

      I wrap my arms around myself.

      Dorian reaches out, then pulls back. “Look, Frankie, whatever this meeting is about, I’m sure it’s nothing.”

      His words feel like glass—fragile, transparent. But when I meet his concerned gaze, I allow myself a moment of connection in the storm.

      Just as quickly as the calm washes over me, it falls away like a wave, replaced by a surge of anxiety. My emotions are chaotic, swirling unpredictably, unsure what they want to do or how to feel.

      “Thank you,” I say, my voice soft and brittle, a thin veneer over the turmoil within. “I just… never mind,” I mutter, picking up my backpack, the weight of it seeming to anchor me to reality for a moment.

      Dorian nods, his expression understanding, perhaps too well, the turmoil roiling beneath my calm exterior. “Now, though” —he gestures around the alcove to the stacks of books and quiet shadows— “let’s try to focus on what we can control.”

      I nod, more to convince myself than him, and pull out my notes, the scribbled translations of the cipher appearing more like a map to a minefield than academic intrigue. As we dive into the texts, the familiar work of decoding and discussion wraps around us like a cloak, shielding us, if only temporarily, from the uncertainties that await me.

      While we work, my mind drifts, unbidden, to the meeting with Blackwood. What does he know? What has he uncovered? How, in the tapestry of conspiracies and secrets, do I find my place?

      The questions swirl as the shadows in the alcove seem to deepen, almost as if in warning.

      Tapping my pencil on my notebook, I look up at him. “Dorian.”

      “Francesca,” he says without looking up from his notebook.

      As I tap my pencil against my notebook, a restless energy builds within me, the kind that’s fed by unanswered questions and unvoiced fears. I glance up at Dorian, who’s absorbed in his own notes, his brow furrowed in concentration. “Dorian,” I start, “I need to know⁠—”

      “Not now, Francesca,” he interjects without looking up, his tone dismissive.

      The abruptness of his response stings, a harsh reminder of the distance that normally lies between us. It reignites the familiar spark of irritation that has always fueled our interactions, grounding me in our usual dynamic of reluctant allies at best, adversaries at worst.

      Ironically, he is giving me exactly what I wanted.

      “I think it’s exactly the time,” I counter, refusing to let him sideline my concerns. “Whatever is happening, it’s big, Dorian, and it’s not just academic curiosity anymore—it’s about...” What the hell is it about? Maybe I’m delusional.

      He sighs, finally lifting his gaze to meet mine. There’s a flash of something in his eyes before he masks it with his usual indifference. “Francesca, we are here to work, not to theorize about doom and gloom. Focus on the cipher. That’s all we can do right now.”

      “But—”

      “No buts,” he snaps, the coldness in his voice more biting than the chill of the library’s basement. “You’re letting your imagination run wild. Stick to the facts. Stick to the data.”

      I recoil, taken aback by his harshness. It’s not just his words, but the way he says them, as if my fears are trivial and I’m a child lost in fanciful nightmares. Anger simmers within me, mixing with the knot of anxiety that has taken permanent residence in my stomach.

      “Fine,” I sneer. “Let’s just pretend everything is perfectly normal. Let’s pretend that every shadow peeling off the wall isn’t filled with red eyes.”

      Dorian narrows his eyes, and for a moment, I think he’s going to argue, but instead, he turns back to his notes, effectively ending the conversation.

      I force myself to breathe, to focus on the worn pages in front of me, but each word blurs into the next, tainted by frustration and the echoing question of whether Dorian really believes in what he’s saying, or if it’s just another layer of the barriers he’s built around himself.

      We work in silence, the only sounds the scratching of our pencils and the distant hum of the air-conditioning. It’s a cold, uncomfortable silence, one that stretches and twists around us like the shadows we both pretend aren’t drawing closer with each passing minute. The chilliness of the room seeps into my bones, mirroring the growing coldness between us.

      Every now and then, I steal a glance at him, noticing the way his jaw clenches when he’s deep in thought or the slight frown that creases his brow when he encounters a particularly challenging piece of the puzzle. The dim light from the desk lamp casts deep shadows across his face, accentuating the stern lines of concentration. Despite my irritation, despite our disagreements, I can’t help but admire his focus, his unyielding dedication to the task at hand.

      As much as I try to bury it, though, a part of me longs to break through the barriers he puts up to reach the person beneath who must surely feel the same fears and impending darkness that I do. For now, that part remains silent, suppressed beneath layers of pride and a stubborn refusal to show vulnerability.

      As the silence stretches between us, thick and fraught with unspoken words, my frustration slowly ebbs, giving way to reluctant introspection. Dorian’s distant demeanor, while infuriating, also intrigues me, stoking a flame I’m disinclined to acknowledge. Despite the barriers he erects, his presence has always commanded my attention, perhaps even more now in his dismissals than if he offered comfort.

      His avoidance of my questions, his refusal to engage with my fears, shouldn’t attract me. It should drive me away, but here I am, drawn to the challenge he presents. In his rebuff, I see not just a dismissal, but a test, and in his focus, I find an escape.

      As I pack up my notes, my gaze lingers on him. “Goodnight, Dorian,” I say, my voice softer. He nods, not meeting my eyes, and I turn to leave, feeling the weight of the unsaid pressing down on me.

      I leave the library thinking not of ciphers or shadows, but of Dorian. His dismissals should repel me. Instead, they draw me in—dangerous, unknown, irresistible. My footsteps echo through empty halls like a second heartbeat, pulsing with attraction and fear.
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      Something is coming. I feel it churning in my gut like storm waves. I can’t leave my bed, can’t look away from the gathering clouds.

      Tonight’s eclipse hangs over me like a blade.

      This isn’t paranoia. This is knowing catastrophe waits.

      I haven’t slept.

      I haven’t eaten.

      More than anything, I need Leo to show up with a cup of coffee, but he’s missing, and so is Matteo.

      Their absence gnaws at me, feeding the anxiety twisting in my gut. Something terrible is about to happen, and I’m powerless to stop it.

      Why does their absence bother me so much?

      It shouldn’t. It doesn’t.

      Fuck, it really does.

      Dropping my head into my hands, I nearly scrape my fingernails down my face.

      I’m late.

      Move.

      I can’t.

      A dark shadow moves past the window, and I jerk up, my heart hammering in my chest as I look out the window.

      Clouds, it’s just clouds.

      Can I just… skip the meeting? No.

      Failure is not an option. If I fail, then I’ll lose my scholarship, and I can’t let that happen. My entire life depends on me graduating and doing something with my life. I just need to do it.

      Get up.

      I don’t. My thoughts swirl and swirl.

      My shadow stretches and morphs—the wolf, red-eyed and familiar. She whines softly, nudging my hand before resting her head in my lap. Our connection feels visceral, inevitable.

      I still haven’t named her.

      I run my fingers through her fur, which feels startlingly real and comforting. Her watchful eyes reflect the same restless energy that courses through me, a silent reminder that the supernatural is inextricably linked to the chaos of this night.

      The wolf’s presence comforts me, but it doesn’t quell the anxiety gnawing at me. I take a deep breath, forcing myself to stand. My legs feel shaky, but the wolf nudges me gently, her eyes full of silent encouragement.

      “Okay, okay,” I mutter, feeling foolish for talking to a shadow wolf, but what’s considered foolish anymore? After everything I’ve seen, what’s one more leap into the unknown?

      I pace the room, my thoughts returning to the game. That moment seemed like a hallucination, a trick of the mind, but now it feels undeniably real. The wolf I saw then was just like this one—red eyes, dark fur, an otherworldly presence. It wasn’t a figment of my imagination.

      It was real.

      The realization crashes over me, sending a shiver down my spine. If that was real, then what else have I been dismissing? What other truths have I been too scared to accept?

      I sink back onto the bed, the wolf settling beside me. Her warmth seeps into my skin, grounding me in the present. I continue to stroke her fur, finding solace in the repetitive motion.

      “I saw you,” I whisper. “At the game. You were there.”

      Well, not her exactly, but a bigger, darker, more disturbing version of her.

      The wolf’s eyes meet mine, and for a moment, I swear she understands. There’s an intelligence in her gaze that reassures me I’m not crazy.

      The knot in my stomach loosens just a fraction, enough to remind me that I have a meeting to get to and a life to fight for. With one last stroke of the wolf’s fur, I stand, determination hardening my resolve.

      A knock on the door startles me, jolting me back to the present, and my heart leaps into my throat.

      “Come in,” I call, my voice steadier than I feel as I reach down and grab my backpack. The door creaks open, and I brace myself for whatever—or whoever—is on the other side.

      Just as it opens, my wolf sinks into the floor, disappearing.

      Matteo leans against the doorframe, his dark eyes scanning the room before they settle on me. There’s a gravity in his expression that pulls me in, making the room feel smaller. The scent of rain and earth clings to him, mingling with the lingering scent of my wolf, making me hyperaware of his presence.

      “I figured you could use some company,” he says, his tone gentle but firm, leaving no room for argument.

      “How did you know?” I ask, trying to mask the surprise in my voice.

      “You skipped class,” he says calmly, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.

      I bite my lip, mentally chastising myself. Skipping class was a bad move, but my final paper was already submitted. “Right, okay,” I murmur, forcing a smile. I grab my backpack and sling it over my shoulder, following Matteo out of my room.

      Honestly, Professor Blackwood gives me the creeps, and he is the last person I want to talk to, but it’s the last meeting before winter break.

      The corridors are quiet, students tucked away in their rooms or packing up to spend time at home for the holidays. The storm outside mirrors the turbulence inside me, but Matteo’s steady presence is a welcome distraction. The faint hum of fluorescent lights buzzes above us, and the scent of rain wafts in through the slightly open windows, adding to the sense of unease.

      “So, Matteo,” I begin, trying to break the silence, “I realized I don’t know much about you. Where are you from?”

      “India,” he replies, his voice steady. “My parents are traditional. I’m their only child.”

      “Traditional?” I echo, my curiosity piqued. “What does that mean for you?”

      “It means a lot of expectations,” Matteo says, a hint of a smile on his lips. “I was always expected to excel and uphold the family name. There’s a lot of pressure.”

      “Sounds tough,” I say, empathizing with the weight of his words. “Did you always want to study here?”

      He nods, his expression thoughtful. “Yes. Coming here was a way to prove myself and show that I could succeed on my own terms.”

      We walk in silence for a few moments, the sound of our footsteps echoing in the hallway. The storm rages outside, but inside, I feel a growing sense of calmness. Matteo’s honesty is refreshing, and I want to know more. The soft patter of rain against the windows and the distant rumble of thunder provide a backdrop to our conversation, adding a layer of intimacy to our exchange.

      “What about your family?” I ask. “Do you miss them?”

      “Of course,” Matteo says, his tone softening. “But they are proud of me. They understand why I had to come here.”

      His openness is disarming, and I realize how little I’ve scratched the surface of who he really is. “What’s it like being an only child?” I ask, genuinely curious. I feel like we can relate on being alone.

      At least I think I’m an only child. It’s hard to think that I might have a sibling that my parents dropped at a different orphanage, but I give the people I don’t know the benefit of the doubt, because that’s just a shitty thing to do.

      “Lonely sometimes,” he admits, “but it also means I’m very close to my parents. They’ve always been there for me, supporting me.”

      I nod, absorbing his words. “Do they know about... everything that’s been happening here?”

      Am I being pushy? Maybe a little, but now that I know my shadows aren’t just hallucinations or my imagination, I want to know more. Well, maybe a little. Just not completely.

      Fuck, I’m a mess.

      Matteo’s eyes darken slightly, a shadow passing over his face. “They know enough. I didn’t want to worry them too much.”

      I glance at him, sensing there’s more he’s not saying, but I don’t push. Instead, I change the subject. “What do you like to do when you’re not buried in books and assignments?”

      A genuine smile breaks across his face. “I enjoy playing the drums. It’s a way to unwind and let out stress.”

      I blink, surprised. “Really? I never would have guessed.”

      The image of Matteo behind a drum set, completely in his element, flashes in my mind. It’s an unexpected and intriguing fact about him. I can almost hear the beats and feel the vibrations.

      “There’s a lot you don’t know about me, Frankie,” he says, his eyes twinkling with amusement.

      I laugh, the tension in my shoulders easing. “Clearly. I’ll have to ask you more often.”

      We reach the end of the corridor, and Matteo holds the door open for me. The wind howls outside, but inside, the warmth of our conversation lingers. I hesitate, not wanting to go outside, but I do, and luckily, it isn’t raining yet. The smell of ozone hangs heavily in the air, an electric charge that prickles my skin.

      “What about you?” Matteo asks as we step into the next building. “What do you do to unwind?”

      “Jogging,” I say without hesitation. “It’s my escape, my way of making sense of the world.”

      Matteo nods, his expression understanding. “I’d love to jog with you someday.”

      A blush creeps up my cheeks, and I duck my head. “Maybe one day.”

      As we approach Professor Blackwood’s office, a sense of dread settles over me again. The shadows press closer, darker.

      “Thanks for coming with me,” I say.

      “Anytime.” His eyes meet mine. “See you later.”

      I knock, fighting the urge to ask him to stay. Why am I the only one who needs these meetings with Blackwood? Even Tori doesn’t have to deal with him.

      Blackwood opens the door, fake smile in place. His eyes glimmer wrong.

      “Ah, Ms. Vale. Right on time.” His saccharine voice sets my teeth on edge. “Come in.”

      The office reeks of mothballs.

      I step inside, my eyes immediately finding Dorian. He’s seated in a chair, his posture relaxed but his eyes sharp and focused. Despite our antagonistic relationship, there’s something about his presence that feels grounding, even if it’s just the familiarity of our friction.

      “Take a seat beside Mr. Gray,” Blackwood instructs, gesturing to the empty chair beside Dorian.

      I do as I’m told, sitting down and placing my backpack on the floor beside me. Dorian gives me a curt nod, his expression unreadable. We’ve spent countless lunches together, exchanging barbs and veiled insults, but right now, he feels like an ally in this twisted game.

      “Now, Ms. Vale,” Blackwood begins, settling behind his desk and folding his hands in front of him. “I’ve been reviewing your latest paper. Quite a fascinating read, though I must say, some of your theories are... ambitious.”

      There it is, the first of many backhanded compliments. I clench my hands in my lap, willing myself to stay calm.

      “Thank you, Professor,” I say evenly. “I appreciate your feedback.”

      His eyes gleam with something like amusement. “Oh, don’t get me wrong. Ambition is not inherently a flaw. However, it can lead to... missteps. Wouldn’t you agree, Mr. Gray?”

      Dorian’s jaw tightens, but he nods. “Absolutely, Professor. Ambition needs to be tempered with caution.”

      Blackwood’s gaze shifts back to me. “Precisely. Ms. Vale, I hope you understand that while your enthusiasm is commendable, it’s also important to remain grounded in reality.”

      I force a smile. “Of course, Professor. I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “Good, good,” he says, leaning back in his chair. “Now, let’s discuss your thesis. I expect it will require a great deal of... emotional investment from you.”

      His words are loaded, the implication clear. He wants to see me crack, and I have yet to figure out why he is so damn pushy, but I refuse to give him the satisfaction.

      “I’m prepared for that,” I reply, keeping my voice steady. Besides, I’m close to finishing it, just tweaking it for my senior year.

      Blackwood’s smile widens, but there’s no warmth in it. The artificial light from his desk lamp casts harsh shadows on his face, accentuating the coldness in his eyes. “We shall see. Tell me, how have you been managing your time? Balancing your studies with your... extracurricular activities?”

      The question is innocent enough on the surface, but there’s an undercurrent of accusation. He’s looking for a weakness.

      “I’ve been managing well,” I say, lifting my chin. “It’s been challenging, but I’m committed to my work.”

      “Indeed,” he murmurs, his eyes narrowing. “Commitment is key, but remember, Ms. Vale, there’s a fine line between commitment and obsession. Don’t let one consume the other.”

      I swallow hard, feeling the pressure of his scrutiny. The room feels smaller, the air thicker. “I understand, Professor.”

      He leans forward, his expression turning predatory. “Do you? Sometimes, I think you might be pushing yourself too hard. What do you think, Mr. Gray?”

      Dorian glances at me before he answers, “I believe Frankie knows her limits. She’s demonstrated incredible resilience.”

      His words surprise me, a rare compliment buried in the midst of our usual antagonism. I glance at him, but he’s looking at Blackwood, his expression unreadable.

      “Resilience, yes,” Blackwood says softly. “But even the strongest steel can break under enough pressure.”

      Wait, Matteo said something similar to me…

      I meet Blackwood’s gaze, refusing to yield. Only the clock breaks the silence.

      “Thank you for your concern. I’ll remember.”

      “Perfect.” His eyes gleam. “Your plans for the eclipse?”

      Nerves spike as I realize everyone—literally everyone—has asked about this eclipse.

      Everyone. Literally everyone.

      My stomach clenches, and I give him a curt nod.

      “What are they?” He leans forward on his desk, his eyes curious.

      Is this an appropriate question?

      “Just going to spend time with friends.” I shift uncomfortably in my seat.

      “Oh, wonderful.” He looks at Dorian. “I am guessing you two are going to have a fabulous date.”

      We both sit forward at the same time. “What?” I shriek.

      “Yes, yes, enjoy yourselves.” He holds my gaze for a moment longer, then nods. “Very well. That will be all for now. You’re dismissed.”

      I rise from my seat, feeling Dorian’s eyes on me as I gather my things. When I turn to leave, Blackwood’s voice stops me.

      “Ms. Vale, remember what I said. Ambition is a double-edged sword. Don’t let it cut you.”

      I nod, not trusting myself to speak, and walk out of the office with Dorian close on my heels. As the door closes behind us, I release a breath I didn’t realize I was holding. The tension in my shoulders eases slightly, but a residual tightness lingers.

      “You don’t have to come with me,” I blurt as soon as the lock clicks into place.

      He sighs, staring over my head. I turn around, but there’s nothing there. “It is what it is.” He looks down at me. “I assume you will be at the Grotto?”

      “Yeah.” I chew on my cheek and adjust my shoulder strap.

      “Fine, I’ll see you there at seven,” he says and pushes past me.

      Wonderful. All I wanted was to sneak away, and now I have somehow entwined myself with multiple people. Frustration bubbles up inside me, but I suppress it, knowing that tonight is bound to be complicated.
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      Tonight is the lunar eclipse.

      The moon hangs heavy, its light dimming as shadow creeps across. I should be excited. Instead, dread fills me. I’ve spent all day dodging questions and prying eyes—Matteo, Dorian, Blackwood. Everyone wants something from me. I just need to breathe.

      I slip out of my dorm, my footsteps silent on the cold floor. The halls are eerily empty, the storm outside having driven everyone indoors. My car is parked at the edge of campus, and I make my way there, grateful for the solitude. As I drive into town, the radio plays softly, but the music does little to soothe my nerves. The rain taps against the windshield, a rhythmic reminder of the storm brewing both outside and within me.

      My mind circles back to my shadows—the gift and burden that changed everything. My knuckles whiten on the steering wheel. This power could destroy everything I’ve built, everything I want. But can I keep pretending it doesn’t exist?

      After graduation, I planned to disappear to the coast. Live quietly as a hacker, far from all this. But now my past haunts me, and what I thought made me special might not be unique at all. Who am I, if not the girl with shadows?

      Just get through the party, and then figure it out tomorrow.

      The semester is over, the holidays approaching quickly. I’m thankful the school ends the semester before Thanksgiving. We are kicked out of the dorms for cleaning, and Tori already went home yesterday. The loneliness of the impending holidays weighs on me, adding to the sense of isolation.

      The town is quiet, the streets nearly deserted. I park in front of the Grotto, music rolling out of the doors. Sitting there, I stare at the darkened sky, my heart heavy. This rare cosmic event feels like a ticking clock, and I can’t figure out why.

      I want to embrace this party, but there is a darker feeling in the deep pit of my stomach that demands I look for trouble—the very trouble Abbi told me I was full of.

      I step out of the car, the cool night air hitting my face, and make my way into the Grotto. It’s almost empty, just a few patrons scattered around. I order coffee and find a seat in the corner, my thoughts still racing. The scents of salty sea and ozone ground me for a moment, reminding me of the stability I crave but can’t seem to grasp.

      Matteo’s words echo in my mind—even the strongest gem can break under enough pressure.

      He doesn’t know the half of it. None of them do. Not how I ended up here or what happened to me—they know nothing.

      Maybe because you don’t let anyone in. I can’t.

      I think back to Matteo, his steady presence and surprising honesty. His protective nature has been a silent comfort. Could I trust him with this secret? Would he understand? And Dorian… He challenges me, pushes me in ways no one else does. Would this power push him further away or bring us closer? The thought of them both knowing, of seeing the truth, sends a shiver down my spine, a mix of fear and hope.

      Bishop? Leo? Tori?

      They have all hinted that they know something more. I just don’t know if I can get my mouth to say the words to another person. Every time I tried to open up to Valerie that first year, she cut me off, among other things. The memory of her cold rejection still stings.

      Pushing her out of my head, I slide out of my Jeep and slam the door shut. Students mill around, but for the most part, it’s pretty low-key, especially considering the owner’s sister would arrest anyone out of line. The air is thick with anticipation, the energy of the night buzzing around me.

      I’m barely through the front door when Tori crashes into me. Her eyes are wide with excitement, her cheeks flushed. “Frankie! I thought you weren’t coming!”

      “I needed to get out,” I say, my voice barely audible over the music.

      “You and your disappearances,” she teases, but there’s concern in her eyes. “You okay?”

      I force a smile. “Yeah, just needed some air.”

      I gently pat her on the back, and when she pulls away, her beer breath spills over me.

      “You’re cut off,” I tell her, turning her giggling self toward an empty table.

      Hiccupping, she says, “I talked to Mom, and I have an idea.”

      “That’s never a good sign.” I make sure she is sitting before flagging Andy and miming for water. Her red curls sift around her face as she nods and takes off.

      “No, hear me out,” she insists. “We have six weeks until spring semester.”

      “We do.” I fold my arms on the perpetually sticky table, the wood worn smooth from countless drinks and conversations.

      She licks her lips nervously before flipping her hair over her shoulder. “Stay with us.”

      “What?” Shock ripples through me.

      “I’m serious. Mom said she’d make up the spare bedroom so you wouldn’t even have to sleep with me again.” She gives me a silly grin. “It’ll be fun.”

      My belly churns and sloshes. “I⁠—”

      What should I say? I’ve always just stayed at the women’s shelter, but Marcus made sure I wouldn’t have a place to sleep there anymore. What about those who can stay there? I mean, I’ll be close.

      Tori reaches out and lays a warm hand on my arm. I just stare at it. “Think about it.”

      Jerking my head up to look at her, I nod. “Okay.”

      Aside from the women’s shelter and dorms, I’ve never lived in a home before. I know how bizarre that sounds, but having someone give a damn about me and where I sleep at night feels both terrifying and exhilarating all at the same time.

      “Oh,” Tori squeaks, “don’t look now, but Leo and Matteo just walked in.”

      I do exactly what she tells me not to do—look.

      Turning almost entirely around, I see when Leo finds me, a huge smile stretching across his face. My stomach flutters as he grabs Matteo and drags him over to our little table. Keeping eye contact, he grabs a chair, spins it around, and plops down beside me.

      “Hey, echo.” He smiles at me like I’m his entire world.

      I’m not, so I look away, only to see Matteo sitting on my other side. They are sandwiching  me between them.

      Tori lets out a dreamy sigh just as Andy walks over and slaps a water bottle into Tori’s hand. “Your mom will have my ass if you’re drunker than a skunk at midnight before the eclipse happens.”

      Tori hiccups and grabs the water.

      “Why are you drinking so early?” It didn’t strike me as odd until just now.

      “It’s nothing,” she says behind the water bottle right before she downs half of it.

      Matteo grunts. “Lie.”

      He’s like my own personal lie detector test. “Alright, spill.”

      Andy squints at her, her head tilted to the side. “You know, come to think of it, you aren’t acting right.” She slides into the seat beside Tori.

      “If you aren’t comfortable—” I start.

      She cuts me off. “It’s not that.” She tightens the cap on her water. “Chloe and Amanda.”

      I grind my teeth, holding back from telling her just what I think about those two fake-ass bitches.

      “Told you the redhead was no good.” Matteo crosses his arms, leaning back.

      Leo clears his throat, a blush heating his face. There is definitely a story there, but now isn’t the time.

      “What did they do?” My voice comes out harsher than I intended, but that can’t be helped. Those two are awful humans.

      Tori shrugs, but her bottom lip wobbles before she explodes. “Okay, so we were supposed to throw the lunar party ourselves after we realized no one was having a big party. Then, before the weather decided to be unpredictable, we were going to have it at the cove.” She gives me a look, knowing how I feel about them taking over my safe space.

      Leo elbows me, reminding me of what we did in the water there. The memory of our secret, stolen moment stirs something deep within me.

      Matteo doesn’t miss a beat, his observation skills picking up on every interaction between the two of us.

      “Then, when the weather decided to be super stormy for like the tenth month in a row, we knew the cove wouldn’t work out for us, so we decided to have it here,” Tori continues. “When I decided our friendship was shit, they chose to throw their own party at the cove, and they took half the school with them.” A lone tear rolls down her face.

      If it were just me, I wouldn’t give a fuck, because no one will ever find me actually throwing a party, but Tori? It’s important to her, and now I feel like it’s important to me. What the hell is happening to me?

      “Want me to call the team?” Leo offers. “I bet I can convince them to come out here.”

      “Really?” Tori hiccups between tears. Andy softly rubs her shoulders. Popularity still means everything to Tori, but she’s making progress.

      “Hell yeah. Let me call.” Leo gets up, his phone already pressed to his ear as he steps out of the bar.

      Tori sniffles a little more. “He’s so nice.” More tears. “Chloe wanted to make him a part of her pack.”

      There is that word again. Pack. It seems to hold more weight than just a casual group of friends. What does it mean for her… for us?

      “Anyway,” Tori rushes on, not even acknowledging that word, “they told me I’d never be popular without them. Chloe said I was just a wannabe, trying to fit in with people who’d never really like me.” Her voice trembles as more tears spill over. “And Amanda... She said I was a charity case. That everyone just tolerates me because they feel sorry for me.”

      My blood boils, rage simmering just below the surface. “Those bitches,” I mutter, clenching my fists. “They are wrong, Tori. You don’t need them.”

      Matteo’s jaw tightens, his eyes darkening with anger. “They are jealous. They see your kindness as a weakness because they don’t have it in themselves.”

      Tori sniffles, trying to smile through her tears. “I know, but it still hurts. They spread rumors about me, Frankie. They told everyone I was desperate and that I’d hook up with anyone just to get attention.”

      I feel my nails digging into my palms, barely keeping myself in check. “They are pathetic,” I say through gritted teeth. “And anyone who believes their lies is just as bad.”

      Matteo nods in agreement. “You’re better than them, Tori. Don’t let their poison get to you.”

      Andy wraps an arm around Tori, pulling her close. “We’ve got your back. Always.”

      Leo returns, a determined look on his face. “The team’s coming. We’ll have a real party here, one they’ll be sorry to miss.”

      Tori’s eyes light up, hope flickering in the midst of her pain. “Really?”

      “Really,” Leo confirms, a fierce glint in his eyes. “We’ll show them what real friends look like.”

      More tears. How are there any left in her little body?

      “You guys are the best.” She sniffles. Then, just like that, a switch is flipped and determination stretches across her tear-streaked face. “We’re going to need more snacks.” Panicked, she turns to Andy. “Let’s go, the eclipse starts in just under two hours. We are going to need more chips.”

      Laughing, Andy stands to let Tori shoot out of her seat. “Thank you.” Andy turns to me. “I never liked those two girls. I might need my bouncer to kick them out if they show up.” She winks at me before walking away, leaving me between two very delicious rugby players.
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      “You look like you could use a breather.” Matteo’s voice sends a shiver down my spine.

      He’s only breaths away, his cinnamon scent making my mouth water. I remember his touch at the diner—how long ago that feels, though he’s always near. Sometimes I swear I feel him even when I can’t see him.

      “Yeah.” My voice cracks, so I clear it. The noise of the crowd fades as Matteo steps closer, his presence sending a small thrill through me.

      His warm palm slips into mine, and he begins to weave me through the crowd at the Grotto. True to Leo’s word, the entire rugby team showed up, making Tori happy. However, I can feel my heartbeat thumping in my ears, and my chest aches from the overwhelming mix of music and chatter.

      As Matteo leads me to the back patio and the door thumps shut, I look over my shoulder at the glass door and everyone inside, laughing and smiling. Their faces are flushed with excitement. Wasn’t it the beginning of the semester when I stood in this exact spot and looked through the same window on the same door and wished to be a part of their excitement? Then, I stood on the outside looking in. Now, I’m welcome and overwhelmed. Life is strange like that.

      I take a deep breath, the cold air filling my lungs, and turn to see Matteo looking up at the sky, his face impassive as he searches for the moon. He appears casual in low-rise jeans and a simple black T-shirt, no jacket despite the small flurries that flutter down from the cloudy sky.

      “Can you see anything yet?” I step up beside him, gazing at his chiseled jaw and brown skin.

      “Not yet,” he replies, a hint of a smile tugging at the corners of his lips. “But soon.” His eyes meet mine, dark and intense. “You know, there’s a legend about nights like these.”

      “Oh?” I tilt my head, intrigued. “Tell me more.”

      His smile widens, and he steps closer, his warmth seeping into me despite the chill in the air. “It’s about the world that exists beside this one,” he says, his dark eyes full of something that sends a flutter of anticipation through me.

      “And what exists?” I ask, curiosity piqued.

      “Mm-hmm.” He pulls me against him, his heartbeat steady against mine. The shadows deepen as if the world holds its breath. “During a lunar eclipse, they say, worlds collide and the hidden reveals itself.”

      “Really?” I try to keep my voice steady, but the way he’s holding me makes it difficult. “How do you know so much about this?” My heart pounds in my chest.

      This is it, he’s going to tell me what’s really happening just under my nose.

      “My grandma told me the story when I was a kid,” he says, his tone playful. “She said that during the eclipse, the moon’s magic is weak, and the laws dissolve for a moment in time. That’s when the veil between the two worlds fades.”

      “Sounds like a fairy tale,” I tease, my breath hitching as his hand slides up my back, sending heat through my body despite the cold.

      “Maybe.” His eyes sparkle with mischief. “But she believed it was true. She said that if you ever found yourself outside during a lunar eclipse, you might see shadows moving in ways they shouldn’t. They blend into the darkness, shifting and changing shape.”

      “And what happens if you see one?”

      “Well,” he murmurs, his lips brushing my ear, “if you’re lucky, you might catch a glimpse of their true form, but they are elusive. They can blend in with the shadows and hide in plain sight.”

      “Sounds dangerous,” I whisper, unable to tear my eyes away from his.

      “It can be,” he agrees, his fingers tracing patterns on my lower back, “but only if you don’t know what you’re looking for.”

      “What if you do?” I ask, my heart pounding.

      “Then,” he says, his voice dropping to a seductive whisper, “you might be able to understand them and see them for who they really are.”

      His words hang in the air, heavy with meaning. I feel a strange connection to the story, like there’s something I’m missing, something just out of reach.

      “Do you believe in the magic you speak of?” I ask, searching his eyes for answers.

      As the first shadow crosses the moon, casting the world into darkness, Matteo’s hold on me tightens. I lean into him, feeling the steady beat of his heart against mine. The cool night air wraps around us, but Matteo’s warmth is all I notice. Somewhere inside, cheers rise until they fade away and then rise again, only louder. Everyone must have gone out front to witness the eclipse.

      “I believe in a lot of things, Frankie,” he continues, his voice a low murmur. “Sometimes, the truth is hidden in plain sight. You just have to know where to look.”

      His words stir something deep inside me, a feeling I can’t quite explain. I gaze up at him, trying to decipher the meaning behind his cryptic tale.

      “You know,” Matteo says, looking back at the sky, “there’s more to the legend. They say that the hidden, when they reveal their true form, can possess incredible power, but only if they embrace who they are.”

      “Incredible power?” I echo, my curiosity intensifying. “Like what?”

      “Like the ability to move through the shadows and become one with the darkness,” he explains, his gaze locking onto mine. “To protect themselves and those they care about.”

      I swallow hard, the weight of his words sinking in. “And how do they embrace who they are?”

      He smiles a slow, knowing smile that sends another shiver down my spine. “By understanding their true nature and accepting it. Only then can they harness their full potential.”

      The air around us grows colder as the eclipse progresses, but I hardly notice. Matteo’s presence, his warmth, and the intensity of his gaze keep me grounded.

      “Matteo,” I whisper, my voice barely audible, “why are you telling me this?”

      “Because,” he says, cupping my cheek, his thumb gently brushing my skin, “I want you to know that you’re not alone. That whatever happens, you have the strength to face it.”

      His words are like a lifeline, anchoring me in the midst of my confusion and fear. I lean into his touch, finding comfort in the warmth of his hand.

      “Thank you,” I murmur, closing my eyes as I savor the moment. The night is still, the sounds of the party distant, as if we are in our own world.

      “You never have to thank me,” he says, closer than he was a moment ago. A flutter rises in my stomach, and my eyes snap open when his lips brush across mine.

      Matteo swallows my gasp with his kiss. Shock and relief flood me—I wanted this but feared he didn’t. Leo and Bishop may want me, and maybe Dorian too, but right now there’s only Matteo.

      Matteo, who is kissing me with a slow passion that makes my toes curl.

      The warmth of his body, the taste of cinnamon on his lips, and the electric connection between us consume me. With a growl, he deepens the kiss, his tongue diving into my mouth and stealing every reservation I’ve ever had. Matteo makes me feel safe, cherished, and protected. He’s the only one who has given me anything more than vague reassurances, and maybe he doesn’t have all the answers, but what matters right now is that he tried.

      I nearly climb him, my tongue plunging into his mouth to chase the cinnamon essence that is all Matteo. I swallow his growls of satisfaction and beg for more by pressing my body as close to his as humanly possible. His arms wrap around me, holding me as if he’s afraid to let go.

      It still isn’t enough.

      A sweeping growl that isn’t Matteo’s rolls over me, and I have to pull back.

      “Did you hear that?” I ask, my voice trembling.

      Matteo’s expression grows serious, his eyes scanning the shadows over my head. “Stay close,” he murmurs, his grip on me tightening.

      I disentangle myself from him, my legs wobbly as he sets me down on my feet. Ever so slowly, I turn around, my body freezing with fear.

      I fucking hate fear.

      As the darkness deepens from the eclipse overhead, I catch a glimpse of movement out of the corner of my eye. A shadow shifts and changes shape just as Matteo described. My heart races, fear and excitement mingling in my chest.

      I’m not alone.

      “Is that...” I start to ask, but Matteo silences me with a gentle squeeze of my hand.

      “Wait.” He pushes me behind him as though protecting me.

      He doesn’t need to protect me. I know what this is.

      Red eyes blink at me from the alleyway, my heart wild with fear and excitement.

      Then the screams start.

      My blood runs cold.

      “Frankie.” Matteo’s voice turns serious, snapping me out of my daze. “Back away and get in the bar, slowly.”

      He doesn’t give me a chance to argue before he’s pushing me toward the door. His grip is firm but gentle, a mix of protectiveness and urgency. As soon as we step inside, he pulls the door shut behind us.

      “Stay here,” he commands, his eyes boring into mine with an intensity that leaves no room for argument. “No matter what happens, don’t leave this room. Promise me.”

      “Matteo, I⁠—”

      “Promise me, Frankie,” he insists, his voice a low growl. “I need to know you’re safe.”

      I nod reluctantly. “I promise.”

      Satisfied, he gives me one last, lingering look before slipping back outside. The door closes behind him with a soft thud, and I’m left alone in the dimly lit bar. I spin around as the door to the front opens and students begin to rush inside, their cries echoing all around me. I can just make out Tori as she runs to the stairs and swings the door open, silently ushering everyone upstairs.

      I pace the floor, my mind racing with questions and worries as Andy helps Tori. What is out there? What’s happening? The shadows seem to press in around me, and I can’t shake the feeling that I’m missing something crucial.

      Suddenly, the lights flicker then go out completely, plunging the bar into darkness. My breath catches in my throat, and I freeze, straining to hear anything over the pounding of my heart. The darkness is thick and oppressive, and every instinct screams at me to stay put.

      The muffled cries of the students abruptly stop. Curiosity gnaws at me, refusing to be silenced despite everything going on around me. I promised Matteo I’d stay, but something inside me won’t let me sit idly by. I need to know what’s happening. I need to understand.

      I take a tentative step forward, the floorboards creaking under my weight. The bar is eerily silent now, the only sound my own shallow breathing. I edge closer to the door, peering through the small window to the outside. The shadows are darker, more pronounced, and shifting as if alive.

      A chill runs down my spine, and I instinctively wrap my arms around myself. My heart hammers against my rib cage as I listen for any sign of Matteo or any clue about what’s happening outside. The oppressive silence makes every second feel like an eternity.

      Then, faintly, I hear a low, guttural growl, not unlike the one I heard before. It reverberates through the walls, sending a fresh wave of fear coursing through me, but with the fear comes resolve. I need to know. I need to see.

      I take a deep breath, steeling myself, and reach for the door handle. The metal is cold under my fingers. I turn it slowly, wincing as the hinges creak in protest. The door opens a crack, and I peer out into the alleyway.

      The shadows are thicker here, swirling like living entities. The red eyes are still there, watching, waiting, and then, I see a figure emerging from the darkness, its form indistinct but undeniably menacing. My heart leaps into my throat, but I force myself to stay calm and observe.

      The figure steps closer, and I can make out more details. It’s tall, with a humanoid shape, but there’s something off, something otherworldly about it. Its eyes glow a deep, unsettling red, and its movements are fluid.

      I swallow hard, my mind racing. This is real. Matteo’s story, the legends—it’s all real, and whatever this thing is, it’s in front of me.

      I’ve seen it before. At the game.

      The figure lunges, red eyes blazing. I slam the door, lock it, and press against the wood, heart pounding.

      What was that? I promised Matteo I’d stay, but something dangerous lurks outside. I can’t just wait here. I need to act.

      I take another deep breath, trying to steady myself. The bar is still dark, the only light coming from the faint glow of the eclipse through the windows.

      I look at the front of the bar then the back door. I should help them get people to safety, but I’m so close to uncovering everything around me that I’m not even sure I could hide. No. I need to get out of here. My skin itches, and my body begins to twitch with the need to flee.

      Taking a deep breath, I feel my way to the door, the cool metal handle solid under my fingers. I hesitate for a moment, Matteo’s words echoing in my mind, but the pull of the unknown is too strong to resist. I turn the handle slowly, easing the door open just enough to slip outside.

      The night air is cold against my skin, and the silence is eerie, broken only by distant sounds of laughter and music. The moon, nearly covered by the eclipse, casts a surreal, dim light over everything, painting the world in shades of gray. I move cautiously, sticking to the shadows, my senses on high alert.

      I round the corner of the building, peering into the alley where Matteo stood moments before. My heart skips a beat when I see him, his form tense as he faces off against the shadowy figure I glimpsed earlier. At least I’m pretty sure it’s him. The figure is even more terrifying up close, its form shifting and writhing as if it’s made of pure darkness.

      Matteo stands his ground, his body poised and ready, but he doesn’t see me. I should go back inside like he told me, but I can’t. I need to know what’s happening. I need to understand this world that’s been hidden from me.

      As I take a cautious step forward, a twig snaps under my foot. The sound is deafening in the quiet night, and both Matteo and the shadowy figure whip around to face me. For a heartbeat, everything is still, and then chaos erupts.

      The shadowy figure lunges toward me, its eyes glowing red with malevolent intent. Matteo shouts something, but I can’t make out the words over the roar of my fear. Instinctively, I raise my hands, as if to ward off the attack, and something within me responds.

      My shadow rises from my feet, and my wolves, the ones who have been protecting me my entire life, materialize from the ground and step in front of me. Their forms are dark and solid, their eyes glowing with a fierce light. I drop my arms, watching as the beast steps out of the shadows. It’s almost triple the size of my wolves. It sniffs the air and creeps closer.

      I stand frozen until a buzz ripples through the air. It’s one of those light pens that Dorian had, and Matteo uses it. The beast roars and takes off, its form dissolving into the darkness.

      My heart pounds as Matteo steps out of the shadows. I can’t hide my wolves from his eyes. When the form emerges from the darkness, I realize I’ve made a grave mistake.

      It isn’t Matteo. Hell, it isn’t any of my guys.

      It’s Marcus.

      He steps into the dim light, his face partially obscured by the shifting shadows. His expression is unreadable, but his eyes lock onto mine with an intensity that sends a chill down my spine.
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      Marcus sneers, brandishing the pen. “Well, well. Look who finally figured it out. Not human after all—a shadow shifter. Took you long enough.”

      My heart hammers as the truth blazes through me. Shadow shifter. Of course.

      “What do you want, Marcus?” I ask, trying to keep my voice steady despite the fear and anger boiling inside me. I barely hide my smile. It’s the perfect night to hunt, and it’s been so long since I’ve taken out the trash. All my fear evaporates in that moment.

      “What do I want?” He chuckles darkly, waving the light pen in the air. “Isn’t it obvious? I want to watch you squirm. I want to see you suffer for all the trouble you’ve caused.”

      “I haven’t done anything to you,” I snap, my hands clenching into fists at my sides. “You’re the one who’s been hurting people, abusing your power.”

      “Oh, don’t play innocent with me,” he sneers, taking a step closer. “You think you’re so special, just because you can shift here with the rodents, but you’re just a freak, Frankie—a freak who doesn’t belong anywhere.”

      His words cut deep, but they also ignite a spark of defiance within me. I’ve spent too long feeling lost and powerless, but now, I have something he can never take away from me—my true nature, my power.

      “I’m not a freak,” I say, my voice growing stronger. “I’m a shadow shifter, and I’m not afraid of you.”

      Marcus’s eyes narrow, his grip tightening on the light pen. “Oh really? We’ll see about that.” He lunges at me, the pen’s light flashing dangerously close to my face. I instinctively raise my hands, and my shadow rises with me. My wolves, my protectors, surge forward, their forms solidifying from the darkness around us.

      Marcus’s eyes widen in shock, but he quickly recovers, a vicious grin spreading across his face. “So you’ve got some tricks up your sleeve. Doesn’t matter. I know how to deal with your kind.”

      He activates the light pen, its beam cutting through the air. My wolves snarl, retreating slightly but not backing down. The light doesn’t seem to affect them as much as it did the beast from before, but it still makes them uneasy.

      “You think that little toy is going to save you?” I taunt, stepping forward. My confidence grows with every passing second, the power of my shadow shifting coursing through me. “You don’t know what you’re dealing with, Marcus.”

      “Oh, I think I do,” he retorts, his voice trembling with barely contained rage. “You’re just a scared little girl playing with shadows, and you know nothing about the world you were born into.”

      Born? I brush the thought away even though it makes my hands sweat. I take another step forward, my wolves flanking me, their eyes glowing with an inner light.

      “I’m not scared,” I declare, meeting his gaze. “Not of you.”

      He snarls, his face contorting with fury. “You should be!”

      With a sudden burst of speed, he swings the light pen at me again, but this time, I’m ready. My shadow moves faster than I ever thought possible, intercepting the beam and deflecting it away. Marcus stumbles back, momentarily disoriented.

      “Give it up, Marcus,” I say, my voice calm and steady. “You can’t win this.”

      His sneer returns, more feral and desperate. “We’ll see about that.” His laughter rolls over the dark alley, and his eyes peer up at the eclipse that’s almost at its peak. “What your little friend didn’t tell you is that all shadow shifters can shift during the eclipse.”

      My heart hammers in my chest, and my face falls. Licking my lips, I ask, “What do you mean?”

      “Let me show you,” he taunts, then with a gleeful smile, he shrinks down on himself, practically melting into a dark blotchy puddle on the ground before rising up in a large wolf like the ones beside me.

      Oh shit. He… He can shift into a shadow wolf.

      The door to the bar opens and closes behind me. What are the odds it’s someone I know who can help me? Laughter rolls around me, and I know exactly who it is—Amanda and Chloe. I’m so fucked.

      “Oh my gosh, look who’s in over her head,” Amanda sneers, her eyes gleaming with malice.

      “Didn’t we always say she was a freak?” Chloe chimes in, her laughter high and cruel. “Guess she finally found her place among the monsters.”

      My heart sinks, the realization hitting me like a ton of bricks. They won’t help me. They never intended to. They want me gone, and they think this is the best way to get rid of me.

      Marcus, now a massive, dark wolf, circles me and my wolves, his red eyes glowing with predatory intent. His form is larger and more menacing than any shadow I’ve faced before, and my wolves bristle, their growls vibrating through the air.

      “You’re not alone, Frankie,” Amanda mocks, her voice dripping with false sweetness. “You have your little pets, but let’s see how long they last.”

      I grit my teeth, anger and fear boiling inside me. I can’t let them see me break. I can’t let Marcus win. Summoning all my strength, I direct my wolves to attack, their forms a blur of shadows as they move in sync with my will, but Marcus is prepared. He dodges their attacks with ease, his own movements fluid and deadly. He lands a heavy blow on one wolf, sending it sprawling to the ground.

      Panic surges through me. My wolves are losing, and I’m running out of time.

      “Is this all you’ve got?” Chloe laughs, her voice sharp and cutting. “Pathetic.”

      Desperation claws at my throat as I struggle to maintain control. I need to think, need to find a way to turn the tide, but every time I try to focus, Marcus is there, tearing through my defenses, his laughter echoing in my ears.

      My last wolf lunges at him, teeth bared, but Marcus catches it midair, his jaws closing around its throat. With a vicious shake, he tosses it aside, and it dissolves into shadows, leaving me completely exposed.

      I’m alone. Truly alone.

      Marcus turns his attention to me, his eyes glowing with triumph. “See, Frankie? You’re nothing without your shadows. Just a scared little girl.”

      My knees buckle, and I fall to the ground, the weight of my failure crushing me. Amanda’s and Chloe’s laughs ring in my ears, a cruel reminder of my isolation. Tears sting my eyes as I realize no one is coming to help me. I’m on my own.

      Marcus prowls closer, his form shifting back into his human shape. He towers over me, his sneer a twisted mask of satisfaction. “This is where you belong, on your knees and powerless.”

      I close my eyes, my body trembling with fear and anger. I’ve never felt so alone, so utterly defeated. The darkness around me feels suffocating, pressing in on all sides.

      “Look at her,” Amanda says, her voice dripping with contempt. “She thought she could be one of us. How pathetic.”

      Chloe steps closer, her smile cold and cruel. “Goodbye, Frankie. This is the end for you.”

      The words cut deep, and I feel my spirit breaking under the weight of their betrayal. I don’t know how to fight back. I don’t know if I can.

      Amanda and Chloe share a malicious glance before they start to shift. Their forms blur and melt into the darkness, rising again as massive wolves, just like Marcus. They circle me, their eyes glowing with a malevolent gleam.

      Everyone can shift.

      Panic surges through me as they close in. My mind races, but I can’t see a way out. I’m surrounded, outnumbered, and completely outmatched. I scramble to my feet, backing away as they advance, their growls rumbling through the air.

      “Run, Frankie.” Amanda’s wolfish grin widens. “While you still can.”

      Her claws slash across my chest before I can move. I freeze, shock preceding pain. Then Chloe strikes my abdomen.

      I run, their laughter and growls chasing me through the alley.

      I stumble and fall, scraping my hands against the rough pavement. Pain shoots through my palms, but I force myself to get up and keep going. I can’t stop, not now, but it’s no use. They are too fast, too relentless. I feel them closing in, their presence a suffocating weight. My vision blurs with tears, and I choke back a sob, the hopelessness overwhelming. I’m alone—truly, desperately alone.

      Pain slams into me and I hit a brick wall. My chest burns. In the darkness, I lift my sweater with shaking fingers. Deep gashes cross my torso, blood spilling past shredded fabric. Deep enough to see bone and organs beneath.

      I need to get somewhere safe. Where? Tori’s. If Amanda and Chloe can shift, though, then that means she can too, and for some reason, that feels like a betrayal. It cuts just as deeply as this cut.

      Dorian? Bishop? Leo? Matteo? Did everyone keep this secret from me?

      Tears burn the backs of my eyes as I crash against the brick building, my body feeling too heavy to go on, and I slide down the wall. I feel defeat, pain, and anguish. Tears fall for the first time in years.

      Get up. Get up, and fight, I tell myself. With one last push, I stand up and yelp in pain, only to slap a hand over my lips. I push off the wall and round the corner, but I run into another object. With a cry, I fall to my knees, hitting hard enough for them to crack, and a sharp pain reverberates up my legs.

      “Frankie,” a voice calls. “Fuck, Frankie.”

      Hands reach for me, holding me up.

      My head lolls to the side, and I squint. “Dorian?”

      “You need to shift,” he tells me, holding my face with his palms. I swat him away, betrayal burning in my gut.

      “You knew too,” I cry out. My pain isn’t just physical. I feel like it’s burning me from the inside out, and the only one who hurt me that deeply before was… was… Valerie. Tears I’ve held back for decades spill down my face.

      “Come on, Frankie.” Dorian pulls me into his lap, cradling me. “Shift, Frankie. Shift, and your wounds will heal. I promise.”

      “You knew,” I accuse with what I feel is my last breath.

      “Shadow Locke University.” Those three words make everything click into place. My mouth falls open, and the tears keep coming. I hate them. I hate that they exist and fall from my eyes. I thought I could build something here. I thought this was how I planned for my future, but this whole time, I lived in a place with people just like me, and they never told me.

      “Shift, Frankie,” Dorian says again, but I feel myself fading fast.

      “Damn you.” He shakes me. “Fine.” I can just make out his scent of leather mixing with the iron of my blood. “If you won’t help yourself, then I will.”

      My eyes flutter closed as the world spins all around me. Dorian jostles me, and pain slices through me again, causing me to cry out.

      “It’s okay. We’re through,” he assures me, but I have no idea what he’s saying. Thunder rumbles in the distance, and lightning as red as a fire hydrant zips through the sky.

      “Stay awake for me. I need you to stay awake.”

      “Stay awake. Stay with me.”

      I try to push away, but he lifts me effortlessly. My vision blurs as I fight to keep my eyes open.

      “Where...?” The world looks dead, twisted.

      “Welcome to the shadow realm, Frankie.” Dorian runs impossibly fast through the darkness. “Welcome home.”

      Home?

      It’s the last thing I hear before darkness takes over.
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