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      When being different leads to the best years of your life. 


      There are three key components required to get into the most prestigious, top spy school in the world: 


      Skills. 
Strength. 
Survival. 


      My name is Silver Spell Solange. No, I didn’t plan for my initials to be the same rank needed to enter the spy school. But I would do anything to get into the one of a kind school. I have the magical capability of an Elemental Witch, the strength to kick anyone’s ass, and quick problem-solving skills to get my teammates out of any jam. There’s only one small problem – the other ‘S’ I’m missing. 


      I’m not a part of the supernatural race. 


      After realizing the my only shot at my dreams is at the brink of extinction, I’m unexpectedly teamed up with a werewolf, a dragon, a fallen angel, and a hellhound. The four of them carry the assets and abilities I need to gain my spot into the Supernatural Spy School (SSS). 


      With the clock ticking and not much leg room for an SS score, I accept their bet, knowing I’ll easily handle whatever they request from me. 


      I didn’t think their bet would lead me to date all four them. 


      It’s time for me to buckle up. This four-year roller coaster is about to begin, and its a bumpy one-way ticket to becoming the next “supernatural” spy. 
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        BLURB

      

      

      
        
        When being different leads to the best years of your life.

      

      

      
        
        There are three key components required to get into the most prestigious, top spy academy in the world:

      

      

      
        
        Skills.

        Strength.

        Survival.

      

      

      
        
        My name is Silver Spell Solange. No. I didn’t plan for my initials to be the same as the abilities needed to enter the spy academy. But I would do anything to get into the one-of-a-kind school. I have the magical capability of an Elemental Witch, the strength to kick anyone’s ass, and quick problem-solving skills to get my teammates out of any jam. There’s only one small problem — the other “S” I’m missing.

      

      

      
        
        I am not a part of the supernatural race.

      

      

      
        
        After realizing my only shot at my dreams is at the brink of extinction, I’m unexpectedly teamed up with a werewolf, a dragon, a fallen angel, and a hellhound. The four of them carry the assets and abilities I need to gain my spot into the Supernatural Spy Academy (SSS).

      

      

      
        
        With the clock ticking and no room for errors, I accept their bet, knowing I’ll easily handle whatever they request from me.

      

      

      
        
        Their bet: I have to date all four of them for the next four years.

      

      

      
        
        It’s time for me to buckle up. This four-year rollercoaster is about to begin, and it’s a bumpy one-way ticket to becoming the next “supernatural” spy.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      “Any faster?! I swear he’s going to burn us to ashes!”

      My head turned back to get a good glimpse of the ginormous black-scaled dragon following not too far behind.

      “Hang on!”

      I looked up to my teammate as he outstretched his wings. 

      “I don’t really have a choice here,” I commented. He looked down to raise an eyebrow at me, but since we were trying not to get caught and screw up this Quest, he returned his focus on catching up with the rest of our teammates.

      We lowered into the forest before he did a swift left turn. I had no idea where we were going, but it looked like a cave was up ahead. I pointed to it.

      “There?” I exclaimed. We swiftly entered the cave and jerked to a stop, a second from hitting the solid wall. I sighed in relief, but I knew we weren’t out of the woods yet.

      My body was lowered to the ground and I turned to face my four teammates, all of them out of breath.

      “You still got the ring?”

      I grinned, slipping my hand into my bra. The four of them looked around the cave, not wanting to be caught staring at my breasts. I retrieved the little gold ring – presenting the gem for the others to see once again.

      Even in the dim cave, it seemed to illuminate like multiple lights were shining upon it. I had no idea what magic it possibly possessed, but I couldn’t wait to use it.

      My eyes stared at the gold ring, taking in the big white pearl that was surrounded by four other gems: a jewel as bright as fire, one that was a teal turquoise like water, one that twinkled like a golden star, and a gem as pure as the dark night sky.

      There were letterings on the gold band, piquing my interest as I took it out of its protective box. I took a closer look, unable to comprehend how a ring could be so radiant.

      What was most important was how this little piece of jewelry was going to be the key to my entrance into the best spy school in all the lands.

      

      
        
        This is exactly what I needed. My golden ticket to Supernatural Spy Academy.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            To Achieve A Fairytale Dream

          

        

      

    

    
      ~A FEW DAYS EARLIER~

      

      “Are you done cleaning the front, Silver?”

      “Yes! Just closing up the till!” I called back.

      Looking at the piles of cash, I finished off my calculations, writing the total we made for the evening down in the log book.

      It was another busy day at Magic Lattes, one of the many coffee shops my family owned. This location was one of the busiest, but I loved it for a number of reasons.

      The bustling atmosphere always made time go by quickly, our customers were actually appreciative of our services, and the students were far too focused on trying to get perfect scores to gossip and leave a mess behind.

      Even after the crazy buzz of the night, the dining area was pretty clean, aside from the plates that would need to be rinsed down and placed into the dishwasher.

      Nevertheless, they were all neatly stacked on their designated counter, and not even a hint of garbage laid on the floors.

      The cool benefit of working here was that I was the prime owner. I’d worked down in this shop since I could walk. My parents would bring me down while they worked. Being the obedient kid, with my older sister making sure I didn’t cast any crazy spells, I always used to say that this specific shop would be mine one day.

      Or in child-level terms: ‘This place is mine.’

      Who knew my parents would transfer it to my name when I reached eighteen? It was their gift for my years of dedication and patience. 

      Many of the girls my age were all about boys, parties, and fun. I didn’t mind a party or a good time with a few acquaintances or coworkers, but I’d always been the type of girl who could have fun with a book, some tea, and the soft melodies of jazz serenading me while I escaped from the real world into a fictional one. 

      Sure, I’d had my share of bullying or the typical comment of ‘book nerd’ — which to me, wasn’t an insult — but whatever made the bullies happy and got them out of my face was what I went along with.

      My sister also had her own shop, but it was on the other side of the city. My shop was in the section of town known as Serenity. It got its name from the number of angels that lived in these parts.

      Our state was called Aqua-Q. It was a weird name, but the Supernatural Council had decided they wanted to rename all the states, cities, and countries on Earth to reflect the changes we’d experienced. They couldn’t rename Earth, simply because every creature knew that referred to the planet.

      Some humans and even supernatural species were still struggling with many of the new changes in geographic terminology.

      Why make it even more complicated for the world?

      My twenty-two-year-old self didn’t know much about the history from way-way back, but I did know the world had once been made up of mere mortals.

      Long story short, a chemical reaction occurred when a global experiment went horribly wrong, and boom. The supernatural race was born. It was chaos at first, as the shock of it all began to sink in.

      However, it didn’t take long for leaders to come forth from each supernatural race, and surprisingly, things went really smoothly. Hence the creation of the Supernatural Council and all the new names.

      Whenever my parents told my sister and me the story, I’d question why no one made a big fuss.

      My parents explained that having people step up to the plate was a relief to many people. It would give them more time to figure things out and learn more about themselves and their peers.

      Now everything seemed to be peaceful, and on the odd occasion it wasn’t, there were many ways of dealing with ‘evil’.

      “Silver? Are you daydreaming about that academy again?”

      I snapped out of my thoughts, looking back to see Nikko’s mom, Candice. “No. I was just um…thinking about the weather.”

      Candice gave me a sassy smile. “Sure, sweetie. I can tell your mind was on things aside from the weather. I’m already finished up back here. Why don’t you go home?”

      “Oh. I can wait. Nikko’s going to be here soon,” I offered, not wanting to leave her to close the shop by herself. It was my responsibility, after all, but Nikko’s family had been best friends with the Solanges for years. It was as if each generation was born to be best friends with one another.

      My generation was no different.

      “No need, Silver. I gotta make Nikko work a little now and then or her sass goes to her head. Don’t want her forgetting who pays the phone bills when she’s off trying to find a man.” 

      I grinned back at her, loving her African accent as she tossed her hands around for extra emphasis.

      Candice was one of those chillaxed moms. All you had to do was make sure you didn’t piss her off, or your ass would feel the might of the nearest wooden spoon. 

      Or belt, shoe, book…basically anything. As long as you could run fast, you would have a chance of escaping her wrath…maybe.

      Her daughter, Nikko Fireside, was just as fierce, if not more so. She was as impatient as ever, but she was loving and kind when she wanted to be. 

      “I thought you wanted her to find a boyfriend?” I reminded.

      Candice shrugged. “I do. However, not the men who don’t know how to introduce themselves. When I gave birth to Nikko, where were they? If they appreciated my daughter as a whole and not just her gorgeous looks, she’d be engaged by now.”

      I smirked, knowing damn well what she meant by that.

      Nikko was a succubus, just like her mom. They didn’t lack in the attraction department, but that just made it harder for them to find someone genuine who loved them.

      Candice’s husband was pretty chill and didn’t mind if Candice opened their commitment to others, but I thought Candice was just fine with her husband, even if she complained when he pissed her off every other day.

      Nikko wasn’t having as much luck around these parts, but her hope was to find someone when she attended the academy.

      “No more chatting. Be gone and tell your mom and sister I say goodnight.” Candice shooed me away.

      I bowed my head in respect.

      “Thanks, Candice. I really appreciate your hard work,” I praised.

      “Anytime, sweetie. At least you pay me well compared to all the stores down the block that give chump change. Make sure you rest and don’t go stopping trouble like some hero.”

      Giving her a sheepish grin, I winked and took my apron off. “I’ll try. Sometimes my trouble senses are tingling, and I can’t possibly ignore them.” My dramatic tone made her laugh.

      “You should be named Silver Trouble Solange. Put your senses away for another night. I’ll see you next week.”

      With a wave goodbye, I grabbed my wallet, cellphone, and keys, slipping them into my jean pockets. Once my open-zip black hoodie was on, I headed out.

      The crisp, cool air made my grin widen as I took a swift inhale. Drawing out my exhale, I slipped my hands into the pockets of my hoodie and began to walk home.

      It was about a thirty-minute walk, but if I was super tired, I’d merely snap my fingers and teleport there.

      When the world changed and the many races were born, my family was blessed with great magic capabilities.

      Some called us witches, others mages. Since both my parents were blessed with high-rank magic, my sister and I got a good portion from both of them.

      When it came down to it, I was stronger than my sister. It was weird, but the younger witch in the family always ended up being the stronger one. 

      Almost as if the family genes knew that I’d be the last child: my parents decided two children were more than enough to handle in this changing world.

      Being a witch had many advantages, but without guidance and training, it could end poorly for the individual and those around them.

      Magic was something you had to use with a calculative mindset. If you allowed your emotions to influence your magic, it could go wrong, ending in a complete loss of control.

      It was one of the many reasons why I wanted to attend S.S.S. Academy.

      S.S.S. was the only Supernatural Spy Academy in the world. It hosted exactly 5,700 students from across the world. Why that specific number?

      S was the nineteenth letter in the alphabet, and since there were three S’s, that equaled fifty-seven. Obviously, fifty-seven and 570 would be far too little to occupy the enormous land S.S.S had to facilitate their specialized school, but 5700 was more than enough.

      At the end of the day, after the entrance quests, the school would be lucky to have more than fifty percent of the students left.

      What did S.S.S. stand for? Skills. Strength. Survival.

      Being a spy didn’t only account for obvious tasks like listening and gathering information. The school trained secret agents who worked for the Supernatural Council, handled undercover projects for the government, or joined any of the other crime-stopping associations, such as the F.B.I. or C.I.A. 

      Essentially, graduating from S.S.S. was like walking a red carpet that led to endless opportunities.

      Workplaces would fight to recruit graduates, and you were given a different level of respect than anyone else. Most importantly, its credibility worked worldwide.

      If you wanted to work with secret services in the former Dubai, you certainly could, and they’d throw in a diamond Lamborghini for free.

      With all the benefits that diploma would offer, I had deep reasons for wanting to join the prestigious school.

      “Get away from me, jerkface. I’m not in the mood tonight.”

      My feet came to a stop at the noise, the familiarity of it only making my eyes roll.

      Not this again.

      To my right, in the oh-so-familiar alleyway, was a woman in her mid-30’s. She was against the wall with yet another man who wanted nothing but a quick fuck. That usually ended up with them wanting more, like money or more public sex. 

      I still didn’t understand why I interfered every single time I saw the same woman getting used and abused in the alley, but once again, my instincts kicked in and I was pulling the man off of her and sending him flying into the concrete. 

      “ARGH!” The man scrambled back onto his feet, his nose already dripping blood from the impact.

      His glaring cobalt eyes met my blue ones. “Who the fuck are you?!” 

      “None of your business, mutt,” I replied, smelling the wolf stink coming off him. 

      I didn’t know why I had such a strong sense of smell, but to me, most werewolves reeked. It was as if they wanted the world to know what they were. 

      Having been in the coffee shop for so long, I could immediately tell when a werewolf walked into the dining area. The only difference, in this case, was the scent was mixed with alcohol and smoke.

      “You wanna go, cunt?” He took two steps forward, trying to look intimidating as his body seemed to grow.

      I crossed my arms and looked him in the eyes, turning the switch within myself on.

      His once-fierce expression faltered miserably, my magical aura wrapping around me and pushing out in waves, each growing in power until the man was quivering in fear.

      A sinister grin formed on my lips and I snapped my fingers, a mixture of blue and pink hellfire forming at the tip of my hands. It shifted at will, growing until a large flaming wolf looked down upon the three of us.

      “What was that? I thought you were implying we battle?” I taunted, feeling a burning desire to make this man drop to his knees and beg.

      My thoughts were soon answered as he dropped to his knees, his once-buff body shrinking back to its previous size as he bowed in submission.

      “I’m sorry! Please. I-I just wanted some fun.”

      “She said she wasn’t in the mood. Use those sensitive ears of yours next time,” I snapped.

      “Yes, ma’am!” he replied, on the verge of tears.

      “Scram,” I encouraged, and the flaming wolf howled, emphasizing its presence.

      If this guy was going to try and fake his apology and attack, he’d at least remember what he was up against.

      “Thank you!” The man was up and running to the other side of the alley in seconds. Once his scent disappeared, I let out the breath I was holding.

      Glad I didn’t have to fight. I’m way too tired today.

      My flaming wolf lowered its head, nudging my face lightly in comfort as its flames began to disintegrate. 

      Thank you. 

      With my appreciative thought, the flames turned to nothing but specks of embers floating up into the night sky. I gave myself a few seconds to calm down, centering the part of my magic that was known to many as mana.

      With mana, there were endless possibilities for magic casting and manipulation. It was similar to video games with the whole SP count. The more SP you had, the more magical skills you could use in your favor.

      I had loads of it, contributing to my high level of magic ability, but it always left me in a sour mood when I couldn’t have my way with people who pissed me off.

      With a heavy sigh, I walked up to grab the woman’s purse from the ground to offer it to her.

      Turning my attention to her, she had the same frightened look, before she scowled and snatched the bag from my hand.

      “I didn’t need your help!”

      “Every week I find you in this same alley, with another guy who has no appreciation or respect for you or your body and yet you have the nerve to say you didn’t need my help.” I shook my head. “I’m sure other rat shifters would feel more grateful about being saved from potential rape.”

      She gritted her teeth, her nose twitching at my words. I only knew she was a rat shifter because I’d seen her shift once in the past.

      I turned around and slipped my hands in my pockets.

      “Hurry and wake the fuck up. I don’t care if you’re a rat shifter and love the attention of men who have no intention of being with you long term. There’s going to come a time where it won’t matter how many times you ask them to stop. They won’t, and you’ll regret it.”

      With those words, I was walking out of the alley and heading back on my path toward home.

      There were so many ungrateful shifters. It was no wonder we had secret agents to help stop crime. If you interfered on your own, you either got insulted or ridiculed, but if I was a part of S.S.S., I’m sure she’d be kissing my feet and showering me with thanks.

      I knew this, constantly reminding myself that it really wasn’t my duty, but the instinct never listened. It was our way of putting an end to something I was all too familiar with.

      Entering my neighborhood, I let out a yawn as I tugged the hair tie out of my long silver locks. It was funny how my parents named me Silver because I was born with the metallic-colored tresses.

      Apparently, having silver hair was rare, and a sign of great power and importance. Don’t know where anyone got their info about the color of hair predicting your future, but my parents went along with it.

      It made me wonder if I was destined to one day join S.S.S. My name, Silver Spell Solange, matched the three-letter initials, and I truly believed I fit all the requirements.

      Except for one.

      The Supernatural Spy school was exactly that: for the supernatural race. Witches and Wizards did not count in that category. We were magic users and powerful allies to have in the line of battle, but we certainly couldn’t shift our own bodies into anything.

      That was going to be a tiny problem.

      No sole magic user had ever gotten into S.S.S. Academy before. I’d done immense research to try and see if there was one lucky individual who bent the rules and lived to tell the tale, but it was unsuccessful. 

      Any past potentials were declined, even when they completed their assigned quest. I don’t know why that didn’t stop me from wanting to go. It was as though my mind couldn’t let go. 

      I was going to add myself to that fool’s list soon, just to say that I tried. Maybe I’d be the lucky first, but my hopes weren’t high enough to bring me disappointment. 

      Not yet anyway. 

      The first goal was to actually be sent an invitation. I’d sent my application a few days prior and left the part ‘What Shifter Are You?’ blank.

      For many reasons, a lot of shifters liked to keep the knowledge of what they were a secret. 

      One could be because of their rarity. A few species, like hellhounds, for example, were super rare and were normally lone shifters. There were other shifters like fairies, phoenixes, and a few other legendary mythological species that were so few, they almost missed being cataloged. 

      When the massive shift from human to supernatural existence occurred, a log was created to attempt to keep a count of supernatural populations, but it was still a struggle to gather throughout the world, especially in the previous third world countries. 

      With the switch, the world leaders decided that all the countries would start fresh. Like a clean slate.

      All previous debts were canceled and even our money was updated. For the most part, technology was still a big part of our system, but now with the addition of magic, things were growing at a tremendously fast pace. 

      Reaching the front of my house, I looked at the three-story home that was painted completely black. My parents and sister loved black with a passion. I was the oddball who loved all the other colors. 

      Except green. I really did not like that color. 

      The only sign of color on our property was the mailbox, which was pink. It was the only thing I begged to have in pink because I used to send pen letters. I still sent them, even though we’d advanced to emails, but my pen pals didn’t mind. 

      I still had four out of the ten I used to write to, the remaining six having moved on or preferring email when it came to communication. 

      The pen mail system was still used between many witches and wizards.

      Words had power, and if you needed to emphasize certain topics, writing it out with a blessed quill was far better. Plus it was fun to add a bit of magic, making the words come to life as the receiver read out the words.

      Opening the little door, I peeked in to see if there were any letters enclosed, only to find it empty.

      Boo.

      Closing it, I made my way up the path, the stone pathway beginning to glow in various shades of pink, purple, and blue. The house was created by magic, and always found a way to welcome us home. 

      Reaching the door, I smiled and took a deep breath. 

      I’m home.

      It was a habit to acknowledge the magic around me and give thanks when it came to my aid. Magic was its own entity in my opinion, and giving it the respect it deserved helped me to be able to summon the source around me before calling on my own within my body.

      The door unlocked on its own, the secret golden lock coming to view in the center of the black wood. With a click, the door moved inward, allowing me entry.

      With another subconscious thanks, I walked in and took off my shoes and had a quick stretch before slipping my hoodie off. Standing in place, I waited.

      Five, four, three, two, o-

      “SILVER!” 

      A smirk formed on my lips, my prediction becoming reality as my sister waltzed from the living room into the hall, her hands holding two hangers. 

      “Which shirt makes me look sexy, but not whore sexy?”

      With a giggle, I walked toward my sister, my eyes looking at both options and lingering on the one to my left.

      “That one is better. Gives you some cleavage room, but not too much. Also, tight fit to match your curves.”

      “Excellent!” she squealed, tossing the other one into the wall where it slipped right through like discarded trash.

      It would land back in her closet in the ‘Too Sexy For Men’ section. 

      That was her section of clothes designed for a specific date with her boyfriend. One where she’d be super upset and have to prove to him she was an ongoing snack any mage or shifter would want to eat.

      “This is why I love when you come home early.” She flicked her hand, the hanger hovering in the air while she literally stripped out of her white tank top in front of me.

      “You really don’t care where you change in this house,” I noted, a little amused by my sister’s peculiar behavior.

      She shrugged. “It’s our house. I should be able to change wherever I want.”

      “Uh huh,” I replied.

      My sister was Scarlet Spell Solange. Even though I was stronger than her in terms of magic, my sister excelled in everything. I mean all things epic.

      From combat and spell history to problem-solving and weapons mastery. She was by far the youngest and most skilled witch on the market in these parts.

      If S.S.S. was ever to take any of us into consideration, she would have beat me with a snap of her fingers. 

      She was taller than me, taking our father’s height of 6‘0”, had long flaming red hair that turned into fire when she was super mad, and got all the curves. She had to work hard for those, using the best waist trainers while running crazy marathons and also balancing a weight training schedule. Her booty showed that she did squats every day. 

      I was only 5‘6”, which wasn’t bad at all. It left me with a good chance at finding a guy who was taller than me.

      I loved tall men, and my sister was the same, leading her on a long chase until she finally met her partner in all magical crime and current boyfriend. 

      Those two were a perfect match, complementing one another in every aspect. The only thing you had to look out for were their arguments, because those got ugly and could reach war potential with how powerful the both of them were.

      Even though I was blessed with similar beauty, I also worked out a lot to be fit and had a bit of booty myself. I, however, didn’t have a boyfriend.

      Not anymore.

      My ex-boyfriend Callister was the epiphany I needed to realize I deserved better. I met him when I was sixteen and fell in love far too fast. I thought having a man’s attention was love, and it sadly took me years to figure that out and dump him. 

      I hadn’t jumped back onto the dating wagon since, more focused on getting into S.S.S. and maybe enjoying some time away from the town in general.

      I didn’t have a backup to my Spy Academy plans, but my sister, who supported my wild ambitions, always reassured me that she’d be able to get me a spot in the C.I.A.

      Since my sister’s boyfriend, Nicholas, was a fierce gargoyle shifter who graduated S.S.S., she was practically lumped together with him in everything, opening doors to far better opportunities than my high school diploma in magic arts could get me.

      Even though I was gifted and able to finish a year early, that time was spent working at the coffee shop and using my rejection letters as fuel for the fireplace after my shifts.

      “Where’s Mom?” I asked.

      “She’s reading spell books in the living room and wondering when you’re going to go out and enjoy the fresh air,” Scarlet replied, slipping the top over her head and lowering it to cover her bright orange bra that held her perky breasts.

      “I just came back from outside. I had plenty of air with a hint of moonlight.”

      “Oh, please. You know what I mean. You need to do more than spend your time working and training from that ‘How to Kill Everyone’ handbook you have.”

      “It’s not how to kill everyone. It’s ‘How to Kill Everyone: The SPY version’. I don’t have that much hate for people,” I huffed.

      “Sure,” Scarlet drawled. “Did you actually apply to S.S.S? I swear I haven’t heard of a spell that can turn you temporarily into a shifter without giving yourself away.”

      “I did apply. Probably won’t get in, but if I do, I’ll figure out a way. There could be a magic artifact or something?” I suggested, the thought coming to my head.

      “Magic artifacts are super rare and are collected by really strong shifters with power in both the physical and political arenas. Not gonna happen unless you’re the best thief in town, which you aren’t because you have random bouts of klutz in you. Gotta find a different way.”

      “I’ll figure something out. I’ll try and try again until I walk those gorgeous halls in my uniform,” I said with confidence. Scarlet put her hands on her hips.

      “Sure. As long as it makes my baby sister happy. I’ll pray to the heavens you also find a good man who knows which hole to put his cock in.”

      “Scarlet!” I hushed. “Mom’s home.”

      “Meh. She knows Callister sucked ass, and not in a sexy kind of way seeing as he doesn’t do any anal either.”

      “How do you even know about this stuff?” I groaned. “I was dating him.”

      “Correct, but as your older sister, I had to make sure to have everything on that douche, just in case I was possessed and accidentally killed him.”

      I pinched my nose and shook my head. “You did try to accidentally kill him. Twice.”

      “Oh really?” Scarlet blinked, pouting her plump pink lips as she tapped them with her index finger. “I don’t recall. Third time’s a charm.”

      “Please don’t go killing my ex. It’s not worth it.”

      “Don’t worry. If I suddenly feel the need, I’ll let Nicholas do it. He can just wave his S.S.S. gold card and it’ll be brushed under the rug. Nothing to see here.” She began to whistle.

      “That’s taking advantage of rank,” I reminded.

      “Not if the person in question is a douchebag who hurt my sister. I’d put it somewhere in fine print to cover my ass. Don’t worry.”

      “You’re more overprotective than Mom. Remember, I’m twenty-two.”

      “I remember. You can be one hundred and four and my one hundred and eight ass will still protect you.”

      That made me grin. My sister was one-of-a-kind, and I cherished that. Even during the dark times of our lives, she’d always had her chin up and was ready to put me first, as Mother would.

      “Anyway. I’m on my way to a date. Just give Mom a quick hello so she knows you’re here. She’s in one of her meditation reading stages, so if she doesn’t reply, you know why. Her magic will let her know you’re home after,” Scarlet reminded as she walked over to our standing mirror that was a few inches from where I stood.

      “All right,” I replied, watching her fix herself up and give a good up and down look before nodding in approval. “Snack radar! I’m off to have a good time and enjoy some passionate sex with my man.”

      “I don’t know how you say that so confidently.”

      She winked at me. “Trust me. When you get a real man who loves and cherishes you, you’ll really start enjoying life and the wonders of mind-blowing sex.”

      “If you say so. Better not be late,” I encouraged.

      “Right! See ya, Silver. Love you.” Scarlet gave me a quick hug and kiss on the cheek, and with a snap of her fingers, she was gone.

      “Bye,” I whispered, feeling a tad envious of her.

      She finally had the life she’d wanted. The perfect man who respected her and an amazing job that paid well. A solid future and chance at starting a family.

      I wanted all of those things and more, but alas, I was here — standing in the hallway of our house, wishing I had the perfect boyfriend and was already in S.S.S. Academy to achieve my goals.

      A heavy exhale escaped me, but I shook off the dread, deciding I needed to be positive, especially if I wanted to relax my mind and sleep for tomorrow morning’s personal training session.

      Walking toward the living room, I poked my head in to see Mother in crossed legged meditation position, candles surrounding her as books hovered in the air, slowly circling around her.

      “Mom, I’m home,” I announced.

      She remained in place, but I noticed the twitch in her head to the left side, which told me she heard me and acknowledged I was here.

      She’d most likely come up when she was finished, but with how tired I was after the long shift and using magic for my weekly ‘save the girl’ show of power, I felt drained.

      Moving upstairs, I took a quick shower and changed into simple pink pajamas. Checking the mirror, I focused on my silver locks as I combed any remaining wet tangles after washing it. When I used magic, turquoise colored streaks with hints of white always appeared in my hair.

      It was one of those unique character traits I had, one of many, though more obvious in nature. My blue eyes were still vivid but didn’t hide my exhaustion. My light white skin was a little paler than usual, but it also could have been due to the previous magic confrontation.

      Gathering my hair into a messy bun, I climbed into bed and clapped my hands to turn the lights off. Tucking myself in, I looked over to the picture on the nightstand to my left, grabbing it to view the picture of Dad and me.

      He was no longer with us, dying when I was eighteen from a rare disease that slowly ate the brain away. It was magic-related but had no cure.

      Even though four years had passed, I still continued my research on it, hoping to one day find the cure for the extremely rare genetic disease.

      Both Scarlet and I had been ruled out, but with magic diseases, you really couldn’t know for sure. Looking at his wide smile and similar silver locks, I grinned.

      “I’ll make it into S.S.S. Academy, Dad. I promised to make you proud. I certainly will. Just you wait and see.”

      Kissing the cool glass gently, I looked back at it once more, wishing for one more chance to see him.

      To tell him how much he was loved, and that Scarlet and I would live in his footsteps with  Mom’s loving guidance.

      Placing the picture back in its rightful place, I lay back down and stared at my ceiling vision board, looking at the multiple mapped out spells and ways to get into S.S.S. 

      A few minutes passed and my eyes began to grow heavy, leaving me no choice but to accept my exhaustion and go to sleep. 

      I let my mind wander, dreaming about the day I’d walk onto S.S.S. soil.

      Not as a mere stranger, but to fulfill the fairy tale dream of being a student at the one-of-a-kind Spy Academy.
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      “I‘m gonna be a spy! I’m gonna be a spy!” Jumping up and down, I giggled and sang with all my might.

      Mommy sighed, looking to Daddy, who had a wide grin on his face.

      “You shouldn’t be encouraging her. She’s a witch, remember?” Mother noted.

      “It’s fine. The future has no limits. She shouldn’t put a box around her dreams because the world wants her in one category.”

      Running to Daddy, I hugged his legs, grabbing his attention. “Daddy. I’m going to be a spy and go to the SSS place.”

      The smile on his face made me even happier, watching him kneel down to speak to me. “That sounds wonderful, Silver. I know you can do anything you set your mind to.”

      “Even be stronger than Mommy and Daddy?” I asked. The thought of being anything I wanted made me excited.

      Daddy nodded. “Yup. As long as you work hard and do good in the world.”

      “I’m a good girl!” I bounced up and down. “I’ll work hard. As long as I get to drink orange juice.”

      Mommy giggled then, moving to stand behind me. She knelt down and gently stroked my head.

      “I’ll make sure you have plenty to eat and lots of orange juice. Now, can you go get your sister? Dinner is almost ready.”

      “Yeah! Scarlet!” I cheered, beginning my quest to find my older sister. I left the living room but caught onto Daddy’s words.

      
        
        “She’ll surpass everyone’s expectations and more. She’s what S.S.S. needs, and I’m sure that school will grant her the best years of her existence.”

      

      

      

      The buzzing of my phone jolted me awake, and a low moan escaped me as I lowered my head back into my soft pillow. It took me a full two minutes before I had the strength to reach for the vibrating phone.

      Opening one of my eyes, I peeked at the dimly lit screen and noticed Nikko’s caller I.D., leaving me to wonder whether her phone call was work-related, or if she was about to bombard me with a story about her boy troubles.

      If it was anyone else, I could have ignored the phone call, but there was always a special place in my heart when it came to my BFF.

      Sitting up, I let out a yawn and glided my finger along the screen, answering the call.

      “What do you need from my soul, Nikko? It’s so early,” I whined.

      “It’s not early, sleepyhead. I figured you’d still be asleep.”

      “It’s my day off, and what time is it?”

      “Four in the afternoon, and I know it’s your day off, but your loving best friend needs your help. The café is super busy today,” she disclosed.

      “Hmm,” I hummed, trying to decide if I wanted to work or not. I didn’t want them feeling understaffed, but I had to take a few seconds to figure out if I had anything to do today.

      Well…in the evening.

      It was totally normal for me to spend my days off sleeping all the sleep possible. My parents always said it had to do with having a lot of mana and the body’s way of taking advantage of such luxury. 

      Interesting how I always had that extra dose of energy when I needed it the most but would be able to really rest up on my days off with nothing else to do. 

      “Is it that bad?” I asked. My voice was still thick with sleep and my body was still debating whether going in would be a good idea. 

      “It will be. There’s some event going on and a lot of the new applicants from across the world are attending while they wait for their quest entry for S.S.S. We really would love the extra pair of hands,” Nikko explained. 

      She wasn’t the type to ask for help unless she really believed she needed it. If she was humbling herself like this, I could predict the evening being extra chaotic. 

      “Give me few more minutes of snooze and I’ll make my way,” I mumbled, lowering myself back into the sheets. 

      “You’re the best! I’ll make you your favorite strawberry cheesecake shake when you get here.” Her sweet voice made me smile.

      “Tempter,” I mumbled, trying not to fall asleep on the phone. “Go enjoy your break before I get there.”

      “All right, boss. Love you,” she sang in joy.

      “Love you, too,” I mumbled, removing the phone to hang up. Turning onto my side, I stared at the frame on my nightstand, focusing on my father’s bright smile.

      I wonder what you saw in me, Dad. I wish you were here to tell me.

      After a few more minutes of aimless staring, I decided to get freshened up and ready for the busy evening at the cafe.

      After picking out my outfit, a pair of grey tights and a teal blue shirt, I glanced at my reflection in the mirror. Taking a good glance down my 5‘6” frame, I reached over to grab my favorite red lipstick, moving closer to the mirror to apply the vibrant liquid accurately onto my lips.

      I just loved red lipstick. It made my lips pop against my pale complexion and with my silver and teal hair, it was the perfect dash of color I needed.

      There wasn’t any need for me to go over and beyond on the makeup for work, and even when I did do more than just lipstick, it was very simple. 

      A light dose of blush on my cheeks, nude eyeshadow with a hint of a darker shade to make it blend perfectly while achieving a shadow at the edge.

      With some mascara and eyeliner, I was pretty set. 

      At least my brows were always on point.

      Reaching for my hair tie and brush, I quickly combed out any tangles and put my hair up in a decent bun.

      With a final nod, I did a few stretches and reached for my grey and teal varsity jacket I still had from magic school. 

      I was glad those years were done, but I did miss the activities that came along with school. Aside from the mandatory magic courses, I loved cross country and cheerleading.

      They were the activities where I got a bit of solitude from running and a little more of social interactions with the cheer squad. 

      Being the MVP in both got me this awesome jacket that was still in peak condition. Sliding it on and grabbing my wallet, keys, phone, and charger, I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. 

      Let’s teleport to work. 
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      “I swear, this is one of the best investments your parents ever made.”

      Opening my tired eyes, I glanced at Nikko, who turned the OPEN sign off. She turned back to meet my gaze while I stifled a yawn.

      “That was chaotic,” I argued. “I have to determine if it outweighs the benefit.”

      “You’re just saying that because you’re tired. This is another level of success compared to four years ago,” she reminded. 

      Snapping her right finger, she made the broom in her other hand sweep across the floor. The movement was like it was dancing, and making my eyes grow heavy at its soothing side-to-side movements.

      “You have a point,” I muttered, closing my eyes once more.

      When my parents opened this location, it had always had consistent sales. That was until the area needed heavy remodeling, which cut us off to majority of our customers from the neighboring businesses and S.S.S. Academy.

      How Aqua-Q worked was there were four sectors: S.S.S. was located solely in the north, Serenity, my town was in the south, Selestia was in the east, and Sorority was in the west.

      No one understood why the state didn’t start with ‘S’ seeing as everything else seemed to follow the pattern, but again, the Supernatural Council made the rules.

      During the construction our sales tanked, making my sister’s shop aid in financing both locations.

      It was during those hard times when Dad also got sick, which made us lose a heap of income from his side, while my Mother had to balance managing both businesses and her own work in the witch community.

      I couldn’t help much until I was eighteen and could independently run the shop and bookkeep the flow of income, but by then, it was too late for my Dad. His passing was hard on our family, but we kept pursuing our spell coffee shop dream. 

      The moment the remodeling was complete, it all turned in our favor because of the new transportation system created between north and south.

      Instead of students and people of the north sector having to take long commutes to reach our sector, they invented a fast magic pod system.

      The pod system was the kind of thing you’d imagine being in an alien ship; the pods were oval spaces that could fit twenty people each. There were bigger versions — the fifty- and hundred-passenger pods that were only used during rush hour and holidays — but the twenty-passenger pods could take anyone from north to south in less than five minutes.

      The station was two minutes from our shop and contributed to our vast growth over the last two years.

      Now we were the number one recommended coffee shop, and with the added desserts, food, and other appetizers with hints of magic, we were hitting the market big time.

      I encouraged a remodel, to give us a more modern appearance. Witches loved colors and wore styles that matched the type of magic they carried.

      I’d opted for bright pastel colors like lavender and baby pink, with hints of neon oranges and greens, and the end result made the shop pop out on the street.

      The moment you walked out from the station, you could see the neon sign from afar. Basically, the shop was at its best performance. The only thing I wished was for my dad to get to witness it, too.

      Due to the mass of foreign students and academy applicants waiting for their approval letters, the rush tonight was madness.

      I normally tried to keep my magic to a minimum, a little spell here and there to keep up with our motto, but today really tested me and my skill at making multiple desserts and hot drinks due to all our machines being busy making orders.

      Now I was magically drained, but I was glad I’d come in to help. With Nikko taking orders, five servers, Candice aiding me in the drink and food prep, and Nikko’s dad on delivery, it still hadn’t been enough for us to not feel the rush.

      “Silver, did you fall asleep?”

      It took me a few extra seconds to reply to Nikko’s question. “Nope. I’m here.”

      “How are you going to teleport back? Want me to walk you home?” she offered.

      “Nah. I’ll be fine. The walk will be good for me. You know my magic gets happy in the great outdoors. I’m sure by the time I get home I’ll have tons of energy to catch up on my Netflix episodes.”

      “Haven’t you gotten your letter yet from S.S.S?” she asked.

      “Nope.” Just the thought of not being accepted again this year made me a little sad.

      You were allowed to apply to the school when you reached eighteen. I’d been lucky since my birthday was July 1st, and applications had closed July 2nd, but I didn’t get in.

      It was understandable: the waitlist alone was so long, I’m sure it could measure an entire country’s length. It took people an average of five years to get the opportunity to get in. S.S.S. only accepted people in September, which was another reason why the volume of applications was much higher than a common school.

      This would be my fifth time applying and I was in no way hyped up about it. At least if I didn’t expect to get in, the pain of disappointment would be far less.

      The application process wasn’t too difficult: a common test, general information, goals you wanted to achieve while attending the academy, and the skills and knowledge you’d be able to contribute.

      No one would be able to cheat on the common test because the paper was magically infused. Every set of questions were different, making each test magically modified just for that specific applicant.

      All my applications had been different, but I did feel more confident in this year’s set. I’d overheard from students that magic was one of the main focuses this year, giving me an advantage with my high mana count and magic tolerance.

      If I didn’t get in this year, I’d simply keep on trying. I wouldn’t let anything stop me from getting in.

      Even the whole supernatural part of the deal.

      “I’m sure you’ll get it,” Nikko emphasized. 

      She was always the positive one, always saying you had to say good things for the universe to receive and make it come true. She said the same thing in previous years, but I tried not to be a Debbie Downer around her.

      I didn’t need a lecture.

      “I can only hope. Do you want me to assist with anything?” I asked, hoping to change the subject.

      “Nope. Mom said she’ll count the till and log our sales, and Dad is finishing his final delivery, so he’ll be back to help finish anything that’s left. We’re going to go celebrate.”

      “Celebrate?” I asked, opening my eyes.

      Nikko was silent, her focus centered on the broom that was now gathering the last specks of dust to the pile in the center of the dining area.

      “Nikko?”

      “Well. My parents heard a lot about S.S.S., seeing as we’re getting multiple students and applicants coming by year after year. I decided to apply for the hell of it, and I got my letter of initiation this morning before work. I’m only telling you now because I thought you’d get yours, too,” she admitted, lifting her hesitant gaze to meet my calm one.

      I shrugged, hiding the hint of sadness that stabbed me in the heart. “Congrats! I’m not surprised. You’re a powerful succubus and have strong magic, too.”

      She stared at me carefully, but I kept my cool persona as I rose up to stretch. “Aren’t you upset?”

      “Why?” I questioned as I lifted my arms in the air and began leaning over from my left side to my right. “My best friend got into the best spy academy in the world. Why would I be upset? I’m proud of you and know you’re going to do amazing. Let me know what your schedule is like once you finalize your enrollment. I was going to work on hiring some extra people anyways.”

      “Oh. All right. I’ll let you know for sure,” she said with a beaming smile. I nodded and yawned again. “I’m leaving first. Keep me posted how everything goes!” I announced.

      “Sure…” Nikko replied, watching me walk over to grab my jacket and other stuff. Since she was about to mop the front, I decided the back would be better.

      “I’ll see you around, Nikko,” I called out, waving her goodbye.

      “All right,” she replied. “Love you.”

      The tiny part of her goodbye made me stop and look over my shoulder to meet her worried gaze. I gave her a wide smile. “Love you too, bestie.”

      Taking my time to walk around the building from the back, I inhaled deeply, needing the fresh air to attempt to lift my spirits up. 

      Be positive, Silver.

      Knowing Nikko would still be able to see from the glass windows, I slipped my hands into my pockets and began the walk home.

      After a few blocks, I finally let my guard down.

      Coming to a stop, I stared at my teal Converses that popped against the gray cement beneath my feet.

      “Be happy for her, Silver. She fits in all areas. Obviously, she got in. I just have to try again next year.”

      The words sounded flat to me, my voice holding little conviction to change my depressed attitude.

      I was happy for Nikko. At least, I wanted to be. Yet, a bitter part of me was sad, annoyed that I’d applied five times and still hadn’t gotten a shot at even the preliminary testing. 

      Nikko applied once and got in, and I already knew she’d ace whatever quest they gave her. She was a succubus. She could seduce the likes of anyone to get what she needed, and if not, she’d kick ass to obtain it. Add in her magic and she was literally set.

      I, on the other hand, wasn’t a shifter, which was my main disadvantage. I didn’t rank myself as any better than the next person, but I was confident in my skills and abilities.

      With a groan, I moved my hand out of my pocket to pull the hair tie that held my hair up.

      “Don’t worry, Silver. This is just another bump in the road. Patience is key to becoming successful,” I whispered to myself, putting more emphasis into my words.

      Dad would tell me not to give up. He knows I’m not a quitter.

      “Scram, dude. I’m not in the mood tonight.” 

      Slowly, my head turned to my right. You got to be fucking kidding me. Again?

      There was the same woman, in another scandalous outfit. Her body was pressed against the cool wall while a man had his body pressed against hers, his hand already slipping under her extremely short dress.

      I debated, wondering whether to help her again. There were just so many times one could be saved. Not like I’d always waltz home to save the day for her, and yet I still couldn’t move from my spot.

      The teenage girl inside me wanted to help. To interfere once again, even if it put me in danger.

      Even if this woman kept putting herself in the same situation over again.

      “Stop being like that, baby. I’ll do anything for you if you give me what I want. If you’re super quiet, no one will hear us.” The man’s rough voice sent chills through me, awakening memories I fought not to relive in my mind.

      
        
        “I’ll do anything for you, Silver. You trust me, don’t you?”

      

      

      Shaking the thought away, I bit my lip hard and began to make my way into the alley.

      “Hey, douchebag. She said she wasn’t in the mood.” 

      The man’s lips formed into a sweet smile, and his attention shifted from the woman whose eyes were wide with fear and a hint of annoyance.

      I tried to ignore it, knowing exactly what would follow after I told this guy to scram, but the ungratefulness this woman showed after a year of having me save her from deadbeats like this was getting ridiculous. 

      “Little girls should mind their own business.”

      “Too bad I’m not little, but I do agree. I should try and not stick my nose into smelly situations. For one, you smell like yesterday’s dog shit. Why don’t you run along before you get hurt?”

      I began to zip the silver zippers of my pockets, making sure my valuables were nice and secure before I removed my varsity jacket, holding it in my right hand.

      Cracking my neck, my body was one step ahead of me, sensing the static electricity of magic thundering between us. This guy must have been a mage of some kind, but I sensed a darker side to him, leaving me to wonder if he was a vampire.

      He moved off the wall, his attention focused on me. The woman began to shiver, sensing the charge of energy surrounding us.

      The grey clouds that were up in the dark sky took that moment to cover the moon, and roaring thunder bounced around us.

      “You’ll regret not walking away, sweetcakes.” He cracked his neck and eyed me slowly, taking in my figure while his tongue slowly glided along his bottom lip, revealing a glimpse of his sharp fangs.

      Definitely a vampire.

      They loved to take in all of their prey’s features before attacking. It apparently heightened the sexual response that followed with each suck of their victim’s blood.

      “I doubt it,” I replied with a shrug. “But I’m sure my jacket won’t touch the ground before you’re scrambling away from here.”

      He laughed and cracked his knuckles. “Let’s see you try.”

      The power within me began to fight against my burning body, dying to escape my control and accept the challenge this vampire had offered us. With a swing upwards, my jacket was up in the air, leaving me two seconds to react to the blinding speed of a punch heading straight for my face.

      No way can I go home with a black eye. My sister would end the entire town.

      I caught his fist with ease, not missing a beat as I let go of my restraint on my magic. The vampire gasped at the burst of heat, followed by the wave of energy that sent him off his feet and flying backward.

      My once-transparent wave of energy manifested into physical form, a mixture of fire and wind wrapping around me effortlessly, creating a large phoenix.

      Its body alone was as big as the alley space, its wings having to expand upward in order for it to hover in the small space.

      The heat was already leaving an imprint on our surroundings, the ripped, drenched newspapers splattered on the ground beginning to dry up with the puddles and crumble.

      Miss Ungrateful was trembling on the ground, sweat beginning to roll down her cheeks, but her eyes were on the man who was seconds away from the ground.

      Pointing to his falling body, my flaming bird darted forward, aiming a direct attack at the man. I could hear his curse from here, but a second before my phoenix could burn his body to ash, I stopped her.

      The man fell to the ground, looking up at the massive bird before his eyes locked onto mine. My smug look was a big enough hint that I’d paused the attack.

      That I had conquered him.

      Cursing under his breath, he was scrambling off the ground and running to the other side of the alleyway, disappearing from our sight. 

      “What a waste of energy,” I grumbled, needing a second to tame my phoenix that desperately wanted to chase after that jerk who dared question our power.

      Be at ease. The enemy has fled in fear. Rejoice and enjoy the bliss of victory.

      The phoenix let out a cry of triumph, lifting into the air and doing a back arch, nose-diving straight down. I leaned back far enough for the scorching heat of flames to shoot into my chest.

      Thank you, flames of justice.

      The alley was quiet, and I felt the first drop of rain hit my nose. Lowering my head to see the same purse on the ground, I walked over to it and picked it up.

      Glancing over to the woman, I offered her the bag. “When are you going to learn? Do you really like this lifestyle?”

      “Shut it, kid. You don’t know anything. Those men can give me whatever I desire,” she snapped, reaching out for her bag.

      Her eyes widened with confusion when I moved the bag away, the sympathy I wore on my face falling short at her pure ignorance.

      “Those men can give you everything, and yet here you are. In this shitty alleyway waiting for some scum bag that has no respect for you or your body to fuck you with their nasty cocks that have been everywhere. I’m a kid lecturing you about the risk of AIDS and all the other vast STD’s you can get from these drug addict assholes, but they can give you the world. I’m sure if they kept to their promises, you’d be living the best life possible by now.”

      I had to fight not to laugh, my anger raging through me like a blaze. My magic was still on high and fire was one of the hardest elements to control, due to its raging temper.

      “Trust me. I know what it’s like to put your trust in men, only to have it crushed when you give them every part of you. Stop being a fool,” I snapped, gripping her bag tightly.

      Two seconds later, the bag was encased in a block of ice. Letting it fall to the ground, I was impressed that the solid block didn’t shatter.

      The woman stared down at it, her eyes slowly looking back up at me.

      “This is the last time I’m helping you. You’re an adult. Do what you want. Just don’t cry wolf and pity yourself when those men who promise you the world are the same who will pin you down and fuck you against your will. You allow this to continue happening, might as well learn to get into the mood.”

      Outstretching my right arm, my varsity jacket fell gracefully onto it.

      The winds from the magic I’d unleashed held it up in the air above me, a technique I’d known for years and loved to use when I didn’t want to get my jackets dirty.

      Slipping it on, I spun around and headed on my way back home. The rain took its golden opportunity to begin to pour, and I quietly welcomed it.

      I needed to cool off my temper, wishing I’d stayed home instead of accepting the shift in the first place.

      By the time I reached home, my body was drenched, but I paused midway from our front door.

      With an audible sigh, I turned around and stood in front of the mailbox I’d purposely ignored. With a deep breath, I opened it up, only to see it was empty once again.

      Wow. This day just sucks.

      Shutting the little mail door, I made my way inside. It only took me a few seconds to realize no one else was home, the house giving off a hollow impression.

      Mom must have gone to work. Sister’s probably on a date or something.

      A cool but gentle breeze wrapped around me, slowly growing warmer until my body was practically dry again. A relieved smile formed on my lips, and I pressed my hand against the wall of the hall. “Thank you.” 

      This house was a wonderful blessing, and I loved how it showed so much compassion to us.

      After taking my shoes off and hanging up my jacket, I took my phone from my pocket and went upstairs to my room. 

      Snapping my fingers, I was in the perfect set of shorts and pajama t-shirt. My hair was now dry, and I put it up in a messy bun. With a drawled exhale, I fell onto the bed. 

      It seemed like the horrible day finally hit me there, but I wouldn’t let my tired mind ponder on it. With only enough energy to pull the covers over my body and clap my hands twice, I snuggled with one of my pillows and closed my eyes. 

      Maybe my dreams would be filled with hidden hope.
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      Inhaling deeply, I tapped my running shoes against the concrete, excited to be able to expel some energy this morning.

      With a nod to myself, I got into position, my eyes focused on the path forward. With a mental signal, I dashed forward, beginning my 10-mile morning run.

      For as long as I could remember, I’d loved running. It gave me the opportunity to zone out while still being active.

      The best ideas and inspiration came when I was lost in this element of training, enjoying how fast my heart beat against my chest while my lungs burned from the intense and swift movement.

      I loved morning runs the best, because they gave me the chance to view the gorgeous sunrise, breathe in the purity of air that wasn’t yet polluted by the smoke from the passing cars racing to get to work on time, and center my mind.

      I’d slept through the night, but the buzzing disappointment from yesterday was still fresh like an open wound. I couldn’t fathom why it was bothering me as much as it was.

      My usual motto was to brush away the negative and move forward, for life always had ups and downs. Was it because my best friend was leaving me behind?

      Nikko was my ride-or-die friend, but our friendship wasn’t perfect. We’d had our share of bumps in the road, especially when my ex used to be in the picture.

      This was just one of those hills we had to climb and I was sure we’d be okay once again.

      Even though it was five in the morning, it was a quiet Sunday with barely any movement. It was what I loved about the seventh day of the week: most shifters slept in.

      Of course, the transit stations were still booming popular, with many students still making their way back to S.S.S. after staying the night in this area.

      It was expected after the huge event from last night, a festival that always occurred before the initiation process. I thought it was a way for people to have something good to remember if they didn’t get through.

      Some positivity to balance the disappointment of not being accepted.

      Too bad I didn’t get to go. Maybe it would have helped me feel better.

      Going off the main sidewalk, I turned into the park and headed to my usual trail. I tried to alternate from time to time, never wanting to follow a specific pattern that someone could predict. The area wasn’t necessarily bad, but it had its share of crazy and druggie alcoholics.

      It wasn’t something I worried about. If someone wanted to try to take me on, I dared them.

      Turning into an open space where I could see the small lake, I noticed a 6′1″ male looking around left and right. 

      He had shoulder-length black hair with hints of red, orange, and gold. It was almost like they glowed when the rising rays of the sun hit at a certain angle. He seemed to be sniffing a lot, which made him look super weird and out of place, but I kept on running, knowing he wouldn’t see me from this side of the path I was on.

      A part of me wondered if he was lost, trying to find his way out of the somewhat deep forest trail, but I wasn’t sure if I should approach him. It was like the common law in the horror movies to NOT go inquire if someone was okay in the depths of the forest by yourself.

      I could already hear Nikko’s voice, giving me a lecture on how I fit the typical stereotype of white girls in horror movies.

      I’m sure it isn’t true…right?

      Shaking the thought out of my mind, I kept going. Reaching my five-mile checkpoint, I turned around to head back home. On my way back, I couldn’t help but look for the man, my eyes locking onto him.

      My legs slowly came to a stop and I took the chance to catch my breath, still analyzing the man who looked so lost I felt bad.

      He was currently sniffing some leaves, the disgusted look that formed as he wrinkled his nose making me grin.

      He’s pretty cute…no! Silver. That’s how they get you. Be alert and cautious.

      Taking a calming breath, I made my way over to him. He didn’t notice me until I was standing next to him. 

      “Why do you look like a lost adult in Narnia?” I asked. 

      Would he even know what Narnia is?

      The guy looked into my eyes, and I had to stop myself from gasping 

      Shit. His eyes are magnificent.

      They were like a mixture of molten lava with the neon essence of red and orange, the burning flames of fire adding a highlight to the orange pigment while hints of gold trickled through. 

      As they stared into mine, it was as if there was magic coursing through them, the flaming lava dancing around his orbs as he took me in. 

      He sniffed once, then twice, before leaning in until his nose was an inch from mine. My face grew hot at his sudden closeness, unsure what he was doing.

      Is he smelling me? 

      “What are you doing?” I asked, trying to sound calm even though my heart was beating as fast as it had been when I was running. 

      “You smell really nice. A mix of Japanese cherry blossom, mint, and a bit of vanilla. Weird mix, but it smells nice coming from you.” 

      “Did you miss the scent of my sweat or smelly running shoes?” I questioned, feeling confused as to how he was able to smell my blossom body wash, mint lotion, and vanilla dry shampoo. 

      “Hmm. That doesn’t really overpower your rooted scents. Those types of aromas are always picked up first if you know how to smell properly.” 

      “There’s a way to smell properly?” Now I was getting confused. 

      “Yes. You have to train your nose to bypass the unnecessary scents and pick up on the ones you need to lead you in the right direction. If I wanted to find you, all I’d do is focus on your combined scent. It wouldn’t matter if someone dosed you in perfume or even coffee beans. I’d find you.” 

      And he’s a stalker. 

      “I don’t know whether to kick you in the balls and run away or to question if you’re serious.” 

      He pouted his lips and took a step back, placing his hands on his groin. “Hmm. No wonder they say being honest can get you killed.” 

      “I’m not going to kill you.” I rolled my eyes. 

      “Kicking a guy in the balls is the same thing.” 

      “No, it’s not.” I shook my head. “I’m sure you’d be just fine.” 

      “I doubt it. Probably see my life flash before my eyes,” he grumbled. Putting my hands to my hips, I looked at him with exhaustion.

      Where did this guy come from? 

      “Are you a foreigner?” I asked, taking in his appearance.

      He wore black joggers, a black t-shirt with an orange-red wolf symbol on it, and when I leaned over to my left side to see if he had a tail of some sort, I noticed the black duffle bag and orange backpack sitting at the trunk of a tree.

      Moving my gaze back to him, he simply looked at me in confusion. “What’s that?”

      “A person who doesn’t live in these parts. Did you come from a different country?” I clarified. He looked a tad Asian, but he must have been mixed because his native ethnicity stood out more.

      It seemed to dawn on him that he hadn’t introduced himself because he flinched and quickly bowed his head. “Sorry. Uh. Yes. Not from here. I’d introduce myself, but I’m not supposed to talk to strangers.”

      “And yet you’re allowed to sniff people,” I mumbled. “I think you failed at that duty, but sure. Anyways, why do you look so lost?” I decided to get to the point.

      Didn’t want this potential stalker knowing my name either.

      “Ah.” He looked around and frowned. “I’m trying to find S.S.S. Academy. I received acceptance and got instruction on how to get here, but the transportation line changed.” He had that charming pout on his face, and my heart couldn’t say no to him.

      He looks like a sad puppy.

      “Even though you give me stalker vibes, I don’t want you getting further lost in these parts. You’re way off from the station. I can take you there. As long as you promise not to stalk me later.”

      “I won’t stalk you.” He gave me a nod. “Are you going to S.S.S. too?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “No invite for me.”

      He looked a bit sad at the news. “You’d be nice to be around,” he admitted, turning around and heading to grab his bags. 

      I waited for him to get his things, those simple but emotion-hitting words making me feel wanted.

      Doesn’t even know me, but says I’d be nice to be around. See. If this was a movie, I surely would have been dead by now.

      Shaking my head, I waited for the sniffing stranger to return to my side. Overall, he was hot, in like, a cute boy type of way. 

      “Guess I’ll lead the way,” I announced. “Try to keep up.” 

      On a normal basis, I walked pretty fast. It could have been my years of walking to and from work or that overpowering desire to reach my bed and sleep. I always ended up having to warn acquaintances that I walked fast so they wouldn’t be offended.

      He nodded in understanding, and the two of us began to make our way to the station. I was glad that I always brought a light sweater with me when I ran.

      Today was no different as I untied the light teal sweater around my waist. It was the pop of color I needed to match my grey running tights and turquoise sports bra.

      I was comfortable in my body and didn’t mind showing some skin, but having a sweater helped for those days I wanted to multitask and grab groceries or a drink before heading back home.

      The area knew me and surely didn’t mind me wearing sports attire in the supermarket, but I always got one or two glares from elderly people who weren’t too hyped about my confident exposure of skin, especially my six pack and rib tattoos.

      My tattoos were actually magic incantation symbols. When witches and wizards reached sixteen, we could get a symbol on our body.

      Normally, it was just one, but due to my uniqueness in magic, I had the privilege of two, one on each side of my ribs. They ran upward and seemingly cradled my breasts.

      Unless I was naked, you wouldn’t get to see the true beauty of the final product. The more symbols you had, the more powerful some believed you became, but I wasn’t sure if it was true. I definitely wanted more in the future, but it was a pain in the ass.

      I’m talking so much pain I had to drink a bottle of tequila to knock me out so the poor Symbol Master could finish.

      Apparently having a partner with you helped immensely, passion seeming to numb the pain of the symbol process, but there was no way I’d publicly make out with my ex, who was my new boyfriend at the time. 

      Or go into the deeper realms of intimacy. 

      My brisk steps didn’t seem like a problem for the foreigner. Giving him a side glance, I saw he was meeting my pace with ease, not appearing out of breath or even bothered.

      He must be a shifter with good stamina.

      It didn’t take long before we were at the station, but as we approached the pods, I realized they were going to leave at any moment. 

      “Uh oh! Run, run, run,” I announced, grabbing his hand and darting toward the doors. We got in just in time, the doors closing behind us. I blinked a few times before I groaned. 

      I wasn’t supposed to go with him! 

      His eyes were glancing around the pod technology like he hadn’t seen it before. It took him a few seconds, his gaze lowering to me. 

      “Weren’t you supposed to drop me off?” he clarified, rubbing more alcohol into the sore wound of my stupidity.

      With an eye roll, I tugged at his hand and pulled him to one of the private spots on the pod. 

      There weren’t many others on board, only about five individuals who all looked like they were heading to S.S.S. for the quests. After lowering his bags to the floor, we both sat down. It would only take four minutes to get to the academy.

      I’ll just drop him off and head back on. 

      The pod transports always waited ten minutes whenever they arrived at the main stations to give people time to say goodbye and so on.

      “How long does it take to get to the school?” he asked.

      “About three minutes. The time shows right there,” I noted, pointing to the digital screen that showed the map and estimated time frame.

      “That fast?” He looked intrigued. “We need to up our transportation services.”

      I stared at him as he continued to focus his attention on the screen. Any other person surely would have made conversation with him, especially when he was so attractive, but I wasn’t those types.

      He sniffed the air, wrinkling his nose. “Too clean.”

      “Come again?” I asked.

      “It smells like bleach. Makes me wonder if someone died here.”

      My baffled self just stared at him, unsure how he came to such conclusions. “Should I even ask?”

      He looked at me and smiled. “Where I come from, if you smell bleach, it means there was a crime scene or murder in that place. The authorities use bleach and other chemicals to remove blood stains and body odors.”

      “So…” I took a moment to put my evidence together. “You’re secretly a killer.”

      He chuckled. How can a killer laugh so easily? He gives me all the red flags. Nikko would have annihilated him.

      “No. Just observant.” 

      “And you like to sniff everything,” I commented. 

      “It’s part of my nature,” he replied.

      There was an announcement informing us of our arrival in less than one minute. We both got up and I watched him put his backpack on.

      “Then you’re a wolf?” I questioned.

      “Nah.” He shook his head as he lifted his duffle bag. “Nice try, though.”

      I wondered what he was, not getting a shifter scent off him. Whatever body wash or cologne he used still clung to his clothes, and I didn’t have his ‘go beyond the scent’ skills to surpass it.

      The pod came to a stop, and we moved off onto the large platform. It wasn’t super busy, but even from this distance, I could see the huge school; the golden gates practically glowed from the sun that was higher in the sky.

      Pointing to the large sign that read S.S.S. ACADEMY AHEAD, I declared, “That will lead you straight to the school. I’m sure once you get there, you’ll find someone who can help you figure out what you have to do.”

      When he didn’t answer, I turned my head, a second before something soft pressed against my left cheek.

      I must have blanked out for a few seconds; the sudden action made my brain overload and malfunction. The man smiled as he pulled back from kissing my cheek.

      “Thank you, sweet-smelling Blossom. I really appreciate your kindness. Hope I get to see you again.”

      “You…you just kissed me,” I blurted out.

      “On the cheek, yes.”

      “Is that like your way of showing thanks to anyone where you come from?” I asked. He grinned and shook his head.

      “Nope. Only to someone you like.” He winked and fixed his bag that was on his back. “Hope to see you soon. Bye, Blossom.” He began walking away.

      “My name’s not Blossom, it’s Silver!” I corrected, feeling my face grow hot.

      He stopped and looked over his shoulder, blessing me with a perfect teeth-glimmering smile while his eyes danced with satisfaction.

      “Nice to meet you, Silver.” He walked away, leaving me speechless on the platform.

      If it wasn’t for the warning sound of the pod’s departure, I would have stood there for who knows how long.

      Getting back on the pod, I sank into the same seat I’d been in on the journey here. It wasn’t until the pod was moving again before what had just happened finally sank in.

      He kissed my cheek. Oh no. I told him my name?! I’m doomed.

      Groaning, I rested my head back against the seat, giving up on trying to figure out a long-distance way of erasing that man’s memory.

      Not like I can. I didn’t even get his name. Total fail on your part, Silver.

      Five minutes went by and I was back on the path home. After taking off my sweater and wrapping it around my waist, I began to run again, needing some thinking time as the image of the handsome sniffing male continued to taunt me. 

      Just remembering his body and striking features made my imagination wonder how he looked with no clothes on. I could see he was well-built in the muscle department, and his stamina told me he must have been active on the regular.

      The longer I thought about it, the more I wished for him to come back and let me slide my hands beneath his shirt to feel his chiseled chest and abs.

      God, I need a cold shower. Can’t believe I’m even turned on by the thought of a stalker killer. 

      Arriving home, I paused at the mailbox, staring at it maliciously. If only I got an invite. I would have been able to learn more about that guy.

      Reaching out for the handle, I peeked into the mailbox once more, knowing damn well the mailman wouldn’t possibly deliver today.

      A sigh escaped my lips as I slowly closed the little door. It was a worth a shot.

      Entering the house, I noticed the switch of shoes. Taking a moment, I focused on the energy in the home but didn’t sense my mom or sister. 

      “She must have come home to change and gone out again,” I mumbled to myself. My sister was a busybody. If she stayed home longer than a day, it was a miracle. 

      I headed straight for the washroom, deciding to take myself up on that cold shower. Neither hot or cold bothered me. My body acclimated to both temperatures, but I didn’t take a super long shower, seeing no need to.

      Today was my day off and I planned to go back to sleep after breakfast. Wrapping the dry white towel around my waist, I twirled my hand as I moved into the hall, warm wind rushing around me and lifting my wet strands.

      By the time I reached my room, my hair was completely dry. All I’d need to do was a quick brush through and I’d be set. Walking to my drawers, I picked out a pair of shorts and a crop top. Seeing as I was home alone, I didn’t need to worry about a nipple slip here and there. My breasts were perky, but they weren’t going to hold themselves up in position like they would with the assistance of a wired bra.

      I moved to my bed, only to stop and tilt my head at the solid gold envelope on my neatly made bed.

      What’s this?

      Lowering my clothes on the edge of the bed, I moved to take a closer look at the envelope, noticing the sticky note that looked like the ones my sister loved placing everywhere.

      
        
        Baby Sis.

        You got mail yesterday but left the house right before it came.

        I needed to sign for it and didn’t want to leave it behind.

        Looks all shiny, smooth, and has some strong magic.

        I think a certain someone got into S.S.S.

        Mom and I will come home early tonight so we can celebrate.

        Love you, XOXO

        - Scarlet

      

      

      “No way,” I whispered, tears already forming in my eyes.

      Cautiously lifting the sticky note from its place and putting it on the nightstand next to the family picture, my trembling hands worked diligently to open the seal carefully.

      By the time I pulled out the authentic gold folded paper, I thought I’d pass out from the lack of air.

      Opening it up, I scanned the words from top to bottom, until my eyes landed on that one word that made my heart soar in joy and a squeal escape me.

      “Accepted. I got a chance at the initiation for S.S.S. I got a shot!”

      I jumped up and down, clutching the precious letter to my chest as I laughed and cried at the same time.

      Moving to the nightstand, I picked up the picture frame, staring into Dad’s loving eyes.

      “Dad. I’m going. Your little girl is about to secure her spot in the best spy academy in the world. I’m going to make you proud.”

      Taking a few shaky breaths, I continued to rejoice, the thought of meeting the sniffing foreigner coming to my mind.

      Maybe I’ll meet him again. Hopefully, another sniffing opportunity will arise.
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      “Are you nervous?”

      I gave my sister a composed smile, trying to hide the nerves and excited jitters running through me. “A little.”

      Scarlet giggled, outstretching her hand toward me. I gave her a confused look, tilting my head to the right, but my eyes followed her hand as it landed on something on my left shoulder.

      My eyes landed on a little glowing ball of energy, and I realized my nerves had created a little ball of slime.

      A living ball of slime? Is it really slime or energy?

      Pouting my lips in my mental debate, I pointed my finger to the light blue ball and envisioned a kitten.

      No, kittens are so common for witches. I know!

      With a poke, the ball was engulfed with a small puff of white smoke. When it cleared there was a white kitten. 

      Scarlet leaned back and raised an eyebrow at me, reaching out to hold the top rail as the moving pod shifted to the left. “What is that? Do not tell me that’s a—”

      “A uni-kitty!” I said with pride.

      “Really?” Scarlet turned her attention to the kitten with a little gold and pink horn. 

      She curled up next to my neck and I shrugged.

      “I’m nervous as fuck,” I confessed. 

      My magic always got riled up with my emotions, taking on a physical form. Whether it be a wolf, phoenix, or a little uni-kitten, the physical creation would either protect or comfort me.

      In this case, I really did need a little snuggle with a soft magical kitten.

      “You’re going to be fine, Silver.” Scarlet smiled at me. 

      I glanced around, happy that the pod was fairly empty.

      We’d just missed the first travel pod that was completely packed with students, but another one arrived right away and since today was quest day, they altered the 10-minute wait rule by adding more pods to the schedule.

      It wasn’t early in the morning either. After inspecting the rest of the letter, I’d had to use a simple spell to active the rest of the documents.

      Initiates were supposed to meet up in the main auditorium and would then gather in front of the quest board to get the opportunity to choose which quest they wanted to do.

      Sounded simple enough, but I was sure it couldn’t be easy when their acceptance number was so low.

      I’d already packed my things in two large suitcases. They were now two miniature keychains on my main keys in the back pocket of my zipped black leather pants.

      My sister was coming with me to see me off like I’d done with the foreigner yesterday, but I was still super nervous about this.

      “But what about…you know?” I hinted out the main dilemma.

      Scarlet grinned and shrugged, reaching out to pet the uni-kitten once more. 

      “You always find a way around things. I’m sure you’ll be able to do the same with those requirements. They won’t assess you until after you’ve completed your quest, and sometimes it’s even bypassed.”

      “You have far too much confidence in me.”

      “Dad always said you’d do amazing things. I agree with him,” Scarlet whispered.

      I noticed her gaze was focused on the passing trees, appearing as though she was reviewing a past memory in her line of vision.

      “I miss him.” My voice was barely audible as I said the deep confession.

      “Me too, Silver. Me too.”

      We were quiet for the rest of the ride, both of us lost in our own thoughts. It wasn’t until we got onto the platform that Scarlet wrapped me up in her arms.

      “Ah. Scarlet, you’re going to squish the uni-kitten,” I groaned.

      “She’s magical. She’ll just appear somewhere else. Let me hug my little sis one more time.”

      “You know I may not even make it and have to come home,” I muttered.

      “What did we say about positive reinforcement? Nature is listening to you,” she huffed, pulling back and lightly hitting the top of my head like it was a chopping board.

      “Ow.”

      “Mewr.” I felt something hop onto my head. Scarlet giggled. “Aww, she’s so cute. You should let your energy roam free more often.”

      “If I did that, our uni-kitten up there would turn into a raging phoenix and try to burn everything,” I replied, lifting my hand to where I felt the weight of the kitten.

      Picking her small body up, I lowered her to see her blue eyes that matched mine. Patting her head, I grinned.

      “I’m okay. Thank you.” I didn’t want to dismiss my magic until acknowledging how helpful the small bundle of fur was. I felt a tad better and expelling some of the nervous energy was a part of that pick-up in my mood.

      “Mewr!” With a purr, her body began to glow and shifted from blue to pink flames that wrapped around me until it hovered above. With a burst, multiple colored sprinkles rained down on me, almost like a firework.

      “Your magic is pretty creative when it comes to praising you.” Scarlet nodded in approval.

      “I guess,” I replied, lifting my hand to catch a few of the sprinkles that landed in my palm before vanishing completely. “Anything I need to know about the prestigious school before I embark on this amazing adventure?”

      I couldn’t help adding some extra enthusiasm into my question. I was still trying to accept this was even happening.

      “You already know the basics. The school is all about skill, strength, and survival. In terms of grades, you have to achieve an S rank or higher to pass. The same goes for any physical and magic tests. You do have a three-strike system in effect for the first three years of school. The final year, you have to maintain S rank and above in everything to graduate.”

      “Three strikes?”

      “If you get lower than S on a test, whether its written, physical, or magical, you can use one of your strikes. Some people do, others opt out.”

      “Why would they opt out if they can use a strike?” I inquired.

      “Your strikes can also be used to give you another opportunity to reapply to SSS. If, for example, you’re on your second failed grade and decide to save your two remaining strikes, you’ll be able to apply for the school again using one strike. That means if you pass initiation again, you’ll be able to re-attend.”

      “Would that mean they would only have one strike left or would they get another three?” I asked.

      “They’ll only have one strike left for the four years. That’s why it’s a gamble where you have to weigh your options. Some people screw up early in the game and think they’ll be able to recover, using one of their three strikes. Others figure out later on — when everything becomes much harder — where they stand magic-wise.” Scarlet crossed her arms over her chest, looking serious.

      “Remember that S.S.S. is only easygoing in the first year. After that, all bets are off. It becomes a dangerous game where you always have to be alert. With that being said, many students realize where they stand physically and mentally by the second semester of their second year. When you reach that point, there’s an option for students to continue forward or use one of their strikes to go home and apply again. Those who opt out and use one of their three strikes are, in my opinion, the smartest. They accept they’re not at the level of strength and skill needed to survive in this academy. Them owning up to that is seen as a positive with the professors and dean of the school, and they usually have a 100% chance of getting back in with little hassle. Even though they may have two strikes left, they’ll apply when they’re more than ready and have some experience with what’s to come.”

      “Sounds intense,” I replied but felt a little excited. “Challenging, but makes me excited.”

      “I knew you’d say that. Crazy sister.” Scarlet shook her head.

      “How do you know so much about S.S.S?” I asked.

      “Boyfriend, remember?” she reminded.

      “I know, but was it hard for him?” I asked.

      Scarlet pondered for a moment. “It was life-changing for him. He had to essentially make a part of himself that has no mercy on anyone, even me. You’ll understand what I mean when you reach year two. That’s the year where the population goes down by 75%.”

      “Seriously?” I gasped.

      “No joke. It’s bad. Think about it. Graduating from this school means you’re set for life. It also means you’re obtaining skills that can bring down an entire organization. Being a spy is a scary job, but it’s one that comes with various benefits and a level of satisfaction when your actions can save thousands or even millions. Many people only think of the benefits. They don’t take into consideration the potential of them dying. Even though you guys are students, you will be sent out to real situations where you can die or get seriously injured. That’s why the school is not made for the weak.”

      Scarlet uncrossed her arms and smiled.

      “I know you’re fierce and powerful, Silver. Just keep all that in mind. The first year will breeze by, and it’s going to be your chance to meet people who you’ll need to trust with your life in their hands when push comes to shove. Be careful and be observant of everyone’s actions. Doesn’t matter who they are. Sometimes the people you trust the most are the ones who will lay your life on the line to save theirs. Remember that.”

      “I will,” I reassured her.

      She gave me another hug and sighed. “I better get going. Mom needs help at your cafe. Now that Nikko’s potentially going to S.S.S., we need to hire pronto.”

      “Right,” I replied. 

      When I’d called Nikko to tell her about the news, her phone was off. Her parents said she’d already gone to the academy and could be working on her quest since each applicant’s entrance was based on when their mail was activated. 

      This helped for those who got invites later than expected, while also ensuring other means of contacting a potential student if their mail had yet to be activated.

      Scarlet smiled and reached out to pat my shoulder. “I’m sure Nikko is busy. Once you both get in, you’ll see her around for sure.”

      “Are there dorms and such?”

      “There are, but every year is different. In the past, it’s been split up by gender or shifter race. Last year it was based on age. This year could be random. They do that so it’s unpredictable, especially for those who come back after experiencing the school before. As a spy on the battlefield, you can never be comfortable,” Scarlet explained.

      “That’s true. Guess I’ll find out after the initiation quest.”

      “Yes, you will. Now get going. We’re early, which is a good thing. Seeing as it’s lunchtime, if you get to the assembly area and choose your quest, you could potentially finish before nightfall, which is a huge advantage. Nighttime quests can get tricky and dangerous,” Scarlet warned.

      “Leaving!” I declared and gave her one last squeeze. “I love you and Mom. I’ll text you once I get my results.”

      “I’m sure it will be good news,” Scarlet replied. “And while you’re there, find a boyfriend, please. I don’t want Mom putting all her hope of grandkids on me.”

      I rolled my eyes with a wide grin. “I don’t even want to deal with the grandkid talk. Being single suddenly feels awesome again.”

      “Meanie,” Scarlet whined but looked super happy for me.

      I waved goodbye, watching as she boarded the pod that was about to leave. After one last look at her, I turned around and began to make my way to the academy, following the large signs that were either attached to the pillars that guided us to the main gates or those that hovered in the air.

      As I got closer to the huge golden gates, I cut off my magic, not wanting to give away my potential.

      Since my sister and I had been trained since we could crawl, it was easy for us to see someone’s magic potential through something called an aura.

      Some people had super strong ones that could consume an entire room with energy, while others were so weak, you pondered whether they had any magic at all.

      It wasn’t the best determiner when it came to magical strength, because the person could do what I did and lower their aura to a non-existent level.

      Wizards and witches, on the other hand, normally loved to flaunt their power, which only made get-togethers a real pain in the ass. I remembered the multiple events we were forced to go to with our family, and how I always returned home with a headache from the surging of magic throughout the rooms.

      Shifters indeed loved to show off, but they could do that with their simple half form appearances, something I was witnessing as of now.

      I’d almost forgotten that at the academy, shifters could remain in their human forms or could shift to their half or full shifter forms.

      So far, I’d already seen a half lizard man, a full five-foot tiger, and a huge blue gorilla. However, many students were still in their simple human forms.

      To me, it was the smartest move to make. Why give away all your cards when you hadn’t even been accepted yet? Being a spy meant understanding your circumstances and using them to your advantage. 

      I’m sure many of the students didn’t think they were being judged the moment we walked through those gates, but my instincts told me that was where the real initiation began, and it would either be used in our favor or be our downfall.

      Reaching the gates, I snapped my fingers to summon the golden invite, showing the guard both sides which included the seal.

      With a long scan up and down my body, he nodded in approval and gestured for me to walk straight into the castle infrastructure and turn to my right to reach the auditorium for initiates.

      Following his instructions, I made my way there, my eyes scanning my surroundings while taking in the tremendous beauty of the modern castle that was designed with gold.

      The structure was built with white cement blocks, which were the only type of cement that could withhold the strongest magic.

      It could have been simply due to the purity of the cement that held magic far greater than the darker tones, but it looked magnificent matched up with the gold. My body thrummed with the energy around me. It was starting to influence my train of thought, manipulating my objective to reach the auditorium by making me want to do a little sightseeing.

      I came to a stop, tempted to go down one of the many corridors to check out the various colorful paintings that neatly decorated each side of the path.

      Normally, I wasn’t one to take a huge appreciation in art, but I could sense the bonding magic that leaked off each colorfully framed artistry.

      Seeing other shifters taking their time to view the works of art made me want to do the same. Taking a step toward it, something wrapped around my waist.

      The restrictive action would have freaked me out, but it seemed almost natural and the familiar scent of cologne tickled my nose, tugging my attention for a brief moment.

      The person who held me took a slow sniff of my hair. “I thought you said you weren’t attending, Blossom.”

      “It’s Silver.” I countered, before seemingly snapping out of the hazy mindset I was in. “Wait. Why was I going this way?”

      “Diversion is the key to failure.” I moved my body slightly in his hold, meeting those flaming magma irises as they danced around his pupils while he focused his undivided attention on me.

      “Did you just save me from failing?” I asked.

      “If you see it that way. You did help me out yesterday when I was lost in that Narnia place.”

      “That wasn’t Narnia.”

      “You said I looked like a lost adult in Narnia,” he elaborated.

      “It was a figure of…never mind.” I decided not to bother, getting distracted from the main focus: the initiation.

      “The least I can do is thank you. Though, it would be nice to know your name at least,” I acknowledged. “Unless you’re going to stalk and kill me.”

      He smirked. “Dimitri. Nice to see you again, Blossom.”

      “Silver,” I corrected, knowing he was teasing me.

      “Silver,” he replied, his husky voice making my name sound like an amazing dessert. “Shall we make our way over to the auditorium?” he asked.

      “Sure,” I replied. He pulled away from me but wrapped his hand around mine like it was a common thing to do. 

      Tugging me along, we made our way to the auditorium, following the group of individuals who were all trying to get into the large open space.

      I should have done my part in analyzing the people around us, but I was trying to figure out why Dimitri had helped me back there.

      The moment we walked on S.S.S. soil, everyone became a competitor, and yet here he was, guiding me through the madness around us.

      I noticed his attire was similar to when I’d met him, the only difference being his shirt, which was orange with a black silhouette of a wolf.

      When we came to a stop, he didn’t let go of my hand. “Dimitri?”

      He peered down at me. “Yes, Blossom?”

      “Silver.”

      “Sure,” he replied with a small smile. “What’s wrong, Silver?”

      I was originally going to bring up the fact he was still holding my hand, but now I wasn’t as sure. “Thanks for back there.” He at least deserved some genuine thanks from me.

      His expression seemed to soften as he nodded. “You’re welcome, Silver.”

      We shared a look before someone bumped into my left side. Dimitri’s arms wrapped around me, stopping me from falling over or into more people. I heard a grunt before an annoyed voice huffed.

      “Watch it. You’re making me bump into other people.”

      Turning my gaze to the person who must have been a victim in human dominos, I stalled in my attempt to interfere. Not because I wanted the two male shifters to work it out themselves, but because the man who bumped into me was hot beyond limits.

      The male stood at 6′3″, and his slim-but-built body frame complemented his delicate features. His beauty alone was a different type of handsome, almost as though his skin had never been touched by the sun, leaving its smooth beauty impeccable.

      His silver hair shifted to black, immediately leaving me in wonder as to how powerful he was.

      Silver hair was always a rare trait, so for him to have it left me wondering what shifter he must have been. His hair was long enough to reach his lower back, and he wore skinny black jeans and a black t-shirt. I caught a glimpse of his built biceps, and he had magic incantation symbols on his arms, unique ones that reminded me of the ones on my ribs.

      I noticed his eyes, catching onto how they were navy blue with hints of silver. Almost like stars twinkling in a dark night sky. Only by being close up would you be able to tell they weren’t black with silver dots.

      From my view, he was definitely a person not to be messing with, but maybe the imbecile who bumped into him had no clue of the power that was wrapping around the perfect hottie.

      “What you gonna do about it, weakling?” the student threatened, taking a step forward.

      He wasn’t even my height, reminding me of a short person trying to fight a giant. Even though this new guy wasn’t as built as Dimitri was, anyone with common knowledge and magical sense would have been able to see the vast difference in levels.

      “Hey, dude. You trying to die?” Dimitri asked.

      He let go of my hand for a second to move to the guy’s side. “Don’t be an idiot and start something here. Your focus should be on the initiation, not picking fights you can’t handle.”

      The guy growled back, glaring. He must have realized he wouldn’t be able to fight both of them. “Fuckers,” he snapped and moved away through the crowd, a few of the other individuals tracking his movement as he retreated.

      Boo. I actually wanted to see some man-to-man combat.

      I totally shouldn’t have encouraged violence, but mages weren’t about empty threats. If you challenged us, we’d go full throttle, and even if it was just a provocative joke, we’d make sure you remembered your place for the next time.

      Dimitri chuckled. “Wimp.” He turned to the newcomer and began to sniff him.

      “Dimitri. Don’t go sniffing people.” I warned, reaching out for his hand to tug him back over to my side. Dimitri wiggled his nose before looking at the starry-eyed guy.

      “You smell like the bringer of death.”

      I groaned. “Totally insulting.”

      “No, it’s not. That’s what he smells like,” Dimitri countered. “Not my fault for being truthful.”

      The newcomer just rolled his eyes but looked amused. “Thanks.”

      I met his gaze for a brief moment, wondering what kind of shifter he was.

      Especially with Dimitri saying he smells like death. Hmm. That reminds me.

      “Dimitri?” I asked.

      “Hmm?” He gave me a puzzled look. “What, Blossom?”

      “Silver,” I corrected but continued. “Wasn’t your initiation supposed to be yesterday since it’s based on arrival?”

      “Oh,” he replied, glancing away. “Yes, but I told them my girlfriend wasn’t here yet, so I’d rather take the last session.”

      I blinked and stared at him. “And which girlfriend is that?”

      He smirked and squeezed my hand. “Guess she’s imaginary for now. See, she doesn’t realize yet.”

      The sound of someone tapping a mic caught our attention, the once-buzzing auditorium calming down to a soft whisper as everyone focused their attention to the stage.

      “Attention, attention.” The room fell to a pin-drop silence. 

      The woman who stood on the stage looked pleased. She stood taller, and I took in her 5‘8” appearance.

      Her aura was what was distracting, a mixture of purple and pink energy that pulsed around her. She had shoulder length black hair and a pink witch hat, making me wonder if she really was a witch. 

      If it wasn’t for her slight look over her shoulder, with her body moving slightly to the side, I wouldn’t have seen her devil-like wings. She wore a simple black dress with pink bats that decorated the thick fabric and black heels.

      “My name is Clarissa Shine. I am one of the professors of S.S.S. Academy, specializing in the magical essence department. I’m the one who assesses your magic abilities and progress over your four years at this academy. I am also the one who saves your life when you’re brought into the nurse’s office. Do show some respect if you do make it through the initiation, for I don’t save disrespectful shifters.”

      I could tell she meant every word, looking as unapologetic as ever.

      After glancing through the crowd, she continued. “You will be given forty-eight hours to decide which quest you would like to accomplish. All quests are hung up on the board outside of the auditorium.”

      We could already feel the buzz of impatience in the air, everyone ready to fight one another to get the best quests that would be easy to accomplish. Clarissa cleared her throat, and there was silence once more.

      “There are enough quests for everyone. However, before you all go trying to kill one another to get a shot at the best quests, realize that this year you all need to form teams.”

      A few gasps and groans echoed through the auditorium, and when it escalated into loud chatter, Clarissa clapped her hands once.

      Sparks of pink lightning crackled above our heads, everyone dipping down to the ground to avoid its electric wrath. The room was silent yet again and Clarissa smiled.

      “Do not waste my time.” She flicked her black hair and fixed her hat. “Teams will be formed for these quests. Each team should consist of five members. When choosing a quest, keep in mind that we will judge what quest you choose and reasoning. Just because you complete an easy quest, doesn’t mean you will be accepted. Same goes to those who choose a hard quest to show off. Decisions made should always have a reasoning behind them. Without that, they have no learning value. You can choose your quest either before forming a team or after.”

      She looked across the crowd again and nodded. “One final note. You must decide on a leader. They will be in charge of keeping the quest item safe until you return back to be judged by myself and the Dean.”

      I glanced at Dimitri, who seemed calm, his head turning to meet my gaze. He winked and returned to looking at the stage.

      “These quests are not walks in the park. Each of them is calculated to demonstrate various skills, strength, and survival needed if you want to last at S.S.S. Also remember that you can die while doing these quests.”

      I could feel the tension shift in the room, yet Clarissa grinned. “Did you forget what S.S.S. is? We are the best spy academy in the world. With this diploma, you will find numerous opportunities. To obtain such power means sacrifice. Your lives will be on the line when you graduate and become spies to help stop the growth of evil and violence across the world. School should be no different.”

      She took the mic and walked around the stage, the sound of her heels echoing through the quiet crowd.

      “That is why from the very get go, you are tested. This school is not for the weak. It’s not even for the strong. It’s for the ELITE! The best of the best. Shifters who are ready to lay their lives and even souls on the line to save others. To secure that item or information and deliver it to the right people to save thousands. Millions! To many, our methods are harsh, but it has never failed our graduates. These four years will be the best of your entire life. It will make you realize that being uniquely different will be rewarded.”

      She stopped at the center again, her eyes scanning the crowd. They locked onto mine, making me wonder if she was truly looking at me. A pleased smile formed on her lips.

      “S.S.S. embraces all those with the determination of being the best they can be. No matter what boundaries, weaknesses, or differences you all may carry. Being different will surely bring out the best years of your life at this school because you will learn your purpose and meet others who will respect the individuals you become over the course of the next four years.”

      She nodded and put the mic back into the stand.

      “You all may not know one another but analyze and allow fate to guide you to your fellow teammates. You never know. The people you choose today could potentially be the teammates you rely on throughout your years here. May the odds be in your favor. Let the Initiation of S.S.S. Academy begin.”
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      Staring at the massive crowd in front of us, I bit my lip, unsure how we were even going to get a quest at this point.

      The number of people between us and the board baffled me, and I wasn’t going to fight to get through.

      Dimitri was standing behind me, his arm protectively around my waist.

      I wasn’t sure why I was already comfortable around him, especially when he so easily was able to hold my hand or hold me as though we were actually a couple, but I didn’t have any conflicts regarding it.

      Totally weird, but whatever.

      We had more important things to worry about, one being we now needed three others on our team. I hadn’t even asked Dimitri if he considered us a team, prompting me to lift my head to peer up at him.

      “Dimitri?”

      “Yes, Blossom,” he replied, his eyes still scanning the crowd. I ignored the apparent nickname he’d given me.

      “Are we a team then?”

      “Sure,” he replied, lowering his gaze to meet mine.

      “How did you find me earlier?” I questioned.

      It couldn’t possibly have been a coincidence. There were far too many people buzzing around to pinpoint where I was, almost like a needle in a haystack. Not to mention I hadn’t promised to attend or anything.

      “I caught your scent when I was making my way to the auditorium. Figured I’d try to make sure it was you, even if I was pretty positive that it was.”

      “Stalker.”

      We both looked over to the guy from earlier, who apparently smelled like Death. I was a bit surprised he stuck around, standing next to us as he watched the chaos happening in front of us.

      “I’m not a stalker. She smells nice,” Dimitri argued.

      “Like cherry blossoms with a hint of vanilla and mint. I know,” he replied.

      “How is everyone able to smell that specific combo but me?” I pondered more to myself.

      “At least she smells better than Death,” Dimitri argued. “And why are you standing next to us?”

      “I’m peering for a quest for us,” he replied with a shrug.

      “You didn’t even ask to join our team,” Dimitri noted.

      “Does it matter? I don’t want to re-introduce myself.”

      “You didn’t,” Dimitri and I said together.

      “Oh,” he replied. “Yuriel.”

      A blessed name? He must be an angel.

      Angels were rare shifters who were blessed by the holy gods above. Even their names were selected by a sacred ritual.

      The person’s destiny was reviewed by the great beings on high before the name could be bestowed onto the baby.

      There were various types of angels, but you wouldn’t be able to tell what type they were unless they shifted and revealed their wings. Even with that much, it was hard to determine their specific type.

      “Uriel as in the pure angel name?” Dimitri asked.

      “Yuriel. The Y is silent,” Yuriel corrected.

      “So Yuri,” Dimitri concluded.

      “Did I say the ‘el’ was silent?” Yuriel argued.

      “You did now.” Dimitri shrugged.

      “I was countering your previous statement.”

      “You were countering the fact you said the ‘el’ was silent.”

      Yuriel just stared at Dimitri, who stared at him back. “And you still smell like death,” Dimitri noted.

      “Is that a bad scent?” I asked out of curiosity.

      I moved in Dimitri’s hold to see his expression. The two of them looked my way before Dimitri shrugged.

      “It’s not an unpleasant smell. It’s one that tells me he’s powerful and dangerous. Though, I don’t necessarily feel like I’m in danger being around him.”

      “You got all of that information from smelling someone once?” Yuriel questioned with an arched eyebrow. I looked at him and nodded.

      “He’s a stalker.”

      “I’m not a stalker,” Dimitri groaned.

      “Sure,” Yuriel and I said together.

      I looked over to him and smiled. “Silver. Nice to meet you.”

      “I thought it was Blossom?” Yuriel replied. “Also, nice to meet you.” He bowed his head slightly in a respectful manner.

      “She smells like cherry blossoms, which is a rare scent. So her name is now Blossom,” Dimitri declared.

      “You can’t just change my name. And how is smelling like cherry blossoms rare?” I questioned.

      Dimitri let go of me to cross his arms over his chest.

      “Cherry blossoms normally appear in certain times of the year in Japan. The scent is another representation of sacred power that reveals itself when one least expects it. Short but deadly. Those who have such natural scents are gifted with many talents, ones that are sometimes short-lived, but carry triple the power of someone who can commonly use the same skills. Can be magic-based or regular skills of combat. Also, can suggest that the individual themselves can be physically manipulated to fit any situation. Finally, those with such scents are leaders and are designed to do great things.”

      We both stood there silent, gawking at his encyclopedic explanation. “You did not just get all of that from my scent? And I don’t naturally smell like cherry blossoms. It’s just my body wash,” I countered.

      “You didn’t use cherry blossom wash today. You used pomegranate with lime.”

      “You really do sound like a stalker,” Yuriel calmly stated. “Or killer.”

      “I’d go with killer,” I mumbled, taking a step to hide behind Yuriel as I pouted my lips and glared at Dimitri.

      “Huh? There’s a whole thousand-page book on scents. That’s common knowledge. You can look it up,” he defended. “Blossom, don’t look at me like that.”

      I sighed and moved back into my spot between them. “I feel we moved away from the important topic at hand, which is getting our quest.”

      “I didn’t introduce myself though,” Dimitri noted.

      “Be my guest,” I replied. He grinned and looked at Yuriel.

      “Dimitri Hellsin.”

      “Yuriel Xin.”

      I was intrigued by their last names, wishing they could tell me exactly what their backgrounds were.

      Dimitri definitely looked Native Indian with hints of Asian characteristics, while Yuriel had a more Caucasian look. But his super delicate skin made me wonder if he had a Korean or simply Asian background to him.

      “Anyways. We have to choose a quest that’s impressive and hasn’t been done before,” I announced.

      “Does it show if it has been completed?” Dimitri asked.

      “It does,” Yuriel replied. I felt as though someone was staring at me, and I looked to my left to see Yuriel was indeed the one who was staring.

      I stared back, unsure why he suddenly looked so transfixed by me. “What?” I asked. “Is there something on my face?”

      “Nothing,” Yuriel replied.

      “Aren’t angels not allowed to lie? You’re an angel, aren’t you?” Dimitri asked.

      Yuriel didn’t reply, and I frowned. “What’s up, Yuriel?”

      Dimitri leaned in to whisper in my ear. “I’m sure he was checking you out.”

      Yuriel gave Dimitri the side-eye. “She’s hot. I can check her out if I want. That’s not something I need to lie about.”

      “So you were lying,” Dimitri argued.

      “Not about her being hot,” Yuriel argued.

      “About your staring being nothing.”

      “I never answered to that.”

      “You’re weird,” Dimitri mumbled.

      “From the one who smells people and stalks them.” Yuriel sighed.

      He looked around the crowd encircling us, snapping his fingers. I could feel the transparent magic that swirled around the three of us, like a bubble securing itself around us.

      Dimitri moved so we were standing in a triangle, giving me a chance to see both of their expressions.

      “You muted off the area around us,” Dimitri pointed out with a wide grin. “That’s intriguing.”

      “I don’t want unnecessary people listening in to our conversation,” Yuriel muttered, like his decision was only natural. He turned his attention to me.

      “This is a personal question. I don’t expect you to answer, but if we’re planning to work together, I’m curious as to why a human is applying?” he inquired.

      “Is it that noticeable?” I questioned, feeling a little antsy that I was caught so quickly. If Yuriel could spot it, wouldn’t everyone have noticed by now?

      “Not really,” Yuriel replied. “You have a bit of a mutt smell on you.”

      “Hey. Watch your language,” Dimitri grumbled, looking completely hurt.

      “I don’t know what you are,” Yuriel acknowledged.

      “I’m not a dog,” Dimitri confirmed. “And I marked Blossom with my scent so on the off chance she did attend S.S.S., people wouldn’t catch on right away.”

      “Huh?” I looked at Dimitri. “When did you…” I trailed off, remembering when he kissed my cheek.

      “When I kissed your cheek. Something told me you’d get a chance at S.S.S., but I didn’t want to sound crazy or anything. My instincts are usually spot on.”

      “You’re possessive,” Yuriel noted.

      “I’m not,” Dimitri huffed.

      “Thanks, Dimitri,” I said with a smile and looked at Yuriel. “And thank you, Yuriel for wanting to keep this subject private.”

      The two of them blankly stared at me, each of their cheeks tinging a light red.

      “Sure,” they said in unison and looked in opposite directions.

      I guess I can tell them. It shouldn’t hurt me. If I don’t make it, it’s all good.

      “For a long time, I’ve wanted to attend this academy. Not for the many benefits that come with it, but because I want to be a spy and stop the level of injustice in the world. It may sound cheesy, but I don’t want my non-supernatural status to affect what I want to achieve.”

      “You do understand no human has ever gotten into or graduated from S.S.S. before,” Dimitri noted with a serious expression. I met his gaze and nodded, needing to prove that I wasn’t going to back down from this.

      “I’m well aware and hoping to be the first,” I declared without a hint of hesitation.

      Yuriel stared into my eyes for a long moment, the tiny star-like silver shifting to black for a few seconds before his irises returned to their vivid twinkling.

      A tiny smile formed on his smooth lips. “Rule breaker.”

      “You make it sound like a good thing,” I said with a smile.

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I stood proudly. “Either way, I’m willing to do what I need to to get through. I’m not sure how I’ll get past it, but at least you guys know. Obviously, you don’t need to work with me if you’re worried about breaking any rules. Don’t want you losing your chance because of me.”

      I had to make it clear, not wanting either of them to get in trouble on my behalf.

      “I was never one to follow the rules,” Yuriel announced, his eyes darkened with mischief.

      Dimitri chuckled. “Following the rules is boring. Nice to live on the edge when you can.”

      “Does that mean you two will stick around?” I asked. I wouldn’t admit it out loud, but the thought of having friends before even getting through the initiation gave me a bit of comfort. It sure eased my nerves a lot.

      “Sure. You’re intriguing. Plus, I want to protect you from the sniffing killer over there.”

      “Stalker. I’m not a killer,” Dimitri corrected.

      I giggled. “So, you admit your enhanced smelling is deemed stalker level.”

      He blushed. “N-no! Anyway, I’m not going anywhere. Everyone else smells weird anyways. I can tolerate you two. At least Blossom’s smell overrides Yuri’s.”

      “Yuriel.”

      “Silver.”

      We corrected him at the same time, but I figured he would continue with the nickname calling. I looked back at the crowd, noticing that it had dimmed down by a lot.

      “The crowd thinned out,” I acknowledged.

      Yuriel snapped his fingers, and the bubble of magic vanished. “I know what quest we can do.”

      “You do?” Dimitri and I asked.

      “Yes, but it’s going to be a pain. It will help Silver,” he elaborated.

      “Hmm, pain in the ass quest that will help Blossom?” Dimitri concluded. “I’m all aboard. At least I get to stick around.”

      “Fine by me. Let’s get closer,” Yuriel encouraged.

      “Thanks, guys,” I whispered, feeling in debt for their help and quick acceptance.

      I really got lucky to meet such nice guys right away. Especially with their handsome looks, I really didn’t think they would be super nice.

      From my past experiences, if you were hot, you either had an attitude or had no respect for anyone else. Even though I knew I was beautiful, or at least considered good-looking, I never wanted to let it determine how I treated people.

      We moved closer to the board, and I looked at the remaining quests, unsure what would possibly be good.

      A few them were about grabbing a specific drink from vending machines in town, the thought reminding me that I was a tad thirsty.

      “All these drink quests are making me thirsty,” I admitted.

      Yuriel placed his hand on my shoulder. “The one with the pink stamp on it is the one you need.”

      “How do you know?” I asked.

      “Just trust me,” Yuriel replied.

      Dimitri put his chin on my left shoulder, sniffing a few times. “Guess he’s not lying.”

      “Please don’t tell me you can tell when someone lies or not by sniffing them. Also, you’re sniffing ME, not Yuriel.”

      “He’s close enough. I’m just getting my ten-minute dose of Blossom.”

      “I should ban you from sniffing me,” I groaned. “You still have to tell me what you are.”

      “I will later. Promise,” he replied.

      “Silver. Get it before someone else does. You’re the leader,” Yuriel stressed.

      “Oh. I am?” I gasped and moved away. “Going!”

      I walked through the few shifters who were trying to pick their quests.

      With a smile, I reached out to pull the quest down, my hand pinching the left side of the thick white parchment paper.

      “Huh?” I said out loud, noticing another hand had pinched on the right side of the paper.

      Together, we lowered the paper in between each other, my eyes maneuvering over to lock onto a pair of strangely colored eyes.

      Crap. Seems as though we have a tie. Time for a tiebreaker.
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      No way are his eyes real. 

      I had to blink a few times to make sure I wasn’t seeing things.

      The shifter standing before me was 6′2″ and had long bright orange-gold hair that shifted to a dark blue-black.

      Only tiny specks of gold that appeared as though they were glowing descended into the darker half of his ombre hair.

      His hair wasn’t as long as Yuriel’s, just reaching the midpoint of his back, but it complemented his milk chocolate complexion.

      He had smooth lips, and his face was oval shaped with a small stubble growing. 

      He wore a button-down black shirt, three of the buttons intentionally left open to reveal a glimpse of his sculpted pecs, and gold jeans that had a hint of shine to them, making them appear rather expensive.

      He wore a gold earring on his left ear with a moon gem in the middle, one that changed colors.

      What still caught my gaze were his gorgeous eyes. Having different colored eyes was common, but usually one eye was normal and the other was an odd shade.

      In this guy’s case, both eyes were brilliant with color; the right one was red with a mixture of orange and gold while the left one was teal like the ocean with hints of purple and green.

      They captivated my attention and drew me in, but I remembered he had the quest I needed. I tugged the paper slightly, and he arched an eyebrow at me, tugging it back in defiance.

      “I got to this quest first,” I announced.

      “Sorry, cutie, but this quest is going to be mine and my partner’s. Now let go.”

      He had an interesting accent, but I wasn’t going to be wooed over so easily.

      I tugged the paper again, and he did the same. I wasn’t worried that it would rip; the paper was thick and most likely enhanced with magic to ensure it would survive the basic risks like tears, fires, or being drenched by water.

      “Nope. You let go,” I argued.

      I noticed steam coming from his nostrils as he huffed, a smug smile forming on his lips while his eyes narrowed at me.

      “There’s nothing you can do about this. Let the quest go. Or I’ll just have to take it by force.”

      Think, Silver, think! There has to be something I can do.

      An idea popped into my head, and I couldn’t fight the sinister grin that cloaked my lips as I stared into rainbow eyes.

      Yup, I was going to term him rainbow for now. 

      I noticed a person behind him, a 6′1″ male with gold eyes and onyx hair. He wore white jeans that had gold chains hanging from the sides and a silver T-shirt. 

      He leaned over to meet my gaze. “Why is she grinning like she unlocked a master plan in her mind?” 

      That made my smile grow bigger and I took a step forward. Before Rainbow Eyes could figure out what I was doing, I pressed my lips against his, giving him a solid kiss. 

      “Oh, shit,” Dimitri said. 

      “Well then,” Yuriel commented. 

      “Uh…is that a weapon?” the other guy inquired. 

      I focused solely on the guy I was kissing, noticing how his eyes went wide in pure shock.

      Five seconds went by before he let go and pushed back, bumping into his friend, who had to catch him from falling onto his ass. 

      “Y-y-you just KISSED ME!” he stuttered, pointing his finger at me accusingly.

      I grinned and waved the quest paper in front of him. 

      “Yes, I did, but I got what I wanted. Too bad you didn’t kiss back.” I winked teasingly. His cheeks were so red, I wondered if he was super angry or super embarrassed.

      Poor guy must have not kissed a girl before. 

      “T-that’s cheating!” 

      “No, it’s not,” I commented. “Any tactics can be used at S.S.S. That includes kissing someone to get what you want.” 

      “Dammit!” he replied, pressing his hands to his lips. “How the hell do girls have soft lips like that?” 

      “Jeez, Ryuunosuke. You make it seem like you haven’t kissed a girl before.” His friend sighed.

      “No! Girls back home do NOT have smooth lips like hers. Or look as hot as her either, Wolfgang. You’re supposed to support your brother, dammit.”

      “I stopped you from falling. As for embarrassing yourself, I can’t help you,” the man named Wolfgang replied, his expression pretty sympathetic.

      Yuriel was at my left side, but I noticed Dimitri wasn’t around. “Where did Dimitri go?” I asked Yuriel.

      “He went to get you water.”

      “Huh? Why do I need water?” I questioned. “Oh, right. I did say I was thirsty before.”

      “Back,” Dimitri announced, moving through the row of people to stand on my other side, right beside the board.

      Instead of passing the bottle to me, he passed it to Yuriel, who began to shake it. He then sprinkled some gold dust on the bottle, the water inside swirling around and glowing a tint of gold before returning to its clear state.

      He passed it to me. “Here you go.”

      “What did you do?” I asked, but didn’t hesitate to drink it. Opening the lid, I began to gulp it down, loving the pure taste of it. I drank 2/3 of the bottle before lowering it and licking my lips.

      “I blessed the water, so it would get rid of the dragon shifter germs you must have gotten on your lips when you kissed him.”

      Dimitri and Wolfgang began to snicker while Ryuunosuke growled and crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Hey! How do you even know I’m a dragon? I should burn you to ashes.”

      Wolfgang patted his shoulder. “C’mon, bro. You literally blew smoke through your nostrils. I keep telling you to stop doing that. Doesn’t make you look cool at all. Just gives you away.”

      “Plus, you smell like smoke. Anyone would guess you’re a dragon before anything else,” Dimitri added.

      Before they could start bickering, I cleared my throat and began to read the quest.

      “Quest 999. The Magic Artifact of Opportunity,” I began.

      “Hold on. Isn’t it bad luck to have 999 as a quest?” Ryuunosuke questioned.

      “It’s the upside-down version, dummy,” Yuriel replied.

      “Shh!” I hushed both of them. “Let me read.”

      After looking at all four of them to confirm they would stay quiet and give me their full attention, I continued.

      “To gain opportunity, one must venture into the depths of a mountain and obtain a ring like no other. One with power and magic, to bring together those who seek the same goals in this selfish world. Obtaining the ring is no easy task, guarded by one feared for their scorching fire and brutal strength. The ring carries many skills, but most importantly has special supernatural abilities. The leader of the team should carry the ring and the four other teammates should provide a hint of their shifter magic to secure the ring in their possession. However, upon obtaining the ring, ensure one also reads the instructions before activating. Once the quest is complete, the leader and team should return back to Clarissa’s office for evaluation.”

      I glanced at the others while my own thoughts ran free in my mind. 

      If this gives supernatural capabilities, does that mean it can help me blend into the academy?

      “Are there coordinates?” Dimitri asked. 

      “The location will show up as we make our way there. However, it won’t activate until all five members are in agreement,” Yuriel revealed. 

      “Oh,” I replied, looking at Dimitri and Yuriel before looking at the two new acquaintances. “Are you guys joining or what?”

      “Why do we have to join your crew?” Ryuunosuke demanded, pointing his finger at me. “And who made you the leader?”

      “They did.” I pointed to Dimitri and Yuriel.

      Wolfgang moved past Ryuunosuke and outstretched his hand. “Wolfgang Vasiliev. Ignore my bro. He sucks at making friends.”

      “Is that why you’re around, to make sure he’s not an ass?” Dimitri asked while I shook Wolfgang’s hand.

      “Pretty much,” Wolfgang replied with a kind smile.

      “Traitor!” Ryuunosuke exclaimed.

      “My name is Silver,” I replied back to Wolfgang’s introduction, ignoring Ryuunosuke’s raging aura. I wondered if steam would come out from his ears.

      “Silver. You smell nice. Like—”

      “Cherry blossom with vanilla and mint,” Yuriel and Dimitri said together.

      “See, Silver. Your nickname is Blossom,” Dimitri said with pride.

      “Why can everyone smell me?” I pondered, lifting my armpit to try and smell myself.

      I don’t even smell like blossoms.

      “You’re a werewolf, aren’t you?” Dimitri questioned. 

      “I feel it’s pretty obvious with my name,” Wolfgang shrugged. “But I figured someone like you would know right away.” 

      “Why is that?” I asked. 

      “Our kinds don’t get along,” Dimitri replied with a shrug. I stared at him questioningly and he chuckled. “I’ll tell you when we make our way to this quest.”

      “Why do we have to tag along with them, brother?!” Ryuunosuke whined. 

      “Oh, c’mon Ryuu. They’re pretty powerful on their own. Let’s join! Why not?” Wolfgang defended. 

      “What’s the catch? Shifters don’t just help people out of the goodness of their soul,” Ryuunosuke countered.

      “I have no soul,” Yuriel said plainly.

      The four of us slowly looked to him, noticing how utterly calm he was.

      Dimitri leaned in to whisper to me, “Why do I feel like that’s true?”

      “It’s the way he said it. Complete confidence,” I replied.

      “True.” Wolfgang nodded.

      “You guys are missing the point!” Ryuunosuke exclaimed. Dimitri stretched and walked over to Ryuunosuke, patting him on the shoulder.

      “Stop acting all stubborn and shit. With that short temper, you’re totally a dragon.”

      Ryuunosuke muttered under his breath. Dimitri grinned. “I’m down to doing the quest with Blossom since she’s totally hot, smells good, and is pretty strong magically. If we make it through, I’m sure she’d help us learn more about magic. She helped me find S.S.S. when I was lost in the woods. She didn’t care whether it benefitted her or not.”

      “I don’t mind. She’s a rule breaker. Breaking rules is fun,” Yuriel noted.

      “She is really hot. I’m sure when we pass, everyone is going to want her on their side,” Wolfgang noted.

      “There still has to be a catch,” Ryuunosuke argued.

      “Fine. You guys can think of one request together. All four of you have to agree upon it and if it seems doable, I’ll agree to it. I really need this quest, so having your help would be appreciated,” I declared.

      The four of them stared at me before they moved and huddled together. I arched an eyebrow at them, wondering if I could pick up what they were whispering about, but I couldn’t catch any of it.

      It took them a full two minutes before they finally came to a conclusion. I was a tad nervous as to what they were going to request.

      “Oh, look! A cat with a horn.” Dimitri pointed to my shoulder.

      I looked to my shoulder to see the uni-kitten as it snuggled against my neck, its small purrs bringing a sense of calm through me, while its tail moved side to side, sprinkling glitter with each wave.

      “Does your magic take form depending on your emotions?” Yuriel inquired.

      “Sort of. It depends,” I admitted.

      “Are you nervous, Blossom?” Dimitri inquired, moving over to stand in front of me.

      He reached out to pet the uni-kitten before he leaned in and gave me a kiss on the cheek. I felt the rush of heat reach my cheeks, but I met his alluring gaze.

      “Don’t fear, Silver. It’s nothing crazy. I promise.” He winked and moved back to the others, who were watching.

      “All right. So…what’s the request?” I was ready to hear it, even though my heart was racing hard against my chest in anticipation.

      Yuriel decided to take the lead and share their decision. “We decided that if you want to obtain the ring and have our assistance, we want to date you.”

      I blinked a few times while my uni-kitten jumped off my shoulder to sit at my feet.

      “Mewr?” She looked just as confused as I.

      “You guys aren’t serious, right? You just met me. Well, Dimitri met me yesterday, but still,” I elaborated, pointing to Ryuunosuke. “And Rainbow Eyes didn’t even introduce himself.”

      “Rainbow Eyes?” He blinked, looking confused for a few seconds.

      “It’s because one eye is all the nice warm colors, while the other is all the cool tones. The combination makes a rainbow,” Wolfgang explained.

      Ryuunosuke groaned. “Sure, whatever, and my name is Ryuunosuke Kensuki. Just call me Ryuu for short,” he introduced. 

      “Why do you guys want to date me? And you can’t possibly all date me. Isn’t that illegal? Are you guys going to end up doing the hunger games and whoever’s the last one standing gets to keep me or something?” I never heard of anyone dating four shifters before. 

      Sure, it made sence for succubi, since they usually enjoyed multiple partners for more of the sexual experience, but for four completely different shifters to date a human witch? That clearly wasn’t written in any history books. 

      “We could fight to the death for you, but that’s a tad messy and I don’t really want to lose any body parts from Mr. Soulless over there,” Dimitri noted. 

      “Is he referring to Yuriel?” Wolfgang wondered. 

      “Probably.” Ryuunosuke shrugged. “Look. It’s not like we’re going to date you right away. Think of it as a partnership, but you’re off limits to other guys who wanna try and hit on you during our school years.” 

      “So for all four years I have to date all four of you?” I questioned. 

      “Sure?” Wolfgang replied. “Obviously you have a choice now, and I guess if things go downhill with this idea, you can opt out later, but for now, I think it’s a decent agreement and if we think of you as more than just a teammate, we won’t mind going the extra mile for you when it comes to this quest and others.” 

      “And I know due to your circumstances, it may appear weird, but with shifters, you’re allowed to date more than one person. I think four is rare since the standard is usually two, but I don’t care what people think,” Yuriel explained.

      “Me, neither,” Wolfgang and Ryuunosuke said together.

      “Doesn’t bother me. As long as I get to be around Blossom,” Dimitri reminded.

      “Mewr?” Uni-kitten looked at them. She ran up to their legs, sniffing each of them before running around them as a whole.

      “Guess the kitten likes us? Hey, does she actually have a horn? That’s pretty cool,” Wolfgang noted, crouching down to reach and pet her.

      “We should give her a name,” Dimitri suggested.

      “Can we do that on the way?” Yuriel questioned.

      “I’ll drive us there,” Ryuunosuke announced.

      “You have a car?” I asked. He nodded. “I figured the quest would need some type of transportation. We don’t want to be stuck using the pods. They’re going to be jam-packed, and during quest time, they slow the service on purpose.”

      “Intriguing,” I mumbled, deciding to think about their proposal.

      I need that ring if I want a shot into this school. It’s not like I’m using them or anything. They all seem nice, and if I don’t like them later on, we can just be friends during the four years. I won’t be forced to do anything…right?

      “I won’t be forced to do anything against my will, right?” I questioned, not meeting their gazes. I didn’t want them to see the vulnerability in my eyes. 

      “No,” all four of them replied in unison, and I lifted my gaze to see the seriousness in each of their eyes.

      “Never, Silver,” Dimitri said with a serious voice.

      “We don’t take advantage of women,” Wolfgang declared.

      “It’s against our ways of life. If you’re not comfortable with anything, you simply say so,” Ryuunosuke emphasized.

      “Or I’ll kill them,” Yuriel said with a small smile. The three of them looked at him. 

      “This dude is scary,” Ryuunosuke mumbled.

      “Yeah.” Wolfgang nodded in agreement. 

      “If he doesn’t have a soul and he does something wrong, how does he kill himself?” Dimitri pondered. 

      “Uh…” the other two replied.

      Yuriel looked at them. “I wouldn’t go against Silver’s wishes. If I ever do, you three can kill me.”

      “Cool.” The three of them nodded in approval.

      I stared at them with a baffled expression, unsure how we were even having this conversation.

      Should I give them a shot? They’ve been nice. Most of them anyway. I need a team for this quest and I get to be the leader of our team. It shouldn’t be bad. I’ve wanted to get into this school since I was a kid. This could be my one shot.

      “If I agree to your request, you guys will help me to retrieve this ring as your leader? You’ll also be my teammates even after this is all over?” I confirmed.

      The four of them nodded. My uni-kitty ran back to me, and with a poof, vanished into a stream of flowing glitter that wrapped around me before raining down.

      “Does that mean she’s not nervous anymore?” Wolfgang questioned.

      “Think so,” Dimitri replied with a smile.

      I looked down at the paper, seeing the small black and white image of the ring. I can do this.

      “All right. I, Silver Spell Solange, accept your request. In order to complete Quest 999, we’ll be a team with me as the leader. Upon retrieval of the ring, I’ll date you guys for the next four years at S.S.S. Academy. If I end up not liking our group relationship, I’ll be allowed to bail out in terms of lovers, but we can still be friends. Once we graduate, we’ll determine if we go our separate ways or continue whatever this turns out to be. Sound good?”

      The others’ expressions seemed to beam with joy. Even Ryuu looked pleased with the final agreement.

      “Sounds good to me,” Dimitri replied.

      “Yup,” Yuriel answered.

      “Exciting,” Wolfgang added.

      “Cool. Let’s get moving,” Ryuunosuke encouraged.

      The others looked at me, Dimitri offering his hand. I smiled and walked up to them, placing my hand in his. This was a weird tiebreaker, but it led me to a cunning deal that seemed to benefit all of us. 

      Now to concentrate on making this quest a success.
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      “Is the map beginning to show?” Ryuu questioned, driving us off of S.S.S. property and onto the main road. 

      “I think it needs a bit of magic,” Dimitri noted, leaning in to look at the back of the quest sheet that was in my hands. 

      I was sitting in the back seat of Ryuu’s five-seater car. I was never good with brands, but I overheard Dimitri stating it was a Mercedes.

      The orange color was what made it really stand out, while the interior was black leather.

      Dimitri and Yuriel were sitting with me in the back while Wolfgang sat in the passenger seat.

      There was only one road that led us off the property of the academy, but within five minutes we’d have to figure out which roads we needed to take to find the location of the ring.

      Closing my eyes, I took a few deep breaths, allowing my magic to flutter through me and down to my fingertips. My hands grew hot with energy, but I focused on calibrating it into the paper in my hands.

      
        
        “Reveal the secrets you keep hidden within. Guide us on the right path to the ring we seek.”

      

      

      I opened my eyes slightly, feeling them glow with energy as I immersed myself in the magic coursing through me.

      From the bright teal glow pouring upward from the paper, I knew it was working, but pulled back my energy before it became too charged up. 

      Looking down, I saw a map that was glowing in silver and a single teal dot that was moving upward on the map.

      Up ahead was a blinking gold arrow, pointing to the last road on the far left out of the five different directions you could take.

      “The last road to our left,” Yuriel directed, peering at the paper in my hands.

      “Got it,” Ryuu replied.

      I relaxed back into the seat, needing a second to recuperate from the drop of magic. It would only take a minute, but I was super glad I had a large amount of magic, unlike other witches and wizards who would need a longer period of time to recharge.

      “You all right, Blossom?” Dimitri asked, a hint of concern on his face.

      “I’m okay. Witches always need a bit of a break after spells so our magic levels out. It can get a little complicated if we don’t,” I explained. “It’s only different when we’re actually in battle.”

      “You’re a witch?” Wolfgang questioned. “No wonder I didn’t sense even a bit of a shifter presence. You do have a bit of the same energy as Dimitri, though.”

      “I didn’t want her being caught before getting a chance to participate,” Dimitri noted, staring at his side of the window.

      “Why? You already had a crush on her before starting?” Ryuu questioned.

      “Maybe.” Dimitri shrugged. “Why does it matter to you?”

      “Just intrigued. What are you anyway? Are you one of those shifter races that fall in love easily?”

      “You mean a succubus or incubus?” Yuriel clarified.

      “They aren’t the type to fall in love right away. It’s more about compatibility than anything,” Wolfgang pointed out. “I know there’s a shifter that’s nicknamed cupid, but don’t remember what they’re actually called.”

      “Before we get into the details, I’m turning left. Out of curiosity, are there two routes?” Ryuu questioned.

      “Um.” I looked down at the map, noticing we were turning left into the designated path.

      The moment we merged onto it, two pathways popped up, both of them appearing to merge together after some driving time.

      “Yes. Two paths that both lead to the same merging point. Which one should we choose?” I inquired.

      “Go right,” Yuriel replied.

      “Why?” Wolfgang asked.

      Ryuu answered as he showed a signal to merge onto the right path. “Left is a bit crowded. It’s almost like a main road. The right path is intended more for those who camp in the forest parts. It’s not as known, and people assume there are multiple paths versus the left one which is a straight line to the merge point.”

      “What he said,” Yuriel replied.

      “How do you guys know that?” I asked.

      “Been around,” Yuriel replied.

      “I’ve flown around these parts a few times. I know about the campsites because we’re advised to fly a tad higher to avoid being seen. It’s not a big deal if we are seen, but it helps to avoid those who hide and try to hunt us,” Ryuu elaborated.

      “Wait. People hunt you guys? Why? Don’t they realize you’re all shifters?” I questioned.

      “Black market,” all four of them replied.

      “They take us down and remove our wings, talons, and scales to sell. Not everyone became shifters, remember?” Ryuu reminded.

      “Right, but that’s illegal,” I argued.

      “Only illegal when you’re caught.” Wolfgang shrugged.

      “That’s so bad,” I muttered, feeling annoyed by the situation.

      Many were still adapting to all of this, even after many years had passed, but I didn’t think shifters were hunted for their body parts and attributes.

      The car was silent, the soothing sound of the engine the only noise. I knew this was a good time to get to know what each of them was, especially when we were about to journey into some place to steal a ring or, more accurately, steal someone’s property.

      I looked to Dimitri, who noticed my gaze, turning his head to look at me curiously.

      I opened my mouth to speak but he interrupted me.

      “What’s huge and can catch on fire?” he questioned.

      I bit my lip and furrowed my brows, trying not to think of the obvious answer.

      He doesn’t appear to be a phoenix to me. Not with his sense of smell.

      “That’s the worst hint you can possibly give her,” Wolfgang noted. “Might as well add that you breathe oxygen.” 

      “It wasn’t that bad,” Dimitri argued. 

      “Anyone can catch on fire. Just throw a match at them. Better yet, a ball of fire will do the trick,” Ryuu commented.

      “It was a shitty hint. Just tell her,” Yuriel sighed.

      “I swear angels can’t swear,” Dimitri argued.

      “Huh? Yuriel’s an angel? He smells like death,” Wolfgang noted.

      “What does death smell like?” I whined, leaning over to Yuriel’s side to sniff him. Yuriel didn’t look annoyed, but he eyed me carefully. “He smells like baby powder. With a hint of lilies. So nice,” Wolfgang teased.

      “Thanks,” Yuriel replied. “Can we move back to what Dimitri is?”

      “Right,” I replied, looking at Dimitri with wide, intrigued eyes. “Please, Dimitri? I’m not good with Shifter 101. “

      Dimitri smirked. “Since you asked so nicely.” He ran his hands through his hair and smiled. “I’m a hellhound.”

      “Huh. Aren’t hellhounds scary, vicious, ghostly creatures that have fire or lava pouring out of their mouths?” I questioned before looking at Wolfgang. “And hellhounds and werewolves don’t get along?”

      “My kind has various types. Almost as though they’re categorized by elements. I can use different elements, which is a rare trait, but I prefer fire. We are vicious, but that’s a different side of me you don’t see often. He’s sleeping.” Dimitri shrugged. “As for the whole wolf thing, it’s basically because we’re similar breeds. It’s usually a competition. People assume hellhounds are stronger than wolves but that’s not always the case.”

      Wolfgang nodded. “Some wolves can also use strong elemental magic, which makes the line between the two shifter races thinner. Hellhounds, however, have alter egos and those sides are dangerous. Their focus is solely on killing the enemy by any means necessary and their bodies triple in size. Not to mention they’ll still be able to use magic in that form, too.”

      “That sounds so cool. Like a last resort lethal weapon,” I praised and looked back at Dimitri. “Does your mana reset, too? For those who use magic, I mean.”

      “Yup. It’s an all-or-nothing shift. Everything from your mana to actual stamina is reset, but once you either kill the enemy or run out of power, you’re basically done for. You can’t carry on into a next fight. That’s why it’s reserved as a last resort method. I can still switch to my alter but he doesn’t need to go into that mode unless it’s a desperate situation. Or I just want to show off and rip people’s heads off.”

      “Brutal,” I replied. “But still pretty cool. So that’s why you have a strong sense of smell.”

      Dimitri nodded. “When we’re born, our vision comes last. It takes us two years before we obtain it. That’s why we rely heavily on smell to guide us. In the beginning, we simply familiarize ourselves with our home environment and our mother’s scent. That way if we ever get separated, we can always find our mother.”

      “Even if you’re super far away?” I inquired.

      “Yup. It’s similar to how I picked up your scent in this huge school. I was at the entrance of the dorm area when I picked it up and followed the scent toward the auditorium. It only takes a cub forty-eight hours to secure their mother’s scent. Once it’s embedded in them, distance is nothing. It’s just difficult to get there being blind, but survival instincts always kick in with any race,” Dimitri explained.

      “That’s amazing. Thank you for sharing, Dimitri,” I praised, loving that I now knew a lot more about his kind. “What about Wolfgang? You’re a werewolf, but anything else we need to know?”

      “I’m nothing super special.” He laughed. “I’m an elemental wolf, so I can use other elements like fire, ice, wind. When we go into specifics, I can also use very rare magic like dark and light skills. I can half shift if I want to, but I like shifting fully. Easier to maneuver.”

      “Intriguing.” I nodded in fascination. “Wait. Didn’t you say you and Ryuu were brothers?” I asked.

      “That’s impossible. You two are different shifter races,” Dimitri added.

      Plus, Ryuu looked African and Wolfgang must have been Russian, given his last name.

      “We’re not by blood. Our background is complicated,” Ryuu replied. I met his gaze in the rear-view mirror.

      “Are you a normal dragon, Ryuu?” I inquired.

      “I’m a Mageri dragon. One that can shift into two types,” he replied. “It’s why my eyes are the way they are. One side of me can shift into a fire dragon, while the other can shift to a water one. I can still use a bit of ice magic, but it’s not my strong suit. Dragons are pretty big in size, to begin with, but I can shift to a smaller form if I have to.”

      “That’s super handy and cool. I’ve only seen a dragon once and that was only in the sky. Are there a lot of you?” I asked.

      “Not really. It depends on the country,” he admitted. “Where I’m from there’s a lot of us, like a congregation. But when you travel to different parts of the world, there are very few of us. We tend to live alone or among our families, but due to the hunting, we live in clusters. That way if we’re attacked, we can work together to fight the enemy.”

      I nodded in understanding, thinking about the three shifters so far. I slowly looked to Yuriel, who was staring out the window. His eyes seemed far away, as though he wasn’t here.

      “Yuriel?” I asked. He blinked a few times before looking my way. “Hmm?”

      “And you’re an angel. A regular one?” I asked. Yuriel was silent, and the longer the quiet stretched, the more I wondered whether he was going to answer or not.

      “Angel shifters have to be careful with what they say,” Ryuu announced. The three of us looked his way, his eyes focused on the road as he continued.

      “Angels of all kinds have special rules they have to follow. They can only reveal stuff to another angel shifter or if an individual finds out what type they are during combat. Angel wings go for millions of dollars. The church and other holy sanctuaries buy them to complete purification rituals. They’re more endangered than dragons. Therefore, he doesn’t need to answer,” Ryuu concluded.

      “Damn,” Wolfgang mumbled. “I didn’t know they got hunted for their wings.”

      “Me neither,” Dimitri noted. “Without their wings, they can’t ascend upon their death, correct?”

      “What do you mean they can’t ascend?” I asked, looking between them before taking a glance at Yuriel, who was still silent with a blank expression.

      “If an angel loses their wings during their shifter life on earth, they’re unable to go back home. Essentially, they lose their privilege to go back to heaven and become fallen angels.”

      “Fallen angels,” I repeated.

      “Most angels have white wings, or if they have strong magic, their wings will reflect that. However, when an angel’s wings are either torn off or severely damaged, they slowly grow back, but instead of being white feathers, they’re pure black. There is a possibility they can regain their white feathers, but it’s some urban legend and super complicated. It also requires a female angel.”

      I was silent, falling deep in thought.

      What if the angels are being hunted? If their wings are so valuable, wouldn’t hunters do anything to obtain them?

      Something soft brushed my check, and I looked over to see it was Yuriel’s hand. His calm eyes were analyzing me. “What’s wrong?” 

      “I was just thinking. Well…what if those angel shifters are hunted? Like it’s not their fault that they lost their wings. If it was maybe in battle, that’s a sacrificial risk that comes with fighting, but if an angel shifter is minding their own business, and gets attacked, that’s not really fair. They shouldn’t be punished for someone else’s wrongdoing against them and their kind,” I explained the best I could, trying not to get emotional about the matter.

      I was always sensitive with topics like these. Violence was never the answer to anything, and it wasn’t fair that angels had to suffer the consequence for something out of their control. “They shouldn’t have to hide in fear of being hunted and not ascend because their wings were stolen from them.”

      “The government is aware of the situation, Blossom,” Dimitri whispered, reaching out to hold my left hand. 

      “They’re trying to ban hunting in general and have special law enforcement spread across the world to enforce it. It’s just one of the many positions we’ll be able to maintain when we graduate S.S.S.” Wolfgang explained.

      “It’s not fair to those who’ve already been targeted, but they’re looking more into the legends and a better way to help those who lost their wings out of injustice,” Ryuu concluded.

      “I hope they do find an answer,” I whispered. The others nodded, and Yuriel returned to looking out the window.

      “How about you, Silver?” Wolfgang asked. “Ryuu and I don’t know much about you.”

      “Right,” I replied. “Well, I’m a witch. I don’t know if shifters know about the Solange family, but I come from a powerful line of magic users. I want to get a chance at S.S.S. Academy,” I summarized.

      “That’s all?” Ryuu asked. “I don’t want to sound mean, but there has to be more to that.”

      “I’ve heard of the Solange family. You guys are no joke. Super powerful witches and wizards and highly respected. You guys have close relations to the Fireside family,” Wolfgang revealed.

      “We do,” I replied. “As to my deep reason…it’s probably stupid, but my dad always wanted me to attend S.S.S. He knew about the rules and all, but he always said I had some potential and could help many shifters if I attended.”

      “I think your dad would second guess that if he knew you were in a team of four guys.”

      “I’m twenty-two. If I want to surround myself with four guys, I certainly can without anyone’s permission,” I announced with an eye roll. “Not like he can say anything anyway. He’s dead.”

      A heavy silence descended in the car, and I lowered my eyes to the map.

      The soft squeeze of my hand caught my attention, and I looked to Dimitri, whose eyes were filled with empathy.

      “Sorry, Silver,” he whispered. I gave him a smile, glancing at the others, who had turned their attention to me. “It’s fine. It was a few years ago,” I assured them, meeting Ryuu’s eyes in the rear-view mirror. “I just want to achieve the dream he had for me. He wanted to prove that witches could also be a part of S.S.S. and help in this growing world. He never got a chance after raising us, but he always encouraged me to try things no one else dared to try. This could all be in vain, but at least I can say I tried.”

      I noticed a red blinking dot on the map, diverting my attention from the topic. We were super close.

      “We’re almost at the destination.”

      “We’ll park and head there by foot,” Ryuu suggested.

      “It’s better that way. The place won’t reveal itself unless we’re close,” Yuriel mentioned.

      After a few more minutes, Ryuu found a spot to park, and we made our way out. Following the directions, we got closer and closer to the red flashing dot, and Dimitri sniffed the air.

      “Lava?” he questioned. “And a bit of cinder.”

      “The grass seems familiar,” Wolfgang noted.

      “We should be there in a minute,” I noted, walking ahead with the others following.

      I stopped when I felt a shift in the air, noticing a strong force two steps ahead. “A barrier?”

      “This must be the place,” Wolfgang replied.

      “We just walk through the barrier and it will reveal the place where the ring is located,” Yuriel instructed.

      “Perfect. Let’s go,” Dimitri replied, reaching out to hold my hand.

      He took the first step through the barrier before he tugged my hand in encouragement to walk forward.

      I walked through, shivering at the weird sense of magic before gasping at the sight. “Holy shit.”

      The other three soon walked through the barrier and Wolfgang crossed his arms over his chest and sighed. “I knew it.” 

      We turned to him with questioning looks. “What?” Yuriel asked. 

      “Uh…” Wolfgang looked over to Ryuu, who groaned. “This is totally ironic. Why did I even travel?”

      “What do you mean? What’s the irony in this situation?” I asked.

      The two of them exchanged looks and Ryuu gave us a displeased frown.

      “We’re stealing from my dad.”
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      “WHAT?!” The three of us exclaimed, looking between Ryuu and Wolfgang, who looked completely serious.

      “You’re joking,” I suggested.

      “Nope,” Ryuu replied, pointing to the mountain just a few feet away from us. “That’s my dad’s house.”

      “You live inside a mountain,” Dimitri stated.

      “It’s actually pretty cozy. The heat insulates itself inside. Perfect for winter. It’s a pain in the summer, but there are air conditioners,” Wolfgang noted.

      “How would you know?” Yuriel asked.

      “I live with Ryuu and his family. If they stay here, I usually hang around. If they go to their three other homes across the world, I try to tag along,” Wolfgang replied.

      “You don’t fly, do you?” I asked.

      “Nah. I ride on Ryuu’s back. He’s big enough for me to do laps while he’s up in the air,” Wolfgang revealed.

      “That’s pretty cool,” I admitted, Dimitri nodding in agreement. “I want to try one day,” Dimitri declared.

      “It’s not that amazing.” Ryuu rolled his eyes. “Anyway. I didn’t think Dad would have the ring we need. It should have dawned on me, though.”

      “Why would your dad have the ring?” Yuriel questioned.

      “My dad’s a well-known jewellery collector. Dragons love the finest jewellery, especially men. Women are more into silks and high-class clothing and bags. They also like jewellery but it isn’t as serious as for men,” Ryuu explained.

      “That’s an intriguing swap,” I replied with interest. “That means he’d have the magic artifact.”

      “Most likely. The only reason I decided the quest would be a good one for me is because I could ask him about artifacts. However, if we’re going to have to steal it from him, we can’t ask him directly. To be honest, I don’t believe he’s home.”

      “He’s not?” Dimitri asked.

      “Doesn’t feel that way. My parents go on vacation a lot. I’m sure the annoying guard is there, though. He’s going to be a pain in the ass for us.”

      “Can’t you say you came back home?” I suggested.

      “I could, but knowing him he’d ask if I passed or not, or contact my parents. We wouldn’t want that. He hates my guts,” Ryuu replied.

      “That’s because you prank him all the time,” Wolfgang reminded.

      “He deserves it.” Ryuu shrugged. “His heart is full of coal.”

      “Coal that he uses to fuel his growing rage toward us.” Wolfgang chuckled, shaking his head. “We have to avoid the guard at all cost.”

      “All right. Guard is evil. What else do we need to know?” I didn’t want us going in completely blind. Even if the place was familiar to two of our members, there could have been traps.

      “The guard is the only major security,” Ryuu replied.

      “Just one guard,” Yuriel stated with a hint of judgment. “Is he super tough or something?”

      “He was my dad’s second-hand man in their early years when they faced wars and stuff during the first outbreak of shifters. He’s someone you don’t want to mess with. We only got away with pranking him because my mom is super nice,” Ryuu admitted.

      “Definitely avoid the guard then,” Dimitri noted. “Does that mean you won’t tell your parents?”

      “I’ll tell them after we’ve obtained it and claimed our spots. It’ll be easier to explain when I come back with the acceptance letter and score of our performance. My Dad won’t send an army until twenty-four hours have passed. We should be good.”

      “An army,” I whispered. “Jeez, serious stuff for a ring.”

      “It has to be a rare artifact. If it’s in a dragon’s possession, it’s most likely extra special. They focus on collecting specific jewels and artifacts,” Yuriel stated.

      “If I can do anything to get the guard in trouble, total bonus points,” Ryuu cheered.

      “We haven’t pranked him in a while. It’ll be fun to see his red face,” Wolfgang added with a grin.

      “Let’s do this then.” I looked around to see the guys’ determined faces. “We’ll get this ring and claim our spots at S.S.S. academy!”
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      “We’ll split up from here. I’ll stick with Ryuu just in case I have to hide our presence. Yuriel and Wolfgang, you two can snoop around the lower floor. Dimitri has the strongest sense of smell. He’ll be able to find any of us if anything happens. Be careful,” I instructed.

      The four of them nodded, and we split up. 

      From the inside, you would have never expected the luxurious four-level home to be within a mountain. It wasn’t super-hot, more like a comfortable warmth, kind of like drinking a cup of hot chocolate next to a burning fire in the winter.

      The floors were laid with red carpet, and the walls were decorated with gold decor and artwork. There were many pictures, some individual photos, but the majority were family portraits.

      As we snooped around, I couldn’t help appeasing my curiosity, looking at the different pictures.

      I could tell right away who Ryuu was, even in his younger years, but in the full dragon form pictures, I wasn’t sure.

      “Do you have two siblings?” I asked before realizing it was a rather personal question. “Actually, don’t answer that. Sorry.”

      “Why are you apologizing?” Ryuu asked, coming to a stop at a specific portrait. It was him, a man who looked a lot older than him, and a little girl in a big dress. They were full of smiles.

      “It’s a personal question. We just met. I shouldn’t be asking about your family so soon,” I admitted.

      “I take no offense,” Ryuu replied. His eyes lingered on the picture before us. “At least you care.”

      The way he said those words made my heart ache, his tone giving me a vulnerable feeling centered on loneliness.

      “Brother?” 

      We both turned to our left, my eyes landing on a little girl.

      She had gold curly hair with orange highlights and wore turquoise blue pajamas with a red baby dragon pattern. She had fuzzy ducky slippers and was holding a ducky doll while her other hand rubbed her sleepy eyes.

      She opened her heavy eyelids slightly, revealing a pair of mismatched eyes like Ryuu’s, but hers were a mixture of teal-gold in one eye while the other was pink-purple.

      Glancing at Ryuu, I saw his expression soften as a small smile formed on his lips.

      “Hey, little sis. Why are you walking around? Aren’t you supposed to be sleeping?” Ryuu’s tone was soft and comforting as he walked over to the little girl.

      She pouted her lips for a few seconds before a yawn escaped her.

      “Brother here,” she mumbled, her eyes already beginning to close. His hearty chuckle made me smile as he knelt down on his knees to be on the same height as his little sister.

      She must have been five or six.

      “I forgot something for school. I came to pick it up. Did you need someone to tuck you in?” he asked.

      “Guardia was supposed to. He said he sensed people,” she replied. I frowned, looking over my shoulder down the hall to see if anyone was coming.

      Damn, he already knows we’re here.

      “Ah. He must have sensed me. I gotta go quickly before he catches me. You won’t tell him I’m here, right?” Ryuu encouraged.

      I looked back to see her shake her head. “No, brother. No see you. I want a hug.” She opened her arms up, her eyes still closed. Ryuu hugged her, lifting her off the ground as he rose up.

      She rested her head on his shoulder, and he turned to meet my gaze. “Her bedroom is near the artifact room.”

      I nodded in understanding, not wanting to leave his sister to walk back to her room alone. We made our way down the hall cautiously, but I kept my magic on guard in case I had to use an invisibility spell or something.

      It wasn’t long before we reached her room. By the time he laid her onto her light blue ducky-themed bed sheets, she was already asleep.

      He tucked her in and kissed her on the forehead. “Night, sis.”

      We slowly ventured out of her room, and Ryuu left the door slightly open. “She doesn’t like sleeping in complete darkness,” he commented.

      “She’s super cute,” I complimented.

      He smirked in agreement as the two of us moved down the hall. I followed Ryuu’s lead as we reached a door, but he paused in front of it, looking deep in thought.

      “I have one older brother who doesn’t give a damn. He did in the beginning, but once he was stronger and higher in power rank within our shifter race, he ditched us completely. He abandoned us to die, so he wouldn’t have to carry the burden of raising us. I hate him with far more passion than our own Guardia.”

      I held my tongue, unsure how to respond.

      If I knew more about his past, maybe I could be able to respond accurately, but we’d just met. We’d need more time for both of us to learn more about one another, especially when it came to each other’s pasts.

      “Needless to say, I vowed to never abandon my sis. I’d rather die protecting her than abandon her over something as silly as power. Strength can come and go. Once your family is gone, you can’t get them back.”

      “That’s true,” I whispered, remembering my Dad in the hospital bed, connected to many tubes and wires. “It makes you regret not spending enough time with them.”

      Ryuu turned around to meet my sad gaze, both of us exchanging an understanding on the rather sensitive subject.

      “Yeah,” he replied, giving me a small smile. “I come off as an aggressive individual. It takes me some time to analyze a person before I know whether to build a taller wall around me or if it’s safe to lower it for that new person. Dragon shifters are one of the many species who can’t trust easily, but I’ll apologize for my rough behavior when we met. I don’t do friendships often.”

      I took a step forward and smiled. “I get it and don’t blame you. Many would think of this initiation as just what it is. A competition. None of you guys needed to help me, and you and Wolfgang certainly didn’t have to join when you didn’t know much about my circumstances. In fact, I’m sure you guys still have some questions, just as anyone would, but I’m grateful to have some help. I don’t know what S.S.S. has to offer, but I hope we pass this test. I don’t have many friends either, so it would be nice to be around you guys during this new beginning.”

      Presenting my hand to him once more, I gave him a wide grin. “Silver Spell Solange.”

      The smile that blossomed on his face was pure joy and acceptance as he raised his hand to shake mine, wrapping it firmly.

      “Ryuunosuke Kensuke. Let’s ace this quest and tackle whatever S.S.S. has coming our way.”
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      “The others are coming over here. None of them saw the Guardia as of yet, but we weren’t going to take our chances,” I announced, slipping my phone back into my back pocket.

      “Guardia is pretty detailed with his searches. I think we got a bit of time,” Ryuu replied, looking through the room we just entered.

      The artifact room was neatly decorated; everything followed the same theme throughout the palace of red and gold.

      The carpet was dark red and all the furniture was gold. The weapon artifacts were placed intricately on the walls, while some items like daggers and staffs were in glass cases.

      There was a whole jewelry cabinet that was taller than Ryuu standing in the corner of the room, but after thoroughly checking it, there weren’t any rings.

      “Where could it be?” I mumbled to myself, feeling a tad nervous at how much time we’d already spent searching.

      Of course, my uni-kitten had returned, running around my feet after I told her not to play with anything.

      I looked down to her and she immediately rolled onto her back, excited to have my full attention.

      Giving up on trying to ignore her sheer cuteness, I knelt down to rub her belly, while looking at the ceiling. There were large square gold vents, which helped keep the house cool during the summer months by circulating chilled air. 

      Ryuu said there wasn’t a lot of air pollution in these parts since the mountain was completely off limits. They still had workers come and clean the vents monthly, at the request of his parents.

      I wondered what significance Ryuu’s parents had on his upbringing and why his older brother would have abandoned him.

      Power was indeed a big influence on many individuals, making them forget where they came from and those who stuck by their side before they reached the level of status or fame.

      Though I hadn’t yet seen any of the guys’ true potential, I could tell they weren’t the average shifters. They hid their power well, only adding to my curiosity as I juggled the thoughts of Wolfgang being Ryuu’s “brother”.

      “You still didn’t give her a name,” Ryuu announced, tugging me away from my thoughts.

      “Right,” I replied. “Let’s go with Star?” I suggested.

      “Why is that?” he asked. I looked down to meet his curious eyes as he closed the jewelry cabinet.

      “I love astrology. It’s something my Dad was into. He’d buy these huge telescopes and we’d stargaze for hours. Before he got sick and I knew how to use my magic to aid me in flying, we flew far up into the sky to watch the stars up close. It was a dazzling experience and one I’ll always remember since it was the last time I saw my Dad at his true strength. Even with him gone, they still bring joy to me. Calling her Star will remind me of how the stars always calmed me down when I was anxious or scared. Just how uni-kitten comes out to calm me down when I need it,” I explained.

      “That’s a deep meaning,” Ryuu commented. “Fits her well.”

      We shared a smile before a clacking sound could be heard above. Peering up, I paused in my stomach rubbing to focus my full attention on the vents above us.

      “Mewr!” Star was suddenly flying upward, glittering stars whirling around her like she was a tiny tornado until her little paws were on the gold metal surface.

      “Star. Is something there?” I inquired, my hands already tingling with magic as I focused to gather a ball of energy in case we were about to be attacked.

      “Mewr.” She moved back and stared at the panel she’d tapped. My ears picked up a sniffing sound.

      Oh.

      “Why do I have a feeling that’s the stalker?” Ryuu mumbled.

      “I’m not a stalker.”

      Ryuu grinned while I snickered at Dimitri’s hollow voice. There was a clicking noise, and the vent panel moved to reveal Dimitri’s head as he poked through.

      “Mewr.” Star flew up to nudge his nose with hers.

      “Oh. Hey there uni-kitten. Didn’t know you could fly or well…magically float,” Dimitri greeted, petting her head. He looked my way. “Are you nervous, Blossom?”

      “A little,” I confessed. “Why did you guys go through the vent?”

      “I found Guardia. He’s on the lower floor. I found the others and we went through the vent to find you guys. Thought it would be better than texting,” he explained.

      Dropping down head first, his body flipped so he landed on his feet. Star lowered down to sit on his head, and he began sniffing the room.

      “Were you guys able to find it yet?” Yuriel’s head popped through the open space before he, too, dropped down, but at a graceful pace, flipping like he was being carried by the air itself.

      Ryuu and I just stared at him with wide eyes. “Do all angels fall so gracefully?” Ryuu wondered.

      “I’m not sure, but I’d totally want to see that again,” I replied.

      Yuriel smiled slightly, walking over to stand next to me. “Wolfgang is securing an exit through the vent system. Just in case we have to ditch.”

      “How is that going to work?” I asked.

      “He’s leaving his scent through the correct path. That way Dimitri can lead us back easily,” Yuriel replied.

      “Stalker’s nose is so useful,” Ryuu praised.

      “I’m not a stalker, and I don’t know if I should accept that as a compliment,” Dimitri replied, but kept sniffing the air.

      He moved toward a row of glass counters, his sniffing efforts not stopping.

      “What are you sniffing for?” Ryuu asked. “You can’t possibly sniff out the ring.”

      Dimitri paused and looked to meet our stares, a confident grin forming on his smooth lips. “You really underestimated the power of scent.”

      “How would he smell out the ring?” I asked.

      “Seems impossible. It’s metal,” Yuriel added.

      Dimitri put his hands over his head, stretching while he took a deep inhale. Letting his breath out slowly, he closed his eyes and looked as though he was almost meditating.

      I exchanged looks with the others, all of us standing there wondering what he was doing.

      Star was sitting patiently on his shoulder, her tail moving side to side and sprinkling glitter onto the carpet.

      Dimitri opened his eyes, and we gasped at how they were immersed in vibrant gold. He took his time to scan the room completely, before moving right up to the row of glass displays.

      His hand trailed the countertop, a ghostly stream of orange and gold wrapping around his palm as he continued to move along.

      Suddenly he stopped, taking another deep inhale and letting it out slowly.

      “Mewr.” Star dropped down onto the glass, squeezing under Dimitri’s hovering hand to poke her nose at a specific spot.

      “Found you,” Dimitri whispered with triumph, his eyes slowly returning to their amber lava appearance.

      He looked our way, noticing our shocked expressions. “Sense of smell can be heightened with enough magic and skill. Blossom, come over here. The leader has to hold onto the ring.”

      “Right!” I replied, walking over to where Dimitri was.

      Ryuu followed, helping us open the sectioned glass while Yuriel stood closer to the door, listening for any approaching footsteps.

      Picking up the ruby red box, I needed a second to calm my magic that began to fight against my usual restraint.

      “Shit. This thing is powerful,” I muttered through clenched teeth, closing my eyes and inhaling sharply.

      I couldn’t let an object take over my power, one risk out of many when it came to magic artifacts. Their power grew the longer they were left without an owner, and from the way the energy pulsing within the box tried to tug at my own mana reserve I knew it had been ownerless for some time.

      I felt something rub my back, soothing energy wrapping around me and seeming to ease the pulling coming from the ring’s box.

      Opening my eyes, I noticed Ryuu was the one who had his hand placed on my back. “That section is for artifacts created one hundred or more years ago. It’s expected to combat against anyone who touches it, even my dad. Just take a few more breaths and try to communicate with it. Let it know you are wanting to bring it a better future than staying within a jewel box. It’ll stop trying to fight you.”

      “Even though we can’t guarantee it’ll be out for long?” I defended.

      “A bit of sunshine after years of confinement is a change it wouldn’t want to miss out on. Give it a try,” Ryuu encouraged.

      “All right.” I closed my eyes, zoning the world out until I stood solely in darkness. 

      My hand was still out, holding the simple red velvet box. As I stared at it, the magic began to pour from it, spilling onto the solid black floor and slowly taking shape.

      It grew in size, becoming triple my height, to the point it had to bend over to even peer down at me.

      Though this situation was new to me, I felt confident in my own skin.

      This darkened space was my territory — an element I could control with my own mental commands. I didn’t feel any negativity from the golden essence; instead, a wave of inquisitiveness wrapped around me as the large figure tilted what I assumed was its head.
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      “Not quite. We need you in order to pass our initiation exam. I cannot promise that we’ll be able to keep you, nor can I be sure that you’ll have to return to this box that cradles your physical body. However, we will open you and may even need your assistance once we read the instructions on how to activate you. Think of this as a simple getaway from this closed space. An opportunity for you to see the world you once saw with your previous master many years prior to now. I may or may not be able to earn your trust, but I ask for you to help us in hopes we can give you a chance to view our world, which has grown into something magical.”

      Everything I said was the truth, and I hoped it could sense it from my words. With a nod, it dashed toward me, wrapping around my body like a blanket before pouring itself back into the box.

      Opening my eyes, I raised an eyebrow at the new close-up view of Yuriel, staring into his starry eyes as he peered down at me.

      I was no longer was standing as I had been in the dark world of my subconscious.

      Instead, I was lying in Yuriel’s arms with Ryuu and Dimitri peering over from Yuriel’s sides.

      “Blossom? You there?” Dimitri worriedly asked.

      “The ring was a lot more powerful than I thought,” Ryuu confessed.

      “Silver. You all right? Do you know who we are?” Yuriel cut to the chase, looking a bit worried with my prolonged silence.

      “Did anyone tell you your eyes are like the starry sky?” I asked.

      “And she’s dealing with magic high,” Ryuu groaned.

      “What’s that?” Dimitri asked.

      “It’s when your magic spikes super high and suddenly drops. You go into a minute or two of magic high, which is like a combination of being tipsy and disoriented,” Yuriel explained.

      “High all the time,” I sang with a smile, leaning my head against Yuriel’s chest.

      “Mewr!” Star hopped onto my lap, sitting down to peer at me before taking her time to walk onto my chest until her head was in my line of vision.

      She stared into my eyes for a long moment, and I got lost in the shift of colors until something seemed to click in my mind.

      “Huh? Why am I lying down?” I wondered, looking back up to see Yuriel’s face. I felt myself begin to blush at our closeness, and I sat up. “Shit. Did I black out or something?”

      “Thanks, Star. We needed that,” Dimitri praised the uni-kitten.

      “Mewr!” She hopped off of me to run around our huddled group in happiness.

      “I wanted to see how she acted, though,” Ryuu admitted.

      I gave him a look before shuffling out of Yuriel’s hold and attempting to stand up. “I’m fine now. Let’s get out—”

      My feet felt like jelly, which was new to me, especially when I didn’t feel magically exhausted. Yuriel was up and had me in his arms once again.

      “You don’t like people helping you,” he pointed out.

      He’s not wrong.

      My family always said the same thing. I never wanted to burden anyone. I would rather crawl then let someone carry me, but in this case, I felt like I didn’t have a choice.

      I shrugged at his on-point commentary, glancing back to my hand that had the ring box. Lifting it closer to eye level, I flicked the lid open, revealing the mesmerizing ring.

      The picture on the quest sheet did not do the piece of jewelry justice, for it was absolutely stunning, from the golden band to the different colored gems that had a slight glowing tinge to them. It had one centered jewel and four other jewels that cradled around it.

      The power pulsing from it was soothing compared to the heavy void from before. Grinning with pride, I slowly took the jewel out and held it in my hand.

      “We got our ring,” I announced.

      Ryuu walked over to take the box from me, putting it back in its place while Dimitri moved to face us, taking a closer look at the ring.

      “Where are you going to store it if we don’t have the box?”

      Good point…Hmm. I know!

      With a wide smile, I met his intrigued eyes that followed my hand as I slipped it under my shirt and securely into my bra. 

      Dimitri blushed, returning his gaze back up to see my prideful expression.

      “There. Nice and safe.” 

      “You have got to be kidding me,” he noted, moving back to stand next to Ryuu. “Is it really safe in…uh there?” 

      “Sure,” I replied. “Never lose my phone when I’m running. Girl A and B will surely protect the ring.”

      “Must be nice to be a woman,” Yuriel muttered.

      A loud hissing sound caught our attention, all four of us glancing to the door where Star was hissing. “Uh oh,” I voiced.

      “Time to go,” Dimitri announced, racing to where the open space in the vent was.

      He pushed off the ground with ease, grabbing onto the sides of the square opening and pulling himself up.

      Ryuu was next, readying himself to jump as he lowered into a squat when the rattling of the doorknob made us all freeze.

      SHIT!

      “Guardia?” 

      I recognized the quiet, childlike voice, realizing it was Ryuu’s little sister. 

      “Why are you awake, princess? You’re usually asleep by the early evening,” an unfamiliar deep voice questioned.

      I sensed the authority in his voice, but we could ponder about what was going to be said later. 

      Meeting Ryuu’s eyes, I pointed upward, encouraging him to hurry back into the vent. He nodded and shot up to quietly grip the sides of the vent opening, pulling himself up. We were next, but I caught onto Ryuu’s sister’s response.

      “You didn’t tuck me in,” she mumbled. “Brother always tucks me in.”

      “Ah, I see. Prince Ryuunosuke does tuck you in every night, doesn’t he? I have to check this room for just a moment and I’ll come tend to the princess’s needs. Is that okay?”

      “I guess. As long as Ducky gets to be tucked in, too,” she replied.

      Biting my lip, I tried to summon some wind to carry us upward, but I was struggling.

      This is bad.

      Yuriel noticed my struggle. “You’re still recovering from the charge of magic,” he whispered. 

      “We don’t have time to wait,” I replied with urgency. “I can’t do an invisibility spell either.”

      Jingling keys caught our attention once more, and I looked up to Dimitri and Ryuu, who were looking down at us with worried eyes.

      I ushered them to go, and they nodded, disappearing from sight. Yuriel muttered something under his breath, tugging my attention from the door.

      My jaw went slack as my eyes widened, noticing the massive pair of wings that were poking out from his back and spreading outward. 

      Fuck…black wings.

      With one flap, we were darting up to the opening, and he lifted me through space first.

      Shaking off my shock, I crawled to the opposite side, seeing Ryuu was waiting at the end of the vent that led to the right.

      I used my hand to order him to keep going, and he nodded, crawling forward. I moved to create space for Yuriel, his hands gripping the edge.

      His wings pulled back into his back, disappearing from my sight as he pulled himself up.

      Taking a final glance down, I noticed a single black feather floating down toward the floor.

      “Star,” I commanded, noticing the uni-kitten was staring at the feather that was making its way down to her.

      “Mewr!” she quietly replied, hopping up to grab the stem of the feather into her mouth and floating up toward us.

      With my outstretched hand, she landed with ease, and Yuriel quickly shut the opening at the same time we heard the door open.

      We didn’t dare move, both of us holding our breaths.

      “Peek-a-boo,” we heard Ryuu’s sister say. She giggled. “No one here.”

      “It appears not,” Guardia replied, sounding both disappointed and annoyed.

      “Can you tuck me in now? I’m sleepy.”

      “Certainly, princess. Let us head to your room and I’ll tuck you and Ducky in.”

      The sound of the door closing vibrated up to the vent, followed by it being locked. We listened to their fading footsteps, and after a minute we both sighed in relief.

      “Thank goodness,” I whispered. Star dropped the feather into my hand before a little yawn escaped her.

      With a poof, she was gone, the relief of our escape sinking in.

      I stared at the feather in awe, noticing the bits of magic that clung to it. “How beautiful.”

      Yuriel was quiet, and I looked up to see his conflicted expression as he looked away. “Yuriel?”

      “We should go,” he muttered.

      I didn’t budge, knowing damn well he could move around me to leave. He sighed, finally meeting my gaze. “What?”

      “You’re a Fallen angel?” Obviously, his black wings confirmed it, but I wanted to hear it from him.

      “Disgusting, right?” he muttered.

      “Why would you think that?” I countered, furrowing my brows at him. “They’re beautiful.”

      “I never asked for them,” he grumbled. “And I hate explaining.” He lowered his gaze to his hands that pressed against the gold steel.

      “You don’t need to explain. I just wanted to know for sure what you were,” I voiced. 

      Reaching out with my free hand, I lifted his chin up, our eyes meeting one another once more. “Whether it’s a path chosen for you or not, don’t look down upon the beauty of your wings. The actions of others may taint your view of them, but I think they’re stunning and deserve nothing but admiration.”

      Yuriel stared into my eyes for a long moment. “What if I don’t want the rest of the world to see?” His voice was low and filled with hurt.

      Does he really believe his wings are ugly? If only he could see what I see.

      I thought quickly, trying to think of a solution that would help him.

      “Can I try something real quick?” I asked. “I won’t make any promises, but I might as well try now while the others aren’t here.”

      He nodded in agreement, and I took a few seconds to ponder. “Can you summon your wings but make them small enough to fit? They don’t need to be fully out, just a little bit.”

      With another nod, he closed his eyes, a small portion of his wings poking out from his back. I reached over to hug him, laying my hands gently on their sleek surface.

      Closing my eyes, I concentrated, feeling my mana already flowing to my hands.

      It felt nice to call upon my magic again; its desire to help Yuriel was as strong as mine. Closing my eyes, I slowed my breathing, the words coming to my mind as I pictured his wings cloaked with sparkling white magic.

      
        
        “Conceal the black within these wings. Shield them from hateful eyes. Only those worthy of witnessing such magnificent masterpieces shall see the true form of art when prejudice is lost and acceptance of Yuriel Xin is found. Individuals who see Fallen angels for who they are and not for the predicament they are forced to live in. Cloak these wings and let them shine as white as snow. For as long as I’m by his side, let this spell remain active and pure.”

      

      

      The warmth in my hands heightened in strength, but I held back the whimper that threatened to escape.

      I figured something like this would take more time, but I hastened the process and it was exactly why my hands felt like they were on fire.

      The heat began to dim, prompting me to open my eyes and witness the result of my magic. I sighed in relief, his once-black feathers now a sparkling white.

      “Perfect.” I pulled back to look into his eyes.

      He turned his head to peer over his shoulder, staying like that for a full minute before he looked back with wide eyes.

      “They’re white.”

      “Yup,” I said with a confident grin. “Seeing as we’re apparently dating for the next four years, as long as I’m around, they’ll always be white. I don’t necessarily need to be physically around you, but uh…as long as we maintain some type of relationship, a bit of my magic will always activate when you summon your wings and cloak the color. Only those who accept who you truly are will see their true form. Like family and close friends. That way you don’t need to explain when you go back home to visit and whatnot.”

      He looked speechless, his eyes displaying his gratefulness. “No one has been that kind to me,” he muttered.

      “Then it’s nice to be the first,” I whispered.

      Shuffling around to face the path we were supposed to go on, I looked over my shoulder to give him a motivating smirk.

      “Let’s get out of here. We can get a better look once we’re done with this quest.” I began to crawl forward. 

      “Silver?”

      Stopping, I looked back at him. “Yes, Yuriel?” 

      “Thank you.” The smile that curled up on his lips made my heart skip a beat while my body grew hot with attraction. 

      Goodness, he’s absolutely stunning when he smiles. That can’t be legal.

      Blushing from his thanks, I gave him a nod and looked away. “Anytime,” I muttered. “Let’s go.”

      We made our way through the vent, meeting up with Ryuu and Dimitri, who were waiting for us.

      I could tell they wanted to ask what held us up, but the priority was getting out of here as soon as possible.

      Reaching the top entrance of the mountain, I looked around before peering over the edge of where the five of us stood, including Wolfgang, who looked pleased that we made it unharmed.

      “What took you guys so long?” His tone was hushed.

      “Almost got caught,” I whispered. “We’ll explain when we’re safe. How are we getting down the mountain?”

      “I can shift? All of you will fit on my back,” Ryuu offered.

      “Never ridden a dragon before,” Yuriel muttered. “I can fly on my own.”

      “Guess the three of us will ride Ryuu,” Wolfgang concluded.

      “That sounds dirty,” Dimitri noted.

      “You have a dirty mind,” Ryuu grumbled rolling his eyes. “Let’s move.”

      “Hold up, I think I dropped my phone,” Dimitri announced, patting his pockets.

      “Really?” Ryuu softly exclaimed. “Get a new one.”

      “Can’t. Valuable contact info on there,” he replied. “Give me a few seconds. It must have been when we dropped from the vent.”

      He rushed over to where we’d dropped. Yuriel stood behind me while Ryuu began to shrug his shoulders before lifting his arms up to stretch.

      I noticed Wolfgang scrunch his face, sniffing the air a few times. “What’s the musty smell?” he questioned, looking like he wanted to sneeze.

      We peered around, trying to see if there was smoke or something that contributed to the smell that my nose was now picking up on.

      Dimitri was jogging back, waving his phone. He came to a stop only a few steps away, and his nose twitched in disgust before he looked like he was about to sneeze.

      “Don’t sneeze!” I hissed.

      “ACHOO!” Dimitri sneezed, the sound seemingly echoing through the entrance and down the walls of the mountain. “Sorry, I’m allergic to dust.”

      The ground suddenly shook, followed by a loud roaring sound.

      “Fuck! Go, go, go!” Wolfgang encouraged.

      Yuriel grabbed my hand, while Ryuu raced right off the cliff. I gasped, my heart spiking in fear, but it was soon replaced with awe when his body shifted and grew quadruple its size, revealing a blue-purple scaled dragon.

      Wolfgang and Dimitri were next to race off the cliff, both of their bodies shifting mid-air into their other forms.

      I didn’t even get a chance to admire them as they landed on Ryuu’s back as he began to fly away.

      “Oh no! He probably thinks I got on, too,” I exclaimed, looking at Yuriel in fear. 

      He didn’t seem a bit worried, squeezing my hand before tugging me forward. He began to jog, and I followed his lead, sensing something powerful behind us.

      Glancing back, I saw the stream of smoke heading toward us, glowing blue eyes peeking through the smoky mist.

      We sprinted right off the edge, my spike in magic summoning the breeze to catch us. It wouldn’t last long, but Yuriel let go of my hand as his wings burst from his back.

      I gazed at the pure white wings, feeling thankful that my magic had actually worked, but a shriek left my lips when my body began to plummet downward, my shift in concentration breaking my wind spell.

      My eyes watered as I flailed around, trying to summon my magic before I reached the base of the mountain.

      Arms hooked under my armpits, catching my weight before lifting me swiftly up.

      I sighed, peering up to see Yuriel’s spread wings, which appeared even bigger than before as we shot through the air at a swift pace.

      He looked down and smirked. “I got you.”

      Returning his smile with my own, I gave him an encouraging nod before taking my time to see the final product of his wings. “So pretty.”

      Yuriel nodded. “Let’s catch up to the others.”
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      The sight of Ryuu’s gigantic body came into view, the mist that surrounded the mountain fading away as we distanced ourselves. From the height Yuriel was flying at, I could now get a better view of the others.

      Wolfgang’s wolf body was three times bigger than a typical adult husky. His fur was black but had gold highlights. He was sitting down, looking comfortable as the wind ruffled his coat of fur.

      I turned my attention to Dimitri, who sat next to Wolfgang. His body was even bigger, while his fur was a mixture of black, orange, red, and gold. It almost looked as though his fur was on the verge of bursting into flames, specks of embers fluttering off his body. 

      His tail was wagging anxiously, repeatedly engulfed in flames for a few seconds before they would extinguish.

      He peered at us, his flaming eyes locking on me before he seemed to calm and lower his head to the blue-purple scale surface.

      I couldn’t see Ryuu’s full appearance, but the scales of his back alone twinkled in the sunset sky.

      Depending on the way he turned, the colors would alternate between teal blue, an ocean green, and a gorgeous mix of yellow and gold, adding hints of red from time to time.

      My mind couldn’t wrap around the fact that it was almost nightfall, shocked at how time seemed to have sped up during this quest. No wonder why they gave us forty-eight hours.

      Our task had definitely been difficult, but it took half the time since the ring was in Ryuu’s family territory.

      If it was a place that was foreign to us, there was no way we’d be wrapping things up and heading back this fast.

      A thought came to my head and I looked up to Yuriel, who sensed my gaze, lowering his head to meet my eyes.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “Didn’t the Guardia call Ryuu a prince? And he called his sister a princess. Are they royalty?” I questioned.

      Yuriel looked deep in thought, slowing down a bit to answer me.

      “Maybe in his shifter race they are? If the ring artifact was among the section of items one hundred years or older, he must have been a collector for a long time to be given the responsibility. Not simply because he’s a dragon. Before the world got hit with that wave, some supernaturals still existed in hiding. They lived among us in their human forms and with the swift change, it was made easier for them to live without the risk of exposing their race.”

      “Intriguing. I want to ask him when we get back.” I admitted. “At least once we arrive back and see Clarissa, we’ll be able to rest. Though…I feel like we may be forgetting something.”

      “Are we?” Yuriel replied. “Now that you mention it, I feel we are forgetting something, too.”

      “What could it be? We’ll check the paper once we reach la-” I paused in finishing my sentence, the strong sense of something heading our way thrummed through my body.

      Out of instinct, I outstretched my hand.

      “SHIELD!” I commanded.

      An opaque wall formed right behind us, Yuriel shifting our weight so we could view what was coming, but it was far too late — the large impact of flaming energy hit and shattered the barrier, the remaining blast hitting the both of us.

      “Ugh!” Yuriel grunted as we began to plummet downward.

      I caught onto two sets of howls, but I was struggling with overcoming the feeling of falling long enough to cast a spell.

      DAMMIT!

      Opening my eyes and ignoring the intense stinging in them, I reached out and grabbed onto Yuriel’s hand. I caught onto Ryuu’s large body as he dove toward us, but a large fireball crashed into his side.

      “ROOOAR!” He couldn’t help but stop as we continued to fall toward the ground, the forest coming closer to view. 

      A large beam of fire shot out from Ryuu’s mouth, clearly aimed toward the enemy chasing after us, which I could only assume was Guardia.

      With gritted teeth, I let go of the lock on my magic, our bodies coming to a halt as I altered the shift in gravity around us.

      We began to float upward at a slow pace while I multitasked; my eyes grew hot with energy as I began to swirl my free arm in large hoop circles.

      The wind gathered at my call, spinning at a furious pace and swiftly moving beneath us. Once I knew we were both secure, I let gravity return, my eyes darting above to lock onto the enemy.

      “He’s over there!” Yuriel shouted, pointing toward a shadow behind us that was hidden by a large cloud.

      I nodded and focused, using my anger and fear to take form until a phoenix the size of Ryuu blocked our sight.

      “DISTRACT THE ENEMY! LET HIM FEEL THE SAME FEAR WE FELT!” I ordered with spite.

      The burning phoenix let out a battle cry, spreading its flaming wings and soaring toward the cloud that hid Guardia.

      This is our chance to get out of here.

      I shook my head a few times, feeling a tad dizzy. Using magic during flight wasn’t my strong suit, especially when I was channeling multiple streams of mana.

      Yuriel let go of my hand, his arms hooking underneath my arms once more. “Sorry, Silver. I didn’t expect that,” he apologized. “I’ll carry you. Let go of the wind spell.”

      I nodded, the spinning cycle of wind dispersing from beneath us.

      Yuriel’s wings spread out, suspending us in the air once more. He then flew away at full speed, the two of us noticing Ryuu and the others who were waiting for us not too far ahead.

      The moment they saw us, they continued forward, all of us racing as fast as we could to find somewhere safe.

      Going to the car would give us away, so we needed to find a spot where we could lay low, at least long enough to lose Guardia’s tail.

      “There should be a cave up ahead,” Yuriel announced.

      “How do you know?!” I asked, looking over my shoulder. My phoenix was still at it, blasting fireball after fireball at the enemy as we continued to flee.

      “I just know,” Yuriel replied.

      “Totally myster- OW!” I flinched, a stab of pain pulsing through me.

      Yuriel looked down at me with worry, before tilting us to see my phoenix dissipate into nothing but specks of embers as another golden stream of energy shot out from a massive blue-black dragon. 

      His scales shifted to all black, and he opened his mouth, charging a purple ball of energy that began to grow bigger and bigger.

      Yuriel began to dip down, flapping his wings harder to increase our speed.

      “Any faster?! I swear he’s going to burn us to ashes!” My head turned back to get a good glimpse of the ginormous black-scaled dragon following not too far behind. 

      “Hang on!”

      I looked up to Yuriel as he outstretched his wings even further. “I don’t really have a choice here,” I commented. 

      He looked down to raise an eyebrow at me, but since we were trying not to get caught and screw up this quest, he returned his focus to catching up with the rest of the guys. 

      We lowered into the forest before he did a swift left turn. I had no idea where we were going, but it looked like a cave was up ahead. I pointed to it. 

      “There?” I exclaimed. 

      We swiftly entered the cave and jerked to a stop, a second from hitting the solid wall. 

      I sighed in relief, but I knew we weren’t out of the woods yet. My body was lowered to the ground and I turned to face them, all of us out of breath. 

      I was glad the others had switched back to their human forms, but now we needed to figure out how to get out of this mess.

      “You still got the ring?” Wolfgang asked.

      I grinned, slipping my hand into my bra. The four of them waited patiently, looking anywhere but at my breasts. 

      I couldn’t help but grin at their modesty as I pulled the ring out and presented the gem for the others to see once again.

      Even in the dim cave, it seemed to illuminate like multiple lights were shining upon it. I had no idea what magic it possibly possessed, but I couldn’t wait to use it.

      My eyes stared at the gold ring, noticing the big white pearl that was surrounded by four other gems; a jewel as bright as fire, one that was a teal turquoise like water, one that twinkled like a golden star, and one as pure as the dark night sky. 

      There were letterings on the gold band, piquing my interest. I took a closer look, unable to comprehend how a ring could be so radiant. 

      “It’s in one piece, but how the hell are we going to get out of this situation?” I questioned, looking across the cave to peer into each of their eyes.

      “Maybe we can make a replica?” Ryuu suggested.

      “A copy?” Wolfgang questioned. “That’s a good idea, but how are we going to teleport it back in its spot?”

      “I can do it?” I offered.

      “I don’t think so.” Dimitri shook his head. “If we need to make a replica, we have to activate the ring.”

      “We do?” Wolfgang questioned.

      Dimitri nodded. “Yup. I’ve read about duplication spells and if the item is an artifact or one with magic, it needs to be activated, or the copy will look completely fake.”

      “All right. I’ll activate it, but who’s going to teleport?”

      “I can,” Yuriel replied. “I remember the spot and box. It’ll look like it was never removed.”

      “Let’s do this fast then,” Ryuu encouraged. “I can sense Guardia.”

      “I’m going to need help though,” I confessed, taking a closer inspection of the ring while I made a plan how to activate it. “I need four different elements. Maybe…fire, water, ice, and…darkness? I can provide the light magic. It needs four different types to represent the four jewels while my light magic will represent the center.”

      “That’s easy enough,” Wolfgang suggested. “I can do ice.”

      “Water for me,” Ryuu replied.

      “Fire is my specialty,” Dimitri replied.

      “Darkness,” Yuriel mumbled.

      “Okay, I’m going to start. Can you guys make sure we remain hidden? The magic I’m going to use will be strong and may give us away,” I acknowledged.

      The four of them nodded. Closing my eyes, the pitch-black darkness greeted me as I was pulled back into the black room.

      Opening my eyes within my subconsciousness, I looked down at the ring, noticing its glorious illumination.

      With a few inhales and intense concentration, I began to cast the spell.

      “I, Silver Spell Solange, call upon the magic within this ring. We promised you a glimpse of freedom, but will you grant us even more? To ensure we are not caught, we must make a replica fit enough to not reveal your real location. This may allow us to keep you out of solitude for a little longer, but I make no promises, for disappointment hurts far more than giving one trust. Please consider our plea as we offer you five elements to secure this connection with thee.”

      I let my eyes close once more, allowing the light magic to come forth from the depths of my heart.

      It was one of those elements that if not summoned for good, wouldn’t respond to anyone’s call.

      Tricky element, but when it did respond, it made your body feel so good — a wave of happiness and serenity flooding every fiber within you.

      Without opening my eyes, I could feel the other elements begin to trickle in: the hot sensation of fire, the calm flow of water, the chilling breeze of ice shards, and pure darkness, one that felt like a sucking void of nothingness.

      For the last part, I needed my vision, and my eyes lifted slightly to see the magic begin to wrap around me, taking shape until four outlined silhouettes stood before me.

      In flaming orange was a hellhound. In gold-white was a wolf. A dragon stood in bluish-purple, and in a dark outline with hints of white was an angel.

      The four of them bowed down as if I was their creator and soon to be master. Their outlined silhouettes began to be sucked up into the ring, and the pure white magic that represented light swarmed around my feet, circling and growing bigger and bigger until I stood in the middle of a tornado of purity.

      It gathered up and dove down through the middle of itself, crashing into the ring, solidifying the spell.

      Pulling out from my subconsciousness, I felt like I was in a daze, peering at the ring with pride as I slowly slipped it onto my ring finger, sealing the contract the five us made with the entity of the ring.

      After taking an appreciative moment to peer at its alluring appearance, I closed my other hand, picturing the ring’s replica. It didn’t take long to feel something within my once-empty hand.

      Opening it up, I grinned in satisfaction while the others sighed in relief.

      “You did it,” Dimitri praised.

      “Yeah,” I breathed, doing my best to stay standing.

      Yuriel moved to stand behind me, allowing my body to rest against his. “You all right?”

      “I will be. I can rest in the ca—” I began but was cut off by a loud roar, a wave of heat flowing into the cave.

      “Shit. We gotta act fast,” Wolfgang snapped. Yuriel reached out to my hand that carried the ring.

      “Return to your rightful place, one for safekeeping until your duty has been fulfilled. Ashla Moga No Nula Telepanio Lo Ka Shi Ne Da.” 

      I could tell right away he was using angel speech for the second part, which sounded like a mesh of Latin and Japanese. My hand felt hot, but in seconds, the feeling of something in my palm vanished.

      Yuriel placed an arm around my waist to keep my steady, but I was still grasping how the ring was now gone.

      “You actually did it. Impressive,” I praised in awe.

      “Now it’s show time,” Ryuu announced, pulling out his phone.

      The ground shook like a sudden earthquake, and we turned to the entrance to see large scaly feet.

      Yuriel snapped his fingers, a soundproof bubble wrapping around us. Ryuu was hastily tapping the screen of his phone, and my ears caught onto the faint ringing sound.

      Ryuu put the phone against his ear, clearing his throat. “Hey, Guardia. Where you at?”

      There was a loud rumbling noise, the sound of his shuffling deeper into the shadows of the cave while Ryuu sighed.

      “Why are you even in dragon form?”

      There was an exchange and Ryuu rolled his eyes, clearly immersed in the conversation.

      “There are no intruders. You just left the mountain unattended with our princess sleeping in her quarters. I don’t think my dad, the king, would be fond of that knowledge. Better yet, Mom would freak out. She doesn’t care about me, but with little sis, she’d burn you alive.”

      Another rumble vibrated into the cave. “Guardia, you know my parents. I’m not pulling bullshit from my ass. I’m literally at the mountain now. I had to grab my sets of daggers because I forgot…what ring? Dad has far too many. How do you know one is even missing?”

      A huff of steam trickled down to the ground, right in front of the cave. “You saw the box was empty? Are you seeing things? You know magic artifacts aren’t easy to steal. They won’t even let people touch them unless they are deemed worthy of such power. You must be seeing things. How about this, I’m still in the room. Want me to check?”

      “Roar!” We flinched at the loud sound.

      “Stop roaring up a storm. I’m doing you a damn favor instead of calling my parents and ratting your blind ass out. Hold on.” Ryuu paused, and Dimitri and Wolfgang moved to make shuffling noises.

      “All righty. You said the one in the red box…it’s right here, Guardia. Looking nice and fresh. Jeez, what a waste of time. Get your ass back here.”

      There was a muffling sound. “You saw someone who looked like me? Guardia. Have you been drinking? I literally just got here and took the alternate route since there are all those S.S.S. students waltzing around. My scales are red and orange because of the fall season, remember? I’m only blue-purple in the summer. You really need to get your eyes checked. Hurry and come back. I’ll leave through the other entrance when I see you on the horizon.”

      A quiet roar sounded off. “You’re damn welcome. I still hate your guts, but I guess you’re doing your job to keep us royals safe. I appreciate that. I’m starting my initiation tonight. Once it’s done, I’ll come back over with Wolfgang and we can have a feast. Oh. You also gotta tell me how you answer the phone in your dragon form. I can never get the wind to slide the on button.”

      “Grumph.”

      “Must be nice to multitask. I’ll see you when I get my acceptance.” Ryuu waited for another roar in reply before he hung up.

      We watched in silent patience as the large feet moved once. There was another roar, before the beast pushed off the ground, wind rushing into the cave from the flapping of wings.

      It wasn’t until the area was completely silent that Dimitri sighed. “He’s gone.”

      “That was brilliant,” Wolfgang praised, looking at each of us. I smiled in relief, lifting my hands to rub my eyes, my vision growing blurry.

      “Silver. Are you sure you’re all right?” Ryuu questioned, his worry was apparent in his voice.

      I moved my hands but felt something press against my forehead. Leaning my head back slightly, I noticed it was Yuriel, who was clearly checking my temperature with his hand.

      “You’re hot.”

      “Why, thank you.” I gave him a playful grin. The others sighed.

      “You’re gonna need rest,” Yuriel encouraged.

      “I’ll take a nap on the car ride back. I’ll be fine,” I reassured him and the others. “But I swear, we’re forgetting something.”

      “Hey, Ryuu.” Dimitri turned his head to look at the dragon shifter, who arched an eyebrow in return.

      “What?”

      “You’re a prince?” Dimitri clarified.

      “Yeah,” Ryuu replied with a shrug. “What about it?”

      All of us but Wolfgang looked surprised. “Um. That’s not something we can just take in lightly. You’re royalty? Like you’ll be king one day?”

      “Yup. Unless I don’t want it. Then it goes down to my sis and I’ll be her advisor,” Ryuu elaborated. “It really isn’t a big deal.”

      “In other words, we stole from a king,” Yuriel concluded.

      “Don’t worry, guys. King Kensuke is chill. He’s really nice. Besides, we’re ‘borrowing’ and we made a replica in its place. Once we’re done with the quest, we’ll return it. Easy peasy,” Wolfgang acknowledged.

      “I guess,” I replied before stifling a yawn. “Let’s get going. I really need a nap.”

      “You guys did really good in the air. You’re a really strong witch, Silver,” Ryuu acknowledged.

      “And Yuriel, your wings are huge,” Dimitri added.

      “Thanks,” Yuriel mumbled.

      I yawned again. “You guys…looked awesome, too.” I replied, closing my eyes.

      “Why do I have a hunch that Blossom’s going to fall asleep on us?” Dimitri mentioned.

      “Wouldn’t be surprised. I’m certain an average mage wouldn’t have enough power to tame the ring, hover in the air, unleash that badass phoenix, and activate the ring with our combined powers. Hey, Ryuu. Didn’t you say the magic artifacts can only be touched by someone worthy of their power?” Wolfgang questioned.

      “Yeah. I think it was really smart to choose Silver. She has the strongest magic potential out of all of us,” Ryuu complimented.

      “Mhm,” I mumbled, my way of saying thanks.

      “Let’s talk and walk,” Yuriel suggested.

      I didn’t flinch when my body leaned back and was lifted off the ground.

      I snuggled against who I assumed was Yuriel, feeling safe in his arms as my mind began to drift.

      After the up and down chaos that had just occurred, it felt nice to relax in victorious bliss. I’d gotten the key item that would help me get into S.S.S. and the thought alone was beyond comforting.

      Before I allowed the darkness to take me, I heard the last bit of conversation between the guys.

      “Aw, fuck,” Yuriel cursed.

      “You really need to let me know how angels can curse,” Dimitri noted.

      “What?” Wolfgang asked.

      “I knew we forgot something,” Yuriel groaned.

      “What did we forget?” Ryuu asked.

      Yuriel sighed. “The instructions.”
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      “Here’s a strawberry shake, Blossom. I got it from the cafe and Yuriel did some magic juju thing on it,” Dimitri announced, offering me the clear glass of smooth strawberry delight. 

      I glanced up from the ring to give the both of them an appreciative smile, accepting the glass.

      “Thanks, guys. I’m seriously all right. That nap helped a lot.”

      I didn’t want to worry them, but my rather pale complexion had them a little anxious. “I haven’t used that much magic in a while so it was a little shock to me, that’s all.”

      I was sitting down in the single chair in front of Clarissa’s desk in her office.

      I’d fallen right asleep and remained that way for the entire car ride. I would have remained asleep if it wasn’t for the cool foreign energy that had trickled through my body, waking me up from my deep slumber to see Clarissa doing a diagnostic on me. 

      I’d yet to figure out what kind of shifter she was, but her magic skills were on par. Her magic felt as strong as my mother’s, and though it was clearly different, I didn’t mind that she was giving me a little boost. 

      Witches and Wizards were super picky when it came to magic boosts. It meant you had to rely on another to replenish your mana stores.

      Obviously, I hated relying on anyone, but because she was a professor, I didn’t see the harm. 

      If it was a stranger, however, my magic would have rebelled against it.

      Boosts could be one way for a mage to take over the other’s magic, draining it slowly without their knowledge until they were powerless — perfect chance to be attacked and murdered. 

      After Clarissa gave me a boost, she suggested I rest for a little bit and the others get something to eat prior to the evaluation. She’d review our quest and if she felt we deserved to pass, she would call the Dean to get the final stamp of approval. 

      It appeared to me that Clarissa was one of the higher-up professors, somewhat like a vice president if you had to put a position to it. I could have been assuming too much, but that was the vibe I got from her.

      Wolfgang and Ryuu had gone to get some food for all of us and find a blanket for me since I was freezing.

      I could have used magic to heat myself up, but I decided to just wait it out. I could last a few minutes being cold. 

      Yuriel and Dimitri moved to rest against the desk, so they could face me. I tried to ignore their worried gazes, focusing on sipping the sweet drink.

      Clearly, I was being counterproductive in drinking something cold when I was freezing, but sugar always helped boost my magic. 

      My sister always carried sour candy with her, a fast boost of energy for her. Any type of sweets did the job for me.

      My parents had been similar as well, though Mom needed tea or anything warm to boost her magic, while my father drank anything cold like milkshakes or slushes. 

      It was one of those weird traits with us magic users, but at least our family had more general needs to help boost our magic.

      Other people had far more specific needs, like bacon, curry, red velvet cake, and even alcohol. 

      Finishing about half of the milkshake, I sighed in relief, but couldn’t stop myself from shivering.

      Dimitri moved to stand in front of me, piquing my curiosity as I glanced up. He grinned and knelt down, presenting his hand before me. 

      With a snap of his fingers, a flame appeared in his palm, the warmth already beginning to wrap around me. 

      “Right. I forgot.” I giggled.

      Yuriel took my milkshake from me, giving me the chance to put my hands near the flame to warm them up. 

      “Don’t you guys think you’re far too nice to me? We’ve really only known each other for less than twenty-four hours. Well, aside from Dimitri.” 

      “Did you forget our request?” Yuriel reminded, that slight smile forming on his lips as he lowered my milkshake onto Clarissa’s desk. 

      “I forgot that, too,” I admitted. “Wow. So this is how boyfriends are supposed to treat their girlfriends.”

      “Well, yeah. Boyfriend or not, we should still care about you. Whether friend or even teammate. It’s thanks to you we passed. I don’t think any of us would have been able to take the ring out of the box,” Dimitri explained. 

      “We’re back,” Wolfgang announced, entering the room with Ryuu.

      They were both holding trays of food. I peered at the fries in the five bowls, noticing they had something that looked like chunks of cheese and steaming hot gravy layered on top. 

      On closer inspection, it looked like there was even pulled pork mixed in the combination.

      “What is that?” I questioned, taking a deep inhale to try and determine the combined smell. 

      Dimitri turned his flame off, rising up to help Wolfgang out. Ryuu answered my question. 

      “It’s something called poutine.” 

      “Is that a foreign food?” I questioned.

      Dimitri brought my bowl to me.

      I gave him quick thanks before taking the bowl from his hold with the fork. It smelled so good, and I was far too tempted to dive right in, poking a big chunk of fries, chunky cheese, and pulled pork. 

      Putting it into my mouth, I groaned. “This is so fucking good.” 

      “It’s from…uh,” Ryuu began but paused, moving to stand with the others as they all now had their share of this poutine. “Wolfgang. What was the original country called again? Before they renamed.”

      “Canada. It’s a Canadian dish. S.S.S. cafeteria is filled with various restaurants and categories from each country to help those who travel from their home countries. It caters to literally everyone. It’s pricey depending on what you want, but the food is richly made. They also had rows of food trucks. We decided to get poutine because they accepted cash. We don’t have our student cards yet. Most restaurants only accept those,” Wolfgang explained.

      “It’s amazing,” I squealed, beginning to stuff my face. I was already halfway done before I paused, noticing how the guys were staring at me. 

      “Oops. Am I supposed to say a prayer or something?”

      “No, it’s not that,” Dimitri defended. “It’s like, two things.”

      “Star is sitting on your head,” Yuriel pointed out.

      “And I’ve never seen a girl eat as fast as you,” Ryuu admitted. 

      “Me neither,” Wolfgang confessed.

      “Huh?” I gave them a confused look before looking up slightly to see Star was indeed on my head. I hadn’t even noticed her, but she was staring at my poutine as though she was about to pounce. 

      I reached up and picked her up, looking into her bright eyes as she stared back at me. 

      “Mewr.”

      “I’m not nervous this time. Did you just come for the food?” I asked the little uni-kitten.

      She wiggled with a happy expression, which I took as a ‘yes’. 

      Lowering her to my lap, I picked a portion with my fork, offering it to her to inspect. Once she took a few sniffs and patted it with her paw, she began to nibble on it. 

      “Girls don’t eat fast? I’m usually a normal-paced eater. I’m just super hungry,” I explained.

      “My little sister takes forever. We start dinner early so that she finishes right before her bath time and off to bed she goes. Takes her 2-3 hours,” Ryuu admitted. 

      Wolfgang nodded. “Your sister literally takes forever. She gets super upset if she doesn’t get to eat with anyone, too.” 

      “Female hellhounds are rare, but I’ve seen plenty of women who take their time at restaurants back in my home country.” 

      Yuriel shrugged. “I observe others and they don’t eat as fast. I was worried you’d choke.” 

      “Ah,” I replied with a nod. “I’m just a different type of gal.” 

      “And to add to the conversation…” We turned to see Clarissa at the doorway.

      She had a wide smile on her face, clearly listening to our conversation. “Women at restaurants are normally on dates and like to eat slowly to prolong the conversation. That’s what most shifters do when it comes to Shifter Dating Etiquette.” 

      “Welcome back, Ms. Shine,” Yuriel said. The four guys looked like they were going to move, but Clarissa merely flicked her wrist. “No need for formalities. Makes me feel old.” She closed the door and moved to stand to the side, having a view of all five of us. 

      “You may call me Clarissa. Only during testing do we need to be formal. Or unless one of you pisses me off. Then you lose that privilege,” she explained.

      We nodded and quickly finished our food. Clarissa gave us a chance to enjoy our drinks before she got on with her assessment of us. 

      She walked over to grab a clipboard and quill, waving her finger to create a few blank pages that glided in the air and slipped themselves into the clip of the brown board in her hands. 

      “Let’s see. You guys chose Quest 999. One that required you to obtain a ring from the safety of the mountain. How did that go?” she asked in delight. 

      “Good,” we replied, unsure what else to say. 

      She nodded with a smile. “Let me take a look. Give me a moment.” Closing her eyes, she tapped the top end of her pen on the board.

      We waited patiently, Star stretching out and giving my hand a little nudge before she poofed away.

      I’m going to have to ask Sis or Mom about that. 

      Clarissa was silent for five minutes before her eyes opened again. “What an intriguing experience you all had. I have to admit, this was a daring quest to pick. Was there a specific reason?” she asked, her eyes landing on me. 

      I didn’t know what to say, unsure how I’d be able to maneuver around the truth of me needing the ring to cloak my mongrel features.

      “Us guys decided we all wanted to date Silver and thought it would be cool to help get her a ring,” Yuriel calmly declared. 

      The rest of us looked at him, seeing how relaxed he was.

      He can’t be serious. 

      “Like a promise ring of sorts,” Dimitri added. Wolfgang nodded.

      “We didn’t know if we’d get to keep it or not, but at least temporarily. It also seemed like a challenging quest that would require all of our participation.” 

      Ryuu nodded. “Finding out that the ring was in my father’s possession made the quest intriguing to accomplish. He’s picky when it comes to artifacts, and it felt like a good quest to choose to prove that we have the skills, strength, and survival instincts to be a spy. The quest hit all avenues and is a good example of what we may have to do attending S.S.S. Academy.

      Clarissa nodded, a pleased expression on her face. “May I see the ring?” 

      “Sure,” I replied, placing my fingers on the powerful band.

      I tugged at it once, frowning when it didn’t budge. Lowering my gaze, I tried a few more times, tilting my head in confusion. 

      “It won’t come off.” 

      “Did your finger grow bigger, Blossom?” Dimitri asked. “Could have been the poutine.” 

      The others snickered, unable to ignore Dimitri’s amusing statement.

      “No one gains weight in their fingers THAT quickly,” Ryuu argued. 

      “Let me help,” Yuriel offered, kneeling down in front of me and attempting to tug the magical ring off my ring finger. 

      “You know if someone took a picture right now, it would look as though Yuriel was proposing to Silver,” Wolfgang whispered to the others. 

      There was a snap sound and we all of looked at Dimitri, whose face began to grow red as he held his phone.

      “What? I thought it was a good picture to take. You never know when you’ll need an alibi.” 

      All of us shook our heads, turning our attention to my current dilemma.

      “Why won’t it come off?” I asked, looking at Clarissa with pleading eyes. 

      She still had a calm, loving expression on her face, placing her clipboard and pen onto the countertop of her file cabinet. Turning back to face us, she clapped her hands. 

      “Did you guys read the instructions?” 

      “Shit!” I cursed. “That’s what we forgot.”

      I looked to the others as they shook their heads.

      “We were in a rush and didn’t check to see if there were instructions hidden in the selected spot,” Ryuu responded. 

      Clarissa looked deep in thought. “There’s nothing we can really do about it as of now.” 

      “That sounds bad,” Wolfgang commented. 

      “It’s not necessarily bad, but the instructions would have told you the history of the ring,” Clarissa noted, walking over to her desk.

      The guys moved to stand around my chair, while Clarissa sat down, giving us her full attention. 

      “The previous owner of that ring was a powerful sorceress. Legends say she was also an angel shifter. This was most likely before the event that plagued the world and made us into shifters, but the supernatural had always been among humans for as long as anyone can remember.” She lifted her hand and hovered it over her desk, slowly gliding it above the dark oak surface from right to left. 

      We gasped when a 3D figure formed on her desk. There stood a silhouetted woman in vivid teal, her wings outlined in white.

      She had her left hand out, revealing a gold ring that looked exactly like mine. She was surrounded by clouds, as though she was suspending herself in the air.

      “Many called her Lia the angel, bringer of light and justice. It’s the reason why the center stone shifted between a pearl to crystal clear. She was the bringer of peace between what scriptures state were four main kingdoms.” 

      As she explained, four different sections formed beneath Lia, their outlines matching the colors of the four surrounding crystals on the ring. 

      “Each kingdom had an element, and the purpose of the ring was to represent the alliance between the kingdoms and Lia. Their unity ensured that peace and harmony would fall down onto their people and Lia would protect them if evil tried to strike. The ring was an ancient artifact that held great power but could only be activated through magic. Before Lia was deemed an angel, apparently she was a witch.” 

      A witch like me? Was that why I was able to pick it up?

      “We don’t know what happened to Lia and the four kingdoms, but their bond lived through the ring and was put into the possession of King Kensuke because he’d be able to protect it from anyone who sought the ring for its capabilities. None of us know exactly what other powers lie within it, mainly due to the fact you’d need a strong witch or wizard to activate it. Supernatural shifters wouldn’t be able to activate it, which was one of the main reasons we made it into a quest,” she concluded.

      “Does that mean the quest was set up for failure from the get-go?” Wolfgang suggested.

      Clarissa nodded. “Correct. We all know S.S.S doesn’t accept humans. Therefore, it would be impossible to complete the quest, unless accompanied by a mage. Even if one was able to take the quest, the chances of the team working together without having a connection with one another would have ended in failure. You also have to take into consideration the level of magic the mage carries. If they aren’t strong enough to convince the artifact to leave its protective barricade, that would lead to failure as well. Finally, King Kensuke and his guard are very difficult to outsmart. Far too many obstacles. That’s why it’s a failed quest.”

      She smirked and looked right at me. “Until today.” 

      I didn’t know what to say, feeling speechless.

      She knows I’m a human. That means I’m going to be kicked out. Did we go through that quest for nothing? 

      My shoulders sank at the thought and I tried not to let my disappointment show, but I knew it would be obvious. 

      “Ms. Shine,” Dimitri said with a serious tone. “We all understand the rules here at S.S.S Academy and that the requirements are normally set in stone. However, seeing as we completed the quest and the potential Silver has displayed, shouldn’t she at least be given an opportunity to attend?”

      “I’d have to also vouch for this,” Ryuu stepped forward. “It’s thanks to Silver that we were able to pass. She showed throughout our quest different levels of magic skills and strength and is one of the reasons we survived Guardia’s wrath.” 

      “Not to mention, she saved me from crashing to the ground when we got hit by the fire attack. That was only the defused impact. If it hit us bang on, we would have died instantly,” Yuriel defended. 

      Wolfgang moved forward, putting a hand on my shoulder. “In my viewpoint, that quest was put up there for the chance that one day a witch would try to attend S.S.S. When you think about it, for a mage to attempt to bend the rules and work double to try and attend such an elite school not only proves a level of courage but also shows her determination and desire to attend. Many people don’t show half of that commitment, assuming they’ll get in simply because they’re a strong shifter. Is there any possibility she can be granted a chance?” 

      I blinked back tears, looking at the four men who stood up for me.

      They’d just met me, and the request thing wasn’t even written on a contract or anything. Yet they stood tall and proud, asking if I could be given an opportunity.

      I wanted this so bad. Not only to make my dad up in heaven and my family proud, but to be given the chance to work alongside these men. 

      To get to know them more. Maybe I’d even fall for them. 

      “Hmm.” Clarissa waved her hands, the 3D images dematerializing.

      She crossed her arms over her chest and leaned back into her chair, tapping a finger onto her lips. “What should we do?” 

      What should “we” do?

      “I believe Miss Solange should have a shot.” 

      Astonished by the new voice, all of us turned to the door behind us, seeing an older woman with silver hair.

      Her eyes matched her long locks, and she wore a long gold gown. What caught my attention were her gold cat ears that twitched a few times.

      “Good evening, Dean. I’m glad you could make it,” Clarissa greeted.

      The five of us bowed our heads in respect, still trying to get over our shock. It wasn’t her older appearance that bothered us. In fact, she looked extremely young but had a knowledgeable gaze. Like she’d seen it all. 

      “Good evening. I was highly intrigued when Clarissa informed me that Quest 999 had been completed.”

      She walked into the room, Clarissa standing from her chair and gesturing for the Dean to sit. She gave a pleased smile and took her seat, Clarissa now standing on the Dean’s left-hand side.

      We rose up and stood a bit straighter. I didn’t know if the others could feel it, but this woman’s energy palpated through the room, and I was sure her magic was just as lethal.

      “I am the Dean of S.S.S Academy. I will not say my name just yet, for that information is reserved for those who’ve become an official student of our prestigious academy,” she began.

      I had to swallow the lump in my throat, her words immediately making me feel like we’d already failed.

      Her voice was stern, and her silver cat eyes scanned down our group, starting from left to right and then trailing back and landing on me.

      “I’ve already reviewed your quest footage from start to finish. Intriguing how five completely different individuals with no connections to one another can form a team, choose a quest that has never been completed before, and make it out in one piece. I will admit that you impressed me with your skills and strength. When you had to quickly jump off the mountain, your magic and shifter abilities came in handy. I also got to see hints of compassion when you were in the vent.”

      She glanced at Yuriel and then me again, making me wonder if she saw every single thing that happened during our quest. 

      How would they be able to see everything? What magic spell can track a group’s every move?

      “What impressed me the most was the moment when you were in the cave.” She leaned back into the chair, crossing her arms over her medium-sized breasts, her eyes locked on mine. 

      “Silver Spell Solange, was it?” she inquired.

      When I nodded in response, she continued. “What motivated you to decide that each guy needed to contribute an element to the ring?”

      I could hear the Dean’s curiosity, but also a hint of amusement in her voice. She was enjoying this, leaving me praying I didn’t screw this up for myself and the others.

      “To be honest, I allowed the magic of the ring to guide me in what I needed to do. Every magic artifact is supposed to be viewed as an entity. We can’t take advantage of their power without their acceptance of us using them for good, or in some cases, evil,” I explained, remembering my dad’s voice when he used to teach me all about magic artifacts.

      Lifting my left hand, I stared at the ring, a grin forming on my lips.

      “The ring has been sitting inside a box for decades. Though we only know a bit of its past and the previous owner, I’m sure it was waiting for the day its owner would return and reclaim it once more. My dad always said that the best way to take care of a magic artifact is to put it in an open display. Just like how swords and staffs are displayed in glass boxes.”

      “Why is that?” Dimitri asked, sounding intrigued.

      I turned to look at him. “It allows the magic artifact the chance to see what’s going on around it. Even if it’s in a safe room or museum. Those who own such artifacts check on them once or twice a month. Sometimes even weekly. At least if someone comes and checks in, they can visibly see it.”

      “While in a box they can’t,” Yuriel whispered.

      I nodded. “When they have no sight that they’re being taken care of, it builds up a level of anger or sadness. It makes them feel not valued and that’s why it’s risky to touch magic artifacts without asking for their permission to use. That built-up anger, sadness, or even regret can be placed on you. Most individuals who have bad intentions usually have to face those consequences, which could include death itself.”

      Looking back at the Dean, I lowered my hand.

      “I think the reason I needed an element from each of the guys is because the light magic within the ring was originally weak…or hypothetically…lonely. Magic responds to emotions and seeing as the stone in the middle represents light, it had to be the strongest. The other elements had faded away, leaving the light magic by its lonesome. By charging it with the four other elements, we kind of made the light magic realize it wasn’t alone again and in return, it granted the ring its magical power.”

      The room was silent for a few seconds and I blushed.

      “I don’t know if magic is treated the same way for shifters as it is with mages, but anything in this world that courses with energy is alive. Whether it be magic that comes from our own bodies, or what comes from the world itself.”

      The Dean smiled then, nodding her head in understanding. “I’m aware of your laws and respect for everything living, which includes magic of elemental nature.”

      Her eyes grew serious once more. “As you know, this is a Supernatural school, and if we did accept you, it would be quite obvious that you are human.”

      I swallowed and nodded. “I understand, Dean. Though this was a team effort, I wouldn’t want to put my fellow peers’ futures on hold for my own dreams. I also don’t want to cause any trouble for you and the administration. I’m merely thankful for your consideration.” I bowed my head, my heart already sinking in defeat.

      It wouldn’t be fair for the others who traveled all the way here to have to go home, ending up as failures because of me. Even if they were willing to do it, it wouldn’t be right.

      Dimitri looked like he was about to speak but paused, his nose twitching before he leaned in closer to sniff me.

      The others slowly looked at him, Wolfgang having a conflicted look.

      “What are you doing, Dimitri?”

      “Hey. Silver smells different.” He pouted his lips.

      I groaned. “Like sweat and dirt.”

      Wolfgang tilted his head, sniffing the air before moving past Ryuu to take a better whiff of me. “No, Dimitri’s right. Your scent changed.”

      “Because we just jumped off a mountain, almost died, sweated a ton, and I’m probably even sweating now,” I argued.

      Clarissa began to snicker, and the Dean had a grin on her lips.

      We both paused in our debate, Dimitri and Wolfgang moving back in place.

      “Sorry, Dean and Clarissa,” I apologized. The two shook their heads before exchanging looks.

      “Your teammate’s observation is correct,” the Dean replied.

      “Really?” I asked, lifting my shirt to smell it.

      I gave her a confused look, not really smelling anything even with my rather heightened scent.

      The Dean nodded, pressing her hands together. “There was a reason why we said to make sure you read the instructions.”

      We cringed at our forgetfulness, my eyes shyly looking to my peers, who looked just as embarrassed by our miscalculation.

      Clarissa stepped forward, brushing her hand along the desk to make the 3D images once more.

      The Dean looked straight into my eyes as she explained.

      “When Lia passed away, she placed a final spell on the ring. Only one with light within their heart and the ability to love more than one individual would be able to activate and wear the ring. They would be worthy and be given all her abilities. The four others who contributed to the activation of the ring would stand firm like the kingdoms, creating a bond between the five. The connection would be as strong and powerful as the love the kingdoms had for Lia’s merciful grace. Once the ring has chosen, it will aid its Master until death do them part.”

      I watched the entire scene play out in the 3D figures, my head wrapping around the wish and realizing my new circumstances.

      “That means…” I trailed off.

      Clarissa nodded. “The quest was an automatic failure to many. However, its true purpose was to find a witch bold enough to apply to our school, accept a quest that would need the help of four different shifters, and to activate the ring. The reward that comes with activation is that the witch would be blessed with the same supernatural attributes that Lia carried.”

      “Lia was a strong angel warrior with a high level of magic affinity. That has now been passed down to you and thus, the reason for your change of smell. You don’t smell like a human now. You smell like an angel,” the Dean concluded.

      “And still the cherry blossom, mint, vanilla,” Dimitri whispered.

      The others rolled their eyes but looked just as intrigued with this new information.

      I, on the other hand, was still shocked by it all.

      “Mewr.”

      Star jumped onto the desk, looking intrigued by the 3D silhouette of Lia the angel. She reached her paw to touch it before I scooped her up. “Star, I didn’t summon you.”

      “Mewr?” She looked up at me in confusion.

      Clarissa giggled. “Guess this comes as a little shock, doesn’t it?”

      I sighed and nodded. “It does.”

      The Dean reached out to pet Star’s head. “What is she?”

      “Oh. Um…a uni-kitty? I never really had her until today. When I get nervous, she appears,” I explained, lowering Star back onto the desk.

      She moved up to the Dean, sitting back to give her full attention.

      “Intriguing creation,” she praised, petting Star’s back, which made her purr.

      “So…what do we do now?” Ryuu asked.

      “More importantly, we still don’t know if we passed,” Yuriel added.

      The Dean cleared her throat before standing up. We gave her our full attention once more.

      “After watching your performance and speaking with you five formally—”

      “Mewr?” Star interrupted.

      The Dean grinned. “Six of you formally, it’s given me an idea of what you all can contribute to our academy. As I stated before, your skills and strength were on point. You also did survive one of King Kensuke strongest guards. Even with skipping the instructions, you completed this task in a very timely manner. Most quests are not completed within the first twenty-for hours so that does give you bonus points. Finally, your teamwork is commendable, and shows you will work together whether at school or in the field.”

      Taking a deep breath, she gave us a wide grin. 

      “My name is Shirley Sage Sabella, the Dean and creator of S.S.S. Academy. You’ve received a triple S score on Quest 999 and have officially been accepted to the best supernatural spy academy in the world. Congrats, and welcome aboard.”
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      “I‘m home!” I cheered.

      Slipping my shoes off, I watched them float to the right spot before rainbow glitter rained down from above me.

      I giggled and lifted my hands up, looking at the ceiling with glee. “Thank you for the glittering welcome, home.”

      Ever since I was a kid, if something super exciting happened our house always seemed to know.

      The moment I’d walk in, I’d either be hit with a spiraling warm breeze or have leaves, glitter, or feathers rain down on me in greeting. It was just one of the many things that made this house so special. 

      Far too special to ever give up.

      The sound of footsteps coming my way made me lower my head, my sister coming into view.

      “You made it?!” she shrieked. 

      With a snap of my fingers, a gold paperback with a multicolored stamp appeared mid-air, flying into my opened hand. I grinned and presented it to her. 

      “You’re looking at your beloved sister who’s now an official S.S.S Academy student!” I said with triumph.

      “Ah! I knew you’d get in!” Scarlet rushed over to me, wrapping me in her arms as we both jumped up and down in the hall.

      The house continued to sprinkle glitter around us, just as excited at my acceptance as the two of us.

      “Mother had a hunch you’d get in so she went to get your favorite lunch! I told her to get us red velvet cake because we haven’t had that in ages!” she emphasized.

      “You two spoil me.” I giggled, feeling beyond happy. “At least I get to have it before I go back,” I revealed.

      “You have to go back right away?!” My sister pouted her lips. “Mom and I agreed she’d cover lunch and I’d take you out to dinner.”

      I grinned and hugged her again.

      “Yes. We all have to go back home, grab more belongings if we need to and inform our loved ones of our acceptance. They said if your family is far away they’ll teleport you so you can share the news.”

      “Wow. That’s very considerate of them. I guess with a triple S score, that’s the least they can do,” Scarlet suggested. “How was your team? Was your quest difficult?”

      “Uh…” I didn’t know whether I should mention about the whole ring incident. “It was interesting. My team is made up of four guys.” I gave her a sheepish grin.

      She gawked at me. “Four?! You were the only female. Please tell me they’re hot? Cute? Boyfriend potential? Will my baby sis finally meet a man and not a little boy who still doesn’t know which hole to put his cock in?”

      “Still?” I asked, ignoring her other questions.

      Scarlet grinned, waltzing up the stairs. I immediately followed her, knowing a teacup filled with steamy information awaited me.

      She skipped into my room, and my eyes noticed the brand new luggage set with S.S.S on it. I had to pause, staring at it in confusion while taking in the golden S.S.S lettering that was outlined in turquoise on the pinkish-purple luggage that was crafted in the shape of a chest.

      “This is giving me Harry Potter vibes,” I mumbled to myself.

      Glancing back at Scarlet, I gave her a questioning glare. “Please don’t tell me you got the catalog and started ordering stuff.”

      “I didn’t!” she defended, putting her hand on her chest. “Those are from the academy. They didn’t tell you? All accepted students receive chest luggage. There’s a bunch of perks when it comes to that school. You have to wear uniforms, too,” Scarlet disclosed.

      “Ah. They didn’t mention the suitcase,” I admitted. “All they said was we’d have to come back with our things and we’d find out our dorm rooms somewhere in between.”

      “They’re stingy with giving too much information because some shifters back out,” Scarlet replied, sitting down on my neatly made bed and crossed her legs.

      “People drop after they pass?” I questioned. “I know you explained about the whole three chances type deal, but why pass the quest and drop?”

      “Family problems. It’s the reason why you must go home and retrieve your stuff. Even if you packed every single thing you own, they’ll force you to go back.”

      “What if you don’t have a family?” I questioned.

      “If you can prove you have no living family members, close relatives, or even friends, then they won’t send you, but they’ll let you basically do your own thing off campus. Some people go to the mall nearby or even the cafe. Many shifters have stuff in the storage house nearby and go pick that up as well. The school has to clear out the dorms from old students or those who didn’t make it, to make room for the new students. That’s why they need a few hours when you pass.”

      “Your lover explained all this?” I inquired.

      “Yup. You know, just one of those after sex conversations.” She shrugged. I groaned, pinching the bridge of my nose. “I don’t even want to know.”

      Scarlet giggled. “Now, back to your team. Hot or not?”

      “They’re attractive,” I replied, walking over to the luggage.

      Laying the biggest piece down on the floor, I began to unlock the golden lock, while Scarlet continued.

      “Attractive as in you’ll date one of them? What shifters are they?”

      “One’s a hellhound that likes to sniff me and calls me Blossom. The second one is an angel who has some mysterious aura about him, but not in a cocky way. The third guy is a dragon who had a bit of an attitude in the beginning, but he’s actually really nice, and the last guy is a werewolf who’s pretty laid back,” I explained, opening the chest.

      There was a package in an 8x10 gold envelope. Picking it up, I turned it over to see the red seal, beginning to peel it open as I continued to listen to Scarlet.

      “Wow. Talk about diversity. Did you guys know each other or something?”

      “Hmm, one of the professors said the same thing,” I replied. “We didn’t know one another. Well, I’d already met the hellhound because he was lost, and I helped him get to the station, but he was still basically a stranger. Is it not usual for a team to have different types of shifters?”

      “Nope. Shifters like to cluster and stick together. Most teams consist of two of the same shifter species if possible. If they can’t, I’ve heard shifters switch different teams to try to make it even. It’s a tad silly to me, but that’s what happens,” Scarlet answered.

      “Well, I have four different shifters who actually kinda get along. Kinda weird. They know I’m human, by the way.”

      “How did you pull that off? Did you seduce them with your divine beauty?”

      I rolled my eyes but kept smiling. “What divine beauty? I’m just your average witch. Nothing more.”

      “It’s the eyes.” Scarlet giggled.

      “Sure, it is. Apparently, I smell of cherry blossoms, mint, and vanilla.” I pulled the papers out of the envelope, my eyes scanning the words.

      “Did you know hellhounds are totally freaky in the sheets?” Scarlet questioned.

      “Where do you get your Sex Shifter 101 information from? Don’t tell me this is one of those after sex talks.”

      “Nah. It’s legit. You really do have a good team. Angels are powerful and amazing healers. They can take the pain away with ease. Werewolves are fast, smart, and if it’s an Alpha wolf, they’re very protective, especially when it comes to their female. Dragons are just lethal, especially with their triggered temper, and hellhounds are super dangerous. They have split personalities.”

      “Come again? Split personalities?” I asked, meeting her gaze for a moment.

      “Yup. If you think a hellhound is powerful in their normal form, wait till you meet their split. Overprotective as fuck, but again, amazing in bed!”

      “I’ll take that into account,” I replied, returning my attention to the papers.

      “That means you’re dating the hellhound?!”

      “I’m dating all of them,” I said casually, not thinking about it as I focused on the paper in front of me.

      It read that we’d get to celebrate our success tonight with our appointed team, which would be determined by the professor who passed us.

      We’d also receive our schedules upon arriving back to the academy. My dorm number was at the bottom.

      “Dorm 1919-S. Hmm. What’s with all these coincidences? Nineteenth letter in the alphabet is S. Two nineteens and S means SSS. Man, they must really go into these things when it comes to planning. I wonder if the guys will be nex—”

      “HOLD ON!”

      I jumped at Scarlet’s shrill voice. “What?!”

      I looked around, keeping still as though something was about to attack. There was a poof, and Star dropped into my luggage.

      We both lowered our gaze to the little uni-kitten, watching her stretch and begin to run around in the bag, rolling around like it was a cat playground.

      Scarlet returned to looking at me. “Does she just pop out whenever?”

      “I guess. You did scare me,” I noted. “And her name is Star now.”

      “Right,” Scarlet replied before shaking her head quickly. “Back to the main topic! What do you mean you’re dating ALL OF THEM? Did my ears malfunction?”

      “Long story short, I agreed to date all of them if they would be my teammates for the quest. They’re good-looking, which is a bonus. It’s just for the years I’m at S.S.S and if it doesn’t work, I can just be friends. It’s not a big deal.”

      “Not a big deal?! You’re dating four amazingly hot, powerful shifters, Silver. Imagine all the fives—”

      “Please leave out the sex,” I groaned.

      There was a knock on the door. The two of us turned our attention to see Mother standing at the doorway.

      She was wearing a simple white flowered dress and fuzzy bunny slippers and her long blue locks were up in a ponytail. She was holding a platter of cookies.

      “What is this about a fivesome?”

      I groaned while Scarlet giggled. “Oh, Mom! Silver landed herself four sexy boyfriends!”

      “I did not, dammit!” I scrambled off the floor to tackle Scarlet onto the bed.

      She merely laughed hysterically. “See, Mom? We had nothing to worry about. Initiation day and our Silver is bringing all the boys to the yard.”

      “Shut up!” My face must have been beet red.

      Mother sighed. “You two are far too energetic. Silver, you have four boyfriends?”

      “No! Well, yes! But it’s not what it looks like,” I tried to strategize. My mother just giggled. “Well, that’s adventurous of you. I brought cookies.”

      “Mom, you’re so easygoing,” Scarlet teased, lifting me up with a gust of wind.

      I shrieked when she let me go, face planting the bed. With a groan, I rolled over to see Scarlet get off my bed and waltz to where Mother was.

      Picking up a cookie, she took a bite and squealed. “Mom, your cookies are the best! Save some for Silver and her harem. Maybe she’ll get lucky tonight.”

      “Go away.” I threw a pillow at her.

      Lifting her hand, she stopped it before it hit her, allowing the fluffy bundle to fall onto the floor.

      “You love me. Make sure I’m maid of honor at the future wedding. I’ll do a better job than Nikko, which reminds me. Did you even tell her you got accepted?”

      “Right, I forgot,” I replied. “Damn, I’m slacking. I’ll message her after you guys leave. I need to pack.” I got off the bed but walked over to give Mother a side hug.

      “Hey, Mom.”

      “Hey, darling. Congrats on your acceptance. I’m so proud of you,” she praised.

      I leaned back and gave her a teeth-glistening smile. “Thanks, Mom! It was hard, but I did it. I’m the first witch to be accepted.”

      “That’s a huge accomplishment,” Mother complimented. “I have to admit, you feel different, too.”

      “Feel different?” I clarified. Scarlet nodded, taking two cookies and offering me one. “Yeah, your aura changed a tad. Can’t figure out how though.”

      After giving her a quick thanks, I took the cookie from her hand. “Ah…it could have been due to the quest or something. I’m sure I’ll go back to normal,” I brushed off, biting into my cookie.

      Scarlet shrugged. “Probably. S.S.S. is mysterious, after all. Mom, let’s go get everything ready so Silver can pack.”

      “Let us know if you need any help, Silver,” Mother encouraged.

      “Yes, Mom. I will. Thank you for the cookies.” I took four more to munch on while I packed and leaned up to give her a kiss on the cheek. 

      “You’re welcome, darling. We’ll be downstairs.”

      I watched the two of them leave, beginning to finish my first cookie when I noticed Star was eyeing it like a hawk.

      “It’s like you know when I’m going to get food,” I mumbled, kneeling back down to the floor and offering her one of the cookies. 

      Star inspected it for a moment and took a bite. She looked pleased, taking the rest of the cookie and leaping from inside my suitcase to my bed.

      “Don’t leave crumbs on my bed,” I voiced. “I wonder if familiars can eat cookies?”

      “They can!”

      I looked to see Scarlet was back. “Don’t come and take my cookies,” I muttered, knowing Scarlet was the ultimate cookie monster.

      She grinned but shook her head. “Nah. Mom made me my own batch cause she loves me more.”

      “Very funny.” I rolled my eyes, knowing our mom loved us equally. “Why did you come back?”

      “Oh, right.” Scarlet finished her cookie and clapped her hands. “Nom-nom, nom nom. Nom!”

      When nothing happened, I arched an eyebrow at her. “Don’t think it works when your mouth is full,” I pointed out.

      She swallowed the cookie she’d been chewing and cleared her throat. Clapping her hands, she chanted. “Vila So nah, Surprise de lantango!”

      With a poof of pink mist, a wrapped pink gift floated in the air in front of her. She flicked her hand, directing the gift toward me. I presented my hand and the box landed right onto my palm.

      “What’s this?” I questioned.

      “I couldn’t let you leave without getting your gift.” She lifted her chin up with pride. “Open it.”

      With her encouragement, I tugged at the simple gold ribbon and unraveled the pink wrapping paper. Opening the blue box, I gasped in awe.

      “Holy shit. This is gorgeous! Is this from Tiffany’s?” I questioned, taking the silver charm bracelet with different charms on it.

      “Yes, it is. Limited edition, too. They made them specifically for S.S.S. acceptees. I had confidence that you’d get in somehow. They usually sell out in two minutes and you practically have to battle one another in the store to grab one. Each charm has a secret ability. You basically have to figure it out, but it activates when you need it the most,” she explained.

      “You fought to get this for me?” I asked, stunned to receive something so expensive and secretly powerful.

      “Certainly. You may not have remembered, but I promised Dad that I’d buy it for you when you made it into the academy.”

      I looked into her pride-filled eyes, noticing their glassy appearance.

      “Though I may not know exactly how crazy your quest was, I’m glad you were able to achieve what you’ve wanted for years. It’s nice that Dad’s vision can be completed by you. Congrats, Silver.”

      “Thank you, Scarlet,” I whispered, trying not to cry.

      I rose up and walked over to her, giving her a tight squeeze. She pulled back and patted my shoulders.

      “Get packing. You don’t want to be late for the parties tonight.”

      “All right,” I replied. She grinned and headed downstairs.

      With a heavy sigh, I closed my door and moved to sit on the bed. Star moved onto my lap, giving me an intrigued look.

      “Mewr?”

      “I’m fine. Just grateful,” I whispered, a tear rolling down my cheek.

      Glancing to my nightstand, I reached for the picture frame, my eyes staring at Dad’s smiling face.

      “Daddy, I made it. I got accepted into the academy. Are you proud of me?” I pressed the frame against my chest, allowing my happy tears to fall.

      This is only the beginning, Dad. I’m going to do great things. Just you wait.
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      “Do your best! I’ll text and annoy you,” Scarlet cheered. 

      “Have a good time, Silver. Make sure to enjoy the experience and have fun.” 

      “Thanks, Mom.” I leaned up to give her a kiss on the cheek. 

      “Don’t ignore me,” Scarlet complained, wrapping her arms around my neck.

      “Gah. Don’t kill me before I even make it to school!” I growled. “Jeez. I’ll miss you too and you may annoy me with text messages whenever you want.” 

      “Perfect.” Scarlet let go of her neck hold on me, putting her hands on her hips. “Our house is my witness of your pledge for annoyance.”

      A breeze passed us, fluttering through my hair. I rolled my eyes with a smile. “You’re so extra.”

      “I know.” She shrugged before her phone began to ring. Pulling it out of her jeans pocket, she pouted.

      “Hm. I don’t know if this is going to be work or simply my man checking on me.” She glared at the screen in wonder.

      Mother sighed. “Just pick it up.”

      She turned to me and brushed my cheek with her hand. “I’m going to go get ready. I want to check on the coffee shops today.”

      “All right, Mom. Thank you,” I replied. Watching her head upstairs, I turned my attention back to Scarlet, who was still debating.

      “Just pick it up. I’m leaving anyways,” I assured her. Scarlet would get all serious if it was work and I’m sure she wanted to be her fun happy self before seeing me off.

      She looked at me and grinned. “If he calls again, I’ll pick it up.”

      Moving past me to the door, she opened it up and looked back at me. “You have everything you need?”

      I glanced to my packed luggage, having used the big chest to fit everything else I needed. Star had disappeared after snatching another cookie, and I’d decided to bring the picture on my nightstand along.

      I guess I hadn’t brought it the first time because I didn’t know what to expect, but now that my attendance was confirmed, I wanted to have it on the nightstand of my bunker.

      If we even had one.

      Checking my outfit one last time, I looked at my purple to pink ombre jeans that had multiple cuts in front. I wore a white crop top with a pink and purple magic circle on it.

      My silver hair was up in a ponytail since it was super hot today, and I made sure my teal highlights were vibrant.

      I wore white sneaker wedges to put my height at 5′9″ and my rib cage magic incantations were on display.

      Pink lip gloss with purple sparkles coated my lips and with an easy two-tone smoky eye, mascara, black eyeliner, and hint of blush on my cheeks, I was officially set.

      Since I worked so often, I didn’t usually go full out, but seeing as I was now an S.S.S. student, I couldn’t help but glam up to celebrate.

      Plus, we’d be partying tonight, so my outfit would work if we went out to a club or something.

      Everything was so new and exciting, and I really couldn’t wait to enjoy every moment of it.

      “Yup. Got everything I need, including this.” I lifted my left hand to jingle the charm bracelet she’d given me.

      “Yes, you’re wearing it!” She looked beyond pleased. “Aren’t you supposed to wear it on your right hand?”

      “Is that actually a rule?” I questioned.

      She shook her head. “You’re a lost child. I failed at teaching you the art of jewelry.”

      “Stop being dramatic.” I laughed. Her blue eyes lowered to the ring on my finger. “Do you always have to wear that thing?”

      “Yup,” I simply answered.

      “Hmm.” Scarlet’s eyes narrowed for a second, and I got a bit nervous wondering if she’d notice what it was or the powers it held within.

      “MEWR!”

      I flinched at the loud noise, wondering where Star had appeared this time.

      Scarlet looked at my head and sighed. “You might as well just keep her out rather than have her scare everyone.”

      “Where is she?”

      “On your head.” Scarlet pointed to the top of my head. Backtracking to the standing mirror, I noticed the uni-kitten proudly sitting on my head.

      Goodness, I love this uni-kitten. Good work, Star.

      “Mewr.” I wasn’t sure if she heard that, but she curled up on my head, looking completely comfortable. 

      Guess you’re staying up there.

      “Maybe. I don’t know how,” I admitted. 

      “Don’t worry. The more she comes out, the longer she’ll be able to stay,” Scarlet replied, as her phone began to ring. 

      I smiled and grabbed the handle of my bag, walking up to the doorway she’d held open for me. Leaning up, I gave her one last kiss on her cheek. 

      “Love you, Scarlet. I’ll text you later,” I promised. 

      Her eyes softened, and she reached out and hugged me.

      “I love you too, Silver. Best of luck, and—” She pulled back to look directly in my eyes, and her blue ones darkened and swirled in a burning amber. 

      “Don’t trust everyone. Whether they’re your friends or even teammates. I don’t know if you’ll be partnered with those other men, but don’t let anyone else know you’re human. Understood?”

      “Yes, Scarlet,” I whispered, a shiver running through me.

      This was the focused sister of mine, and her power oozed around her with the forewarning.

      She smiled and patted Star a few times, who began to purr. “See you, sis. I gotta take this.”

      I nodded and moved out the door to our front porch, turning my head to look at her one last time. She smiled before swiping her hand over the screen.

      “Scarlet Solange speaking.” Her eyes were still swirling in amber before she turned around. “New case. Sure. As long as you treat me to ice cream after.”

      The door closed, and I stood there staring for a good minute.

      Goodbye, everyone.

      A warm breeze and leaves wrapped around me comfortingly, moving up and vanishing in a flash, the beautiful, colorful leaves raining down around me. 

      “Mewr.” 

      I pulled out my phone and put it on selfie mode, lifting it up to get a good look at Star, who now had a leaf on her head.

      I snickered at how adorable she looked, her eyes focused on her reflection on the screen. 

      Taking a quick picture, I reached up to take the leaf from her head before scooping her up.

      “You ready to go, Star?” I asked.

      “Mewr,” she replied and yawned. In three seconds, she was a cloud of pink smoke. 

      “Hmm. She probably got bored,” I muttered to myself. With a sigh, I picked up my luggage to move down the stairs and began my way to the station.

      My phone began to vibrate in my hand. Glancing at the screen, I noticed a new text message.

      Right. We exchanged numbers.

      The guys and I decided it would be a good idea to exchange phone numbers. The campus was gigantic, and since we weren’t sure whether we’d continue to be a team, we still wanted to keep in touch. 

      Plus, I was dating them. It would be normal to have your boyfriends’ numbers.

      Noticing the nickname, I grinned. 

      
        
        SNIFFING STALKER: 

        “Blossom, are you back yet? I’m lonely and everyone smells like sweaty running shoes.

        Come back soon.” 

      

      

      I giggled, shaking my head. Stopping for a moment, I quickly sent him a text back. 

      
        
        ME: 

        “I’m on my way. I’d teleport, but reserving energy.

        Don’t worry, I’ll make sure I’m extra blossom-smelling for you.” 

      

      

      I didn’t think the message through until after I pressed the send button.

      “Wait. Did I just flirt with him? No…that’s not flirting…maybe. Oh, fuck. I should have asked Scarlet first. I suck at this,” I complained to myself, feeling my cheeks redden.

      My phone vibrated again, a new message coming through.

      
        
        SNIFFING STALKER:

        “Good. I’ll sniff you all night long =). See you soon.”

      

      

      “Fuck.” I groaned, but the thought of spending time with him made me a little excited.

      In fact, I hoped I’d get the chance to chill with all of them tonight. It didn’t guarantee I’d get any action, but it would be a start.

      Anything is better than Callister.

      “Hey, babe.”

      I froze at the familiar voice, thinking my ears were playing tricks on me. 

      No, no, no, no. Fuck!

      Looking over my shoulder, I groaned.

      Out of all the fucking days on earth.

      “Now, babe. That’s no way to say hi to me.” 

      “Callister. What the fuck are you doing near my house?” I had to mentally use a quick spell, hiding the design of my suitcase. I didn’t want him knowing I was attending S.S.S.

      Not this asshole. 

      I could already envision his 5‘10” height, which he loved to brag about, like it was some accomplishment.

      His usual black locks in the same gelled up hairstyle that apparently was the current trend of fucker land, and I was positive he’d be wearing skinny jeans and some random t-shirt that didn’t match anything else he was wearing.

      Turning to face him, my assumptions were proven correct. I watched his purple eyes gaze down my body before he answered my question.

      “I was in the neighborhood and I was wondering if you were free.” He licked his lips, his eyes staring at my lightly defined abs.

      He had some weird fascination with my magic incantations, apparently loving how they would cradle my perfect breasts.

      Just remembering sent shivers through me. 

      Never again.

      “Did you forget we aren’t a couple anymore, Callister?” I questioned, crossing my arms over my chest and giving him a confident stance.

      I personally would have loved to cover my stomach, but I didn’t want him realizing that slight insecurity was due to him. 

      “As I said, I’m free today. Thought we’d be able to go out or something. Maybe get some lunch and head to my place. I’m gonna be busy soon. Thought I’d grace you some of my rare time.” 

      I could have barfed in my mouth from his sheer cockiness.

      This guy isn’t serious right now. 

      “I’m just as busy, Callister. If you forgot, I too, have a life to live and it doesn’t revolve around you anymore. Glad you have some free time. You can go spend it with some other girl.” 

      “Bab-“ 

      “Stop calling me baby. I’m not yours to use such titles on,” I snapped back. 

      Rather be called Blossom than deal with his obnoxious voice calling me “baby”. 

      “Silver. You’re gonna want to spend time with me. You won’t see me for a while.” 

      “Good riddance,” I muttered. “Just leave me alone.” 

      He walked forward until he was facing me. I stood my ground, even though I desperately wanted to move away. To put distance between us. 

      This was how he played games with you. Like a snake easing in on his prey for the final strike.

      Swallowing the lump in my throat, I met his stare with my menacing glare. 

      “Leave me alone, Callister.” 

      “Did you hear I’m going to S.S.S?” he inquired with a sly grin. 

      Fuck my life. I can’t believe this. Stay calm, Silver. That campus is huge. He can’t bring you down. He can’t hurt you anymore. 

      “Good for you. Best of luck.” I brushed his statement off, ready to pull away, but his hand landed on my left rib.

      I stood still, a cold wave of fear running down my body. It was taking everything in me to keep my expression bored, ignoring how his hand began to trail down to my hips. 

      “Silver. You should be happy for me. In fact, I should be celebrating. Maybe I’ll find some beautiful girls, ones who don’t glance away when I’m talking to them.” His voice was low but did its job at making me feel like I was pressed against a wall with no way out.

      “Those girls probably have nothing else to do. As for me, I’m far too busy to give a shit about you going to S.S.S. or the fact you want to celebrate.” I shrugged my shoulders. “Now, will you move your hand? I have places to be.”

      “You know, you’re a cold-hearted bitch,” he snarled.

      “So I’ve been told. By you when you don’t get what you want, Callister,” I snarled back, my magic beginning to boil. 

      I left this all behind. Can’t he fucking leave me alone?!

      “Be grateful you have a nice body to fuck, Silver. No guy with balls would date someone like you. In fact, I’m sure you’ll get over yourself real fast and come running back to me. Hasn’t it always been that way? Like when your Father was on his deat—” 

      My leg shot out and hit right and center, kicking him in the balls. He cursed, removing his hand from my hip to clutch his groin as he went on his knees.

      I took a few steps back, needing the opportunity to slow my shaky breath and calm my racing heartbeat. 

      Star was now in front of me, hissing loudly as she readied to pounce on Callister, who groaned. 

      “Fucking bitch. You’re stupid.” 

      “This bitch is the one you loved to fuck all the time, so who misses who? Idiot,” I growled.

      Reaching for my suitcase with one hand, I snapped my other fingers. 

      “Small danda rolamaso.” 

      Just like that, my once-huge suitcase was in the palm of my other hand, even coming with a little keychain. I love magic. 

      Pulling my wallet from my back pocket, I attached it with ease and slipped it safely back, just in case I did needed to bolt out of here.

      Turning my attention back to Callister, I saw he was attempting to get up, the sight making my heart skip a few beats. 

      He’s a pain when he’s angry. I upset him. I have to apologize.

      Shaking my head, I took a shaky breath, as if I was ready to do what my thoughts wanted me to.

      No. You’re not in this relationship anymore. You’re free. You don’t owe him shit. 

      The roaring sound of a motorbike jolted me out of my thoughts, my eyes moving down the road, pulling my attention from Callister. 

      The motorbike got closer, slowing down until it stopped in the empty parking spot on the side of the road right next to me. 

      “Mewr.” Star went from hissing fit to excitement, moving up to the bike and immediately hopping onto the person’s leg. 

      “Star! You can’t go climb…” I trailed off when the driver pulled the black helmet off his head, revealing a pair of navy blue eyes with little silver stars.

      “Yuriel?” I questioned.

      He met my gaze first, staring into my eyes for five seconds. Those starry orbs moved over to Callister, who’d finally gotten up, his hands still clenched on his crotch.

      Star was purring away, and I noticed Yuriel begin to pet her head, but his eyes were still taking in the situation before landing back on me.

      “Hey, Blossom. Sorry I’m late,” he casually apologized.

      I gave him a confused look, unsure as to why he was apologizing when I never asked him to pick me up.

      I didn’t even know he drives a huge motorbike.

      “Hey,” I replied. “Uh, no worries. I didn’t wait too long.”

      He nodded, his eyes moving to Callister. “Who’s he?”

      “An acquaintance,” I forced myself to answer. “Dimitri’s waiting for us. He texted me that he’s already at the academy.”

      I noticed Callister’s confusion, and I didn’t know until then that a simple look could make me so damn happy.

      I walked toward Yuriel’s motorbike and he leaned back to open a compartment, pulling out a second black helmet.

      “Let’s head out then. Shouldn’t take us long,” Yuriel replied, offering me the helmet.

      “Who the fuck is this faggot?!” Callister demanded.

      Yuriel didn’t even flinch, his eyes lowering to my hands for a second. I curled them into fists, not wanting to show how they trembled.

      He offered his helmet again and signaled me to get on the bike with his eyes.

      I did as he silently gestured, taking the helmet from his hands and getting onto the back part of his seat. Star hopped onto Yuriel’s shoulder before hopping onto mine.

      Yuriel turned his attention to Callister, whose face was red with boiling rage.

      “Her boyfriend. Got a problem?”

      “You’re fucking lying,” Callister growled, narrowing his eyes at him. “You’re a damn angel, aren’t you? What would you want from my Silver?”

      His Silver? I can’t deal with this man. We’ve been broken up for a while, yet he still thinks he has control over me like back then.

      I caught a glimpse of the tiny smile inching its way onto Yuriel’s lips. I grew stiff when he got off his bike. I gave him a pleading stare, hoping he wouldn’t pick a fight.

      Instead, he leaned down and gave me a soft kiss on my lips. 

      Blinking in shock, I watched him lean back and turn to Callister. “Angels don’t lie.” 

      With a wink, he got back on the bike and placed his helmet on. “Put your helmet on, Silver.” 

      I did as he said, putting the headgear on and picking Star up from my shoulder to cradle her to my chest.

      With one last glance at Callister’s infuriated face, the bike surged back to life, the sound of the engine thrumming around us, loud enough to mute whatever Callister was attempting to say. 

      Yuriel looked to see if there was oncoming traffic before pulling out of the spot and racing down the street, leaving a trail of smoke behind. 

      I sighed in relief, my body still shaken from the confrontation. Star nudged my cheek, giving it a few licks before she disappeared in a white poof of smoke this time.

      Thanks, Star, for the support.

      Yuriel was focused on the road, giving me a chance to calm myself down.

      My magic was thrumming inside me with regrettable anger, wishing to have defended me instead of being forced to cower within.

      It was funny. All the times I’d imagined standing up to Callister. It wasn’t like I couldn’t from afar. It was when he got into my personal space that I always fucked up. 

      I’d go from confident to vulnerable.

      Tightening my hold around Yuriel’s waist, I rested my head against his back, hoping he didn’t mind.

      Less than fifteen minutes and we were in the staff parking lot of the S.S.S. 

      Yuriel parked in an empty spot and turned off the engine. I looked around the quiet area, noticing a few stares from the students rushing by to get to wherever they were going. 

      I got off first, taking the helmet off. Yuriel took the helmet from my hands to put it back into its compartment. 

      “Thanks,” I whispered, reaching to pull out my wallet.

      After removing the keychain, I tossed it in the air and snapped my fingers, the chest suitcase returning back to its normal size and dropping to the ground next to me. 

      Pulling up the handle, I turned to look at Yuriel as he tugged his hair free from its ponytail, allowing those silver stands to fall gracefully down.

      I almost lost my train of thought at the beautiful display of handsomeness.

      “Who was that?” Yuriel questioned.

      “Hello to you, too,” I replied with a smile. He looked displeased with my response but sighed. “Hi, Silver.”

      “Thanks for that,” I whispered, sliding my hands into my jean pockets.

      He stared at my jeans for a moment before looking back up again. Arching an eyebrow, he waited for me to answer his previous question.

      “Ex-boyfriend,” I replied.

      “An incubus,” Yuriel pointed out. 

      Is there some type of spell or skill where they can tell what other shifters are?

      “Yup. Half-breed actually. Or seventy-five percent, as he likes to say, but yeah. That was my seventy-five percent incubus shitty ex-boyfriend who is also attending S.S.S. Academy. How fun,” I said the last part sarcastically.

      Yuriel was quiet for a moment. He moved to stand in front of me, his navy blue eyes taking me in from head to toe.

      He reached out and pulled my hand out of my pocket, staring at it for a few moments.

      “What?” I nervously asked.

      He didn’t reply right away, but he let go of my hand. “Nothing,” he muttered. “Just wanted to make sure he didn’t hurt you.”

      I blushed, wondering if he really meant that. His eyes locked on mine, and there was nothing but seriousness there, telling me he did actually care.

      “If he tries coming around you while we’re at school, tell me.” He moved away, walking to grab a black leather jacket from another compartment.

      “Okay,” I replied quietly.

      I tried to distract myself, not wanting to be caught crushing over him and his sexy appearance: black leather pants, white top, and now black leather jacket.

      I did wish I had a bit more time to analyze those slim but built arms of his, still intrigued by the magic incantations on them.

      “Wait a minute. You kissed me.” I just remembered the tender but quick kiss.

      Damn, I wish that was longer.

      “Guess I did,” he replied, pressing a button that made his bike beep. 

      “You can’t park here,” I pointed out. 

      “Why not?” he calmly asked. 

      “It’s for staff,” I argued. Yuriel looked at the sign I pointed at and shrugged. “They haven’t shown us where our dorms are. I’ll park here.”

      “You really don’t care, do you?”

      “Nope,” he replied.

      “I wish I could be as calm and collected as you,” I muttered to myself.

      “I’ll take that as a compliment. Let’s go,” he suggested. “Don’t want the stalker to be left alone for too long.”

      “I’m sure he’d find us somehow,” I commented.

      “Blossom!”

      We both looked to our right, seeing Dimitri casually walking toward us.

      He didn’t have any bags with him, leaving me to wonder if he’d even packed anything when he went back to tell his family.

      He reached where we stood and grinned. “Yuriel’s here, too. Great. Welcome back, you two.”

      “Should I even ask how you found us?” I questioned.

      With a knowledgeable look, he shrugged. “The moment I caught your scen—”

      “Definitely a stalker,” Yuriel commented in a monotone voice.

      “I’m not!” Dimitri whined. “I smelled something nice, so it had to be Blossom.”

      “Sure,” Yuriel replied, beginning to walk ahead. “You’re slowing us down.”

      “You weren’t even moving when I got here,” Dimitri argued.

      He huffed and looked back at me, a pout forming on his lips. “Hey, Silver, you okay?”

      “Huh?” I asked. “Um, yeah. Why do you ask?” I questioned.

      “Hmm.” He crossed his arms, taking my whole body in.

      “If this is your way of checking her out, you’re pretty obvious.” Yuriel was back, standing behind me.

      I glanced over to him, noticing his bored expression as he stared at Dimitri.

      Dimitri, on the other hand, was quiet. “Did something scare you?”

      The two of us stared at him in bewilderment, the perfect expression to hide the trickling fear I still felt from my encounter with Callister.

      How did he know?

      “Huh?” That was all I could say. 

      “I smell fear coming off you. That’s why I’m asking,” Dimitri announced. His eyes darkened a little, and for a second I saw a protectiveness in them.

      It was gone so fast, I wondered if I’d imagined it.

      “You can’t smell an emotion,” Yuriel pointed out.

      “Yes, you can. They don’t write them in horror books for nothing,” Dimitri argued.

      I have to think of an excuse.

      “I was just a bit scared that my best friend would be mad,” I replied. “I still haven’t texted her to say I got in. She’s probably somewhere on campus or doing her quest still, but whenever I do something major in my life, she gives me a big hug and tells me I can do anything. Uh…it’s stupid, but it helps with my nerves.” I lowered my gaze, remembering all the times Nikko would encourage me. “This is a huge accomplishment and I just don’t want anything fucking it up.” 

      Lifting my head back up, I saw him nod in understanding. “That would make sense.” He moved and wrapped me into a hug. “I’ll give you a nice hug then.” 

      A smile formed on my lips and I hugged him back, feeling my tense shoulders begin to relax in his warm, comforting hold. He let go of me and grinned. 

      “You’ll be just fine, Blossom. I’m sure of it.” 

      “Thanks, Dimitri.” I giggled, loving his enthusiasm. Glancing over to Yuriel, he blinked a few times.

      “I have to give you a hug, too?”

      Dimitri sighed. “Duh. Be a good boyfriend and hug Silver. She smells awesome, with extra cherry blossoms.”

      Yuriel looked annoyed, but he took two steps forward and opened his arms. “You can have a hug. I don’t do them often, so be happy.”

      “He means he’d love to give you a hug, Blossom,” Dimitri translated. Yuriel gave him a side-eye but I ended up laughing, moving to give Yuriel a tight hug.

      “Thanks, Yuriel,” I whispered, grateful to him for saving me from Callister earlier.

      He wrapped his arms around me, whispering in my ear. “You’re welcome, Silver.”

      We pulled back and smiled before I moved out of his hold. Dimitri reached for the handle of my suitcase.

      “Let’s head to our dorm,” Dimitri cheered beginning to walk forward.

      “You don’t even know if we’re in the same one,” Yuriel replied, walking after him.

      “I can sme—”

      “Don’t say you can smell that, too, you lying hellhound,” Yuriel countered.

      “You lie all the time!” Dimitri argued.

      “But I’m cool when I do it,” Yuriel replied.

      “You know what? I’m not arguing with you. I’m sure my sin count would double if I get you mad,” Dimitri replied. “And you still smell like death. Doesn’t water work on you? Irish Spring? Bleach?”

      “Bleach doesn’t make you smell good,” Yuriel acknowledged.

      I watched the two as they walked farther away. They both stopped and look back to me.

      “Blossom? Let’s go,” Dimitri encouraged.

      “Silver, you’re walking too slow,” Yuriel commented.

      I grinned, taking a deep inhale through my nose and letting the air out my mouth.

      I’ll be okay.

      “Sorry. Coming!” I darted forward, racing to stand between them.

      We exchanged looks and began our walk, heading to the office to get our schedules.

      Everything will be okay.
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      “We got the same dorm?!” I practically squealed, feeling beyond relieved that I wouldn’t be living with complete strangers for the next year. 

      We received our timetables from the main desk and were instructed to head to our dorms first before touring the school.

      Even though it was a shifter school and they had strict rules, they couldn’t prevent students from being jumped or cornered for their valuables.

      Dropping off our stuff at the dorm would ensure this didn’t happen when we hadn’t even started classes.

      One way of trying to prevent such events was teleporting us to our dorm area. We each had to go separately in different pods, and we’d arrive at our dorm location with our student cards.

      It was fast, efficient, and lowered the risks. There was security around, but you still had to be able to protect yourself until their arrival.

      When we arrived, I noticed Dimitri and Yuriel only a few inches away from me, the three of us in front of a two-story house. 

      It was one of the classier kinds, the type that I didn’t see unless I went up to my sister’s cafe. That was where the higher-class shifters lived, with fancier homes and the latest technology.

      Our building had a pure white exterior, accented with golden and turquoise windows. The front gate was gold, and it looked like one of those high-tech ones where you had to input your handprint and get your eyeball scanned before you were granted entry.

      The color scheme matched our student cards, though the guys’ cards had more gold while mine and the rest of the female population had more turquoise.

      They all had S.S.S. Candidate on it, another word for our student rank.

      This would give us access to the food trucks, restaurants, and four cafeterias across campus. There was also a shopping center on the property, just five minutes from the main campus, as well as a road filled with luxury boutiques south of our dorm.

      Nightlife, clubs, parties, restaurants, and concerts all happened to the north of us.

      If you weren’t careful, you could get distracted super easily with all the entertainment and shopping you could pull off.

      Could also go bankrupt.

      There were still common areas like libraries, study halls, training centers, and, of course, the gym.

      There was even a familiar daycare to leave your familiars or pets when your missions were longer than twenty-four hours or for huge creatures that couldn’t independently stay at home without their master. 

      We all were given five thousand dollars on our student cards.

      Yes. Five thousand dollars to spend on whatever we desired.

      I was going to save mine, unsure if this was a part of a setup for some mission later on, but I already overheard people talking about going out tonight to shop, party, and go to the welcome concert that was happening tonight, tomorrow, and Thursday.

      Classes would start on Monday, giving us from today to Sunday to prepare. I’d yet to figure out a plan or what I wanted to do, but I definitely was going to participate in a bunch of activities before things got serious.

      That started with exploring the dorm.

      “Dorm 999,” Dimitri voiced, staring at his card. “Why do we always seem to get that number?”

      “Who knows.” Yuriel shrugged. “Are we going in? I’m hungry.”

      “I feel there has to be some special way to enter,” I noted. “Also, do we have to wait for the other two roommates?”

      “Hmm. The security didn’t say we had to wait,” Dimitri noted, sniffing the air. “Super clean area. The next dorms are about a three-minute walking distance between one another. That’s nice for privacy.”

      “Did you just calculate that from sniffing the air?” I asked in astonishment, baffled that his nose could possibly gather so much information.

      “It’s not that hard,” Dimitri said, his eyes still scanning the paper in his hand. I looked at Yuriel and he just shrugged. “Let’s check the keypad next to the gate.”

      We nodded and headed toward it. There were no instructions on how to work it. I crossed my arms over my chest, trying to think about how we’d get in.

      “There’s supposed to be an on button,” I concluded after a solid minute. “Clearly, they placed it elsewhere.”

      “Hidden, huh,” Dimitri replied.

      “Can you possibly sniff that out, too?” Yuriel asked.

      “Nah. Too much metal around this part and they dulled out the scents here with magic.”

      We both turned to look at him. “Were you a spy in your past life or something?” I questioned.

      He chuckled. “This is a spy academy. Gotta think like one when presented with challenges.”

      “Right,” Yuriel and I said together.

      “Blossom!”

      We glanced behind us to see Wolfgang and Ryuu, the two of them heading toward us.

      I smiled brightly at the two of them, glancing back at the others, who seemed pleased that we were reunited once more. 

      “Does that mean we’re officially together as a team?” I asked. 

      “Guess so,” Wolfgang replied, stopping right in front of us. “So glad we get to be a solid team. Makes it easier to date Silver.” 

      The others nodded in agreement and I sighed. “Men and their priorities.”

      The two of them took in the view of the dorm before returning their attention to us.

      “You guys got here fast. There was some commotion going on in the hall, so we were delayed a bit,” Ryuu admitted.

      “Commotion?” I questioned.

      Wolfgang nodded. “Yeah. Something about a house blowing up.”

      Yuriel, Dimitri, and I exchanged looks. “We gotta find that gate access button.”

      “It’s not next to the keypad?” Wolfgang asked.

      “Or do we have to put a code in?” Ryuu suggested, moving past me to get a closer look.

      “The pad is missing some numbers though. Not to mention there are more empty boxes. Doesn’t look like something you key in,” Dimitri explained.

      Ryuu continued to stare at it, while the rest of us looked around. 

      “Maybe we can just hop over?” Wolfgang suggested.

      “Too easy,” Yuriel replied.

      “It’s also wired to shock,” Dimitri muttered as he began to stretch.

      “How do you—” Wolfgang began.

      “He smelled it,” Yuriel and I replied, glancing at Dimitri, who shrugged.

      “You actually don’t need to smell it to know that.”

      We watched him conjure up a small fireball that soared into the air. When it reached the top of the wall, electricity surged upward, adding another ten inches in height of pure surging madness.

      We gawked in both shock and amazement, watching the once flaming-ball turn into a little lump of coal, dropping to the ground and rolling back to Dimitri.

      “That’s called an elemental wall. It’s a security mechanism that’s put in place to ensure even witches can’t come in or destroy the home from long distances. A meteorite could come toward our home and the wall will grow in height and zap it into coal. It’ll be annoying to clean it all up, but its super protective,” Dimitri concluded.

      “You’re actually smart,” Yuriel complimented.

      Dimitri gave him a look while Wolfgang laughed. “Guess we all have our traits, huh? Good call, Dimitri.”

      “Hey, Silver? Come back for a sec.” Ryuu gestured for me to come back to the keypad.

      I nodded, walking back to stand next to him. The others walked back to crowd around us as Ryuu still focused on the keypad.

      “What are you thinking, bro?” Wolfgang asked.

      “I know how to do it, but I think Silver needs to be the one to put her hand on the scanner part,” Ryuu replied.

      “Why me?” I questioned.

      “You were the leader during the mission,” Yuriel reasoned. “They could have teleported the same people they had for their quest for dorms.”

      “That actually makes sense,” Wolfgang replied. “When that group of people was arguing in the hall, they mentioned something like their quest leader ditched or something. Maybe your dorm mates don’t get confirmed until the leader actually opens the gate? If the leader ditches or disapproves, it shows a lack of team play.”

      “Even after our quest, we’re still getting tested,” I muttered.

      “S.S.S. is all about being on guard. We’ll be tested randomly, and teamwork is a big thing to them,” Yuriel reasoned.

      “How do you know that?” Dimitri asked.

      “I use my brain like you use your nose,” Yuriel smirked.

      “You’re annoying,” Dimitri mumbled.

      Yuriel simply shrugged, looking pleased he could get under Dimitri’s skin once in a while.

      “All right. Got it. Silver, be ready to put your hand on the scanner. I don’t know if you have to use magic but be on standby for that, too,” Ryuu instructed.

      “Okay,” I replied, placing my hand on the scanner and building up my magic inside me.

      Ryuu took a quick breath before his fingers went flying across the keypad.

      I watched in amazement when the missing numbers began to light up in an orange-gold color until all the mini boxes were filled with numbers.

      There was a click, and the hand scanner began to work its magic, scanning the lines of my palm and moving up to my fingers.

      I stared straight into the screen, noticing the retina scanner that started right after my hand scan was complete.

      “Silver Spell Solange. Leader of Team 999. Do you confirm the fellow individuals behind you are indeed your teammates?” the robotic female voice asked.

      “Yes,” I said with confidence.

      “Approved. Dorm 999 belongs to Yuriel Xin, Dimitri Hellsin, Ryuu Kensuke, Wolfgang Vasiliev, and Silver Spell Solange, who will remain leader unless deemed incapable. Please scan in order of leadership.”

      I moved my hand and glanced at the others, wondering how they were going to choose a second, third, fourth, and fifth leader.

      They exchanged looks, Yuriel, Wolfgang, and Ryuu looking at Dimitri.

      “Oh. You guys want me to be second? I thought Yuriel would be better.”

      “I like the third spot,” Yuriel replied. “It’s a holy number.”

      “Where does…actually nah. You’re gonna give me some bible quote or something and I didn’t read it,” Dimitri reasoned, walking over to where I was.

      I moved aside, and he scanned his hand, looking straight into the retina scanner.

      Once he was done, Yuriel followed, then Ryuu. Wolfgang grinned. “Gotta save the best for last.” he hummed.

      We grinned, finding his little comment amusing. He finished his scan and I returned to place my hand on it once more.

      “Excellent work. Dorm 999 has officially been claimed. You will not need to complete the keypad entry upon arrival from now on. Please enjoy your stay at S.S.S. Academy. Best of luck.”

      The golden gates began to open. “We did it!” I beamed, walking back to grab my luggage. The others did the same, all of us moving quickly onto the property before some new mysterious trick came up.

      “Ryuu? How did you complete the keypad?” Dimitri asked.

      Ryuu glanced our way, arching an eyebrow. “You guys didn’t know what that was?”

      “Um…a keypad?” I asked. 

      “With missing numbers,” Dimitri added. 

      “Sudoku,” Ryuu declared. 

      “What?” I asked. “What’s that?”

      “You guys have never heard of Sudoku?’ Wolfgang asked.

      I looked at Yuriel and Dimitri; the three of us were clueless as to what they were referring to. “Um, nope,” I replied.

      Ryuu and Wolfgang looked at Yuriel, who rolled his eyes. “Just because I have Asian heritage, doesn’t mean I’m supposed to know what Sudoku is, you silent racists.”

      “But don’t all Asians play it?” Wolfgang asked.

      “I think that’s a very broad assumption,” I pointed out. “Just because I’m white doesn’t mean I buy Starbucks.”

      “That’s a thing?” Dimitri asked.

      “Yup. I own a coffee shop though, so I can make whatever I want. Plus, Starbucks is gone now.”

      “Really?” Ryuu asked.

      “Yeah. Some snake shifter took over the company but didn’t know anything about business management. Sucks really. Their specialty drinks were good,” I replied.

      “I feel we went way off topic,” Yuriel dryly stated. “And you own a coffee shop?”

      “Yup.” I nodded my head. “My parents gave it to me. We have a few coffee shops our family manages, but both my sister and I manage our own now. My mom’s taking over while I’m away, but it’s the perfect location because it’s near the station that most students need to get to the academy,” I replied.

      They all nodded before Dimitri looked over to Wolfgang and Ryuu. “Hey! I’m half-Asian, too. You guys didn’t ask me.”

      “Really?” they both replied.

      “Hmm. You look more native though,” Ryuu added.

      “Man, Dimitri. That was a slow response,” Wolfgang noted.

      “I was thinking!” Dimitri defended.

      “Can we continue this Race Jeopardy inside? I’m still hungry,” Yuriel suggested.

      “Oh, Race Jeopardy! Do black shifters actually run fast for $200,” Dimitri stated. 

      Ryuu groaned. “Who keeps saying black people run fast? We all aren’t that Usain Bolt guy.”

      “Did you guys know Usain Bolt is actually a cheetah shifter?” Wolfgang noted.

      We all gasped. “No way!” I commented. “No wonder why he’s so swift!”

      “Wait, so did that movie the Black Panther derive from an African man who was a panther shifter?”

      We were all silent for a moment, trying to think if it was true. “Maybe,” I said in deep thought. “Would be the perfect inspiration for the movie.”

      I thought about something as we continued to ponder.

      “If we’re playing Race Jeopardy…Is it true that black shifters have long cocks and Asian shifters have small ones, for $1000.”

      The four guys were completely silent, all of them gawking at me. I shrugged. 

      “What? Is it true? False? Too racist for you? How did we even get to this conversation again?”

      Yuriel and Dimitri looked at one another before glancing at Wolfgang and Ryuu. “So…do we have to measure our cocks now to answer accurately?” Dimitri questioned.

      “I feel as though this is a challenge.” Ryuu narrowed his eyes.

      “My cock is bigger.” Wolfgang chuckled.

      “I’m sure yours is the smallest,” Yuriel replied.

      “Hey! How would you know?!” he countered

      “You’re the shortest,” Yuriel stated.

      “Dimitri’s the same height as me!” Wolfgang countered.

      “He’s a hellhound, though,” Ryuu pointed out. “Your cock is a tad smaller than mine.”

      “What kind of brother are you?! You’re supposed to defend my ass! Not counter me,” Wolfgang argued.

      “Yeah, but this is like the battle of the cocks. Every man for themselves.”

      “I’m gonna lightsaber your fucking cock.”

      “I bet his cock is like a training lightsaber for little kids,” Dimitri chuckled.

      “I should slap you with my damn cock! Then you’d see,” Wolfgang argued.

      “Would it reach my face if I knelt down, though?” Dimitri questioned with a sly grin, looking like he was about to burst into a laughing fit.

      The other two snickered, and I couldn’t take it anymore. I began to laugh, covering my mouth to try to be a bit empathetic.

      “Battle of the cocks?! How did we go from Sudoku all the way to Penis Wars?!” I had to wrap my stomach with my arms. “Living with you guys is going to be hilarious.”

      The others began to blush, and Yuriel cleared his throat.

      “Let’s go inside,” he encouraged. “And this battle isn’t over.”

      “It’s on!” the others replied, which only made me laugh harder. 

      “All right, my not-so-humble boyfriends. I’ll be happy to judge your cocks with a glass of wine,” I assured them, grabbing the handle of my bag, noticing their completely red faces. “You guys have to remember I’m the leader and get to participate in your manly games.”

      With a wink, I waltzed to the front door, feeling my own cheeks begin to flush. 

      I can’t believe I said that. Totally flirted with all of them. However, I am curious about who has the biggest cock. Wait, no. We haven’t really gotten to that stage yet. Slow down, Silver. There’s enough cock for…uh…me. Yes. Only me. Four cocks…oh goodness.

      Pulling my mind out of the gutter, I looked back to see the guys begin to recover, grabbing their stuff to walk up the path.

      I turned back around, catching onto their words. 

      “I think we chose an interesting girlfriend,” Dimitri whispered. 

      “Agreed,” the other three replied. 

      I grinned, reaching the door, and placing my hand on the handle. 

      Living with four hot men while trying to survive this school’s challenges. This is going to be an interesting four years.
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      “I can’t believe they stocked up the fridge with wine.” I reached for another bottle of rosé, closing the sleek, high-tech fridge.

      Turning to walk to the kitchen island, Dimitri moved to stand next to me, offering to open it.

      “Thank you.” I gave him a sweet smile as I handed over the bottle. 

      He nodded before answering my previous comment. “I’m surprised there was any alcohol in there. They have imported beer.”

      “They have Soju, too,” Yuriel added. “Hard to get around here unless you specifically go to the Korean alcohol stores.”

      “I’m glad we get a few days off. This schedule looks interesting,” Wolfgang noted. Dimitri finished pouring me a glass and recorked it. 

      Putting it back in the fridge, he grabbed another bottle of beer and Soju for Yuriel. The two of us walked back to the lounging area in the chic living room.

      The entire house was absolutely stunning. Each room varied in color, with the living room being the most artistic, incorporating all the different shades from the other rooms.

      We had everything from an entertainment system, theatre room, playroom that had a variety of games like pinball machines and pool tables, and a pool in the backyard that could clean and empty itself during the winter months.

      All our rooms were located upstairs, with the guys giving me the biggest one since they said a girl needed her space.

      Wasn’t going to argue with that.

      We hadn’t completely unpacked, just changed and freshened up. I was glad each room had its own bath and shower, making it super convenient.

      All the beds were queen-sized, had large black desks and lamps for work, and a bookshelf for whatever textbooks we’d have to purchase.

      Or any books we brought of our own.

      We decided to pre-drink while checking over our schedules, still debating if we wanted the rest of the day off or to go party.

      “Does it look hard?” I questioned, sitting down between Dimitri and Yuriel on the main couch that faced the 95-inch flat-screen T.V.

      Ryuu was on our left side on the two-seat couch and Wolfgang was sitting on some beanie chair that was on our right.

      “I’m not sure,” Wolfgang replied. “It doesn’t seem difficult, but who knows what’s in store for us?”

      “The purpose of the first year is for us to adapt to everything,” Yuriel replied, taking a sip of his Soju before he continued. “It’s the year dedicated to helping us adapt to their expectations and gain a better understanding of magic and what roles we’ll play when we go out into the field.”

      “How do you know that?” Ryuu asked.

      “Research,” Yuriel replied. “Didn’t you guys do that?”

      “It’s actually hard to get a lot of information on S.S.S. and their requirements,” Dimitri noted. “Especially when you live in another country. I only discovered its existence through our local newspaper. Some guys that were well known by the townspeople graduated and they brought it to the paper to celebrate.”

      “Ryuu and I only knew about it when his parents bought the mountain. We’d see the students in their uniforms and got curious. Your dad didn’t even know much about it, did he, Ryuu?”

      “Nah. He had to inquire about it through a friend. Sure, their overall organization is known, but apparently, unless you live close by, you wouldn’t know about the school. It’s kind of hard to explain.”

      “They spelled the name when they trademarked it,” Yuriel announced.

      “Huh?” I asked. “They spelled — as in placed a magic hold on — the name when it was made official? Why?”

      “S.S.S. is the best spy school in the world. However, it’s not as frequently talked about as you’d think. A spell was placed on it so that only people who had the goal of becoming stronger, wiser, and pursuing a career that helps others would really remember the school. It’s complicated to explain and a bit confusing, but essentially even when news reporters talk about it or write in the papers, they never write ‘school’ or state it’s an academy, so to speak. They always say S.S.S. organization and if they mention the school itself, people assume the organization is financing a school. Not an actual school created to mentor shifters into spies,” Yuriel explained.

      “That’s a total mind fuck,” I admitted, sipping my wine. “Anyway, that means the first year is supposed to be a breeze?”

      “Somewhat,” Yuriel replied. “It’s about adapting, but I’ve heard of teams getting surprise quests or missions. The final exam is also a pain.”

      “I’ve heard about that,” Dimitri noted, drinking half of his beer before he continued. “I’ve heard the final usually ends up with a few team members dying, if not the entire team.”

      “Delightful,” I sarcastically stated. “Nothing like ending your first year by dying. There’s no revival mode?”

      Ryuu chuckled. “We honestly don’t know.”

      “Some people say the final exam and the surprise missions are fake. Others say they’re real. I’ve heard people have died, but isn’t that something we should all be ready for when applying for this school?” Wolfgang mentioned.

      “It’s an academy that needs the best of the best. Not average or the lucky people who barely skim by. I’m sure by the end of the semester, we won’t see half the teams we’ll meet in class,” Yuriel replied.

      “We have to get a triple S score on everything, correct?” Dimitri inquired.

      “It honestly depends,” Yuriel replied. “They’re strict on certain missions where they’ll only take perfection, but I’ve heard as long as you get an S and above, they’ll let you through. It’s when you reach the final year that things get chaotic and strict.”

      “That’s when you’re a few months away from being a real spy and all the benefits and risks that come with such a role,” Ryuu commented, drinking more of his beer.

      I sipped more of my wine and relaxed into the back of the sofa. “There’s also the three-strike rule. My sister mentioned it.”

      “Three strikes?” all the others but Yuriel questioned.

      “If you get below an S score. You get a strike. Only counts for the first three years. Essentially, you are given the chance to continue or come back,” Yuriel answered. “If you leave, you have to start all over and will only have two strikes left. Some people leave to train and get stronger. Others leave and decide whether being a spy is what they see for their future. It’s a personal choice.”

      “Three strikes and you’re out. Guess it’s pretty lenient of them,” Dimitri concluded.

      “Hopefully I’ll have some classes with you guys,” I said, unsure how things would go. I was a tad nervous about the whole classroom setting. I wasn’t the type who fit in and made friends with anyone. Not with how powerful I was magic-wise.

      Maybe this will be different.

      “We’ll check tomorrow,” Wolfgang said with a relaxed grin. “Why don’t we just relax and enjoy the evening with alcohol and food.”

      “That sounds more entertaining,” Ryuu agreed. 

      “I’m down. We should order some hot food. Do you guys like spicy wings?” Dimitri asked.

      “Spicy wings and beer? This is going to turn into a competition,” Ryuu declared.

      “I love spicy food,” Dimitri announced. “You’d lose going against me.”

      “Ryuu’s stomach is like a bottomless pit,” Wolfgang revealed. “You’ll struggle.”

      “You’re underestimating me,” Dimitri chuckled. “Let’s order some!”

      The two of them got up and began talking about what else they wanted to order. Yuriel and Wolfgang looked my way.

      “You want spicy wings, Blossom?” Wolfgang asked.

      “I don’t mind. Though, I enjoy honey hot wings better,” I admitted. Wings to me were best with the sweet and hot combo.

      Wolfgang nodded, looking at Yuriel. “Honey garlic?”

      “How’d you know?” Yuriel questioned.

      “Angels don’t like spicy food,” Wolfgang replied, getting up. “I can handle spicy stuff but prefer sweet. I’ll make sure those two don’t order up a storm. I think some garlic sticks with cheese and marinara dip would be nice, too. Hmm. Now I want pizza.”

      “Can we get pepperoni?” I sweetly asked.

      “Anything for our girlfriend.” Wolfgang winked. He walked over to the other two, who were punching in the order on some screen that was integrated into the marble wall.

      Turning to Yuriel, I noticed his gaze was still on me. “What?”

      “Nothing,” he replied.

      “Why were you down in my area?” I questioned. It was one of the questions I wanted to ask earlier but had skipped my mind when Dimitri arrived.

      “Picked up my bike,” Yuriel replied, returning to drinking his beer.

      “You don’t look like the type to ride a motorbike,” I mumbled, sipping more of my wine.

      “Maybe,” he replied.

      “Did you move your bike?” I asked.

      “Nope. I’ll do it later.”

      “But you’re drinking. You can’t now.” I grinned mischievously.

      “You’re observant,” he muttered. “I’ll figure it out.”

      “Was your family happy you got in?” I asked.

      “It’s an expectation,” he replied. “Nothing to celebrate about when I knew I’d get in.”

      “That’s depressing,” I commented, meeting his starry dark blue eyes. “Whether it’s an automatic in or not, doesn’t mean you shouldn’t celebrate.”

      He stared at me for a long moment. “Did you?”

      “Yup. My mom and sis made me a nice brunch and cookies. Oh, I brought some with me. We can all have some. We should get a cake. Everyone likes cake.” I already had the perfect idea for what cake to get.

      “Your family must really treasure you,” Yuriel whispered, rising up from the couch.

      “And yours doesn’t?” I asked.

      “Our values are different from mages. You’ll understand a bit more once you see how shifters interact,” Yuriel acknowledged.

      “I don’t think it should matter about values. Love is love. Just because you’re an angel, doesn’t mean you can’t receive love,” I countered, rising up as well to face him.

      “Even with what you know about me?” His voice was low enough for only my ears to hear.

      “Doesn’t matter what you are, Yuriel.” I reached out to wrap my hand around his and give him a sweet smile. “You deserve to be loved like anyone else. You and the others also earned a celebration. Let’s go get a nice big cake and more alcohol. We’ll celebrate the first of many accomplishments.”

      I tugged him along to the others, who were in the middle of a discussion on which chicken wing flavor was the best.

      “You’re weird,” Yuriel muttered.

      “Weird but you’re still dating me,” I taunted with a giggle.

      “Guess I still am,” he whispered.
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      “Who should I text? I should text my hellhound stalker,” I sang off-key before a round of giggles escaped me.

      Lying upside down on the couch with my legs stretched out on the back of the it, I stared aimlessly at the phone.

      “How much did you let her drink?” Dimitri sighed.

      I answered him with another round of giggles. “Oh, Hellhound Stalker? Come here and kiss me,” I serenaded.

      “She’s DRUNK drunk.”

      Glancing at the upside-down image of Wolfgang, I gave him a sweet smile. “I’m not drunk, Cutie Wolfie.”

      “Is she giving everyone nicknames?” Ryuu asked, walking over to look down at me.

      “And someone take her phone before she drunk texts someone,” Yuriel suggested.

      “Nevahhhhh!” I vowed and hiccupped. “Go away Never-Smile-Hottie-Angel.”

      “Why does everyone have a nickname but me?” Ryuu questioned with an annoyed expression.

      “I don’t know if Hellhound Stalker, Cutie Wolfie, and Never-Smile-Hottie-Angel are good nicknames to have,” Dimitri noted, walking to stand next to Ryuu, the two of them peering down at me as I looked back at my screen and continued my off-key singing.

      OH! I should text Nikko!

      Beginning to tap the screen, I found her name and quickly began to text away.

      “Who is she texting?” Yuriel questioned.

      “Silver?”

      “I’m Princess Blossom of Rosé Wine-A-Lot. Wine-a-lot or whine-a-lot? That’s actually funny. Get it? Whine. A. Lot.” I laughed at my own joke, adding it to the text message I was attempting to write.

      “Anyone know how much she drank after we finished those wings?” Dimitri asked again.

      “I lost count after three glasses of wine, ten shots, five beers, and the shot of Soju we ordered,” Wolfgang admitted.

      “That’s horrible,” Ryuu groaned. “Next time we drink, keep tabs on Silver.”

      “Princess B—” I began, but Yuriel cut me off.

      “Yes, Princess Blossom Rosé Wine-A-Lot.”

      I grinned and looked at Ryuu. “You’re Party Pooper Dragon Butt.”

      He arched an eyebrow at me. “Really?”

      “I’ve appointed you! Be grateful.” I returned to my texting while Dimitri and Wolfgang snickered.

      “Damn. The princess has spoken,” Wolfgang began to laugh.

      “I would rather be Hellhound Stalker than Dragon Butt. Do you smell like ass, too?!” Dimitri laughed.

      I looked back to see Ryuu was rolling his eyes and Yuriel had a small smile on his face.

      Finishing up my message, I grinned in triumph. “Finished!”

      Sending the message, I lowered my legs to the side and slowly sat up, giving myself a moment to adapt to the spinning room.

      “Round and round we go! Where will I stop, nobody knows,” I sang.

      “She’s pretty cute when she’s drunk,” Dimitri admitted.

      “She could be a vomiting mess and you’d call her cute,” Ryuu muttered.

      “Hmm. True,” Dimitri replied with a shrug.

      “Who did you just text?” Wolfgang questioned.

      “My bestie in the entire universe!” I used the hand that held my phone in my tight grip to fist pump the air. “I was supposed to text her AGES ago. No, LIGHT years ago.”

      “And?” Yuriel questioned.

      “I forgot,” I said innocently with a wide smile. “But I made up for it by texting her.”

      Yuriel and the others exchanged a look, and Dimitri came to sit next to me on my right side. “Can I read what you wrote?”

      “Sure!” I handed him the phone, sitting up with pride as Dimitri began reading my masterpiece.

      Yuriel moved to peer at it from behind the couch while Ryuu and Wolfgang moved to stand on my left side.

      “What did you text?” Yuriel asked for clarification. I cleared my throat and nodded.

      “I said, ‘Hey, Nikko, my savage bestie. It is I, Silver Spell Solange. I’ve wanted to text you but knew you were busy getting accepted and all. I am now living my life at S.S.S. Academy. I hope to see you in the halls. Love you. Silver.’” I repeated what I’d typed with pride.

      “If only the gibberish she wrote was half of that,” Yuriel mumbled.

      “At least she spelled her name right,” Dimitri praised.

      “Gibberish? My words were flawless!” I countered.

      Ryuu moved over to Dimitri’s side, taking my phone from his grasp to read it himself.

      “Yo, Nikko you savage b…uh. Banana. Let’s go with banana,” Ryuu began.

      “Banana or bitch?” Wolfgang questioned.

      “Banana,” Dimitri, Ryuu, and Yuriel suggested, but I felt like it was a coverup. Ryuu cleared his throat and continued.

      “It’s me, Princess Silver Spell Solange. The one you haven’t checked on in seventy-two hours. Well, I’m here at S.S.S. Living the best of the best. If I see you, you’ll wish I’d texted you earlier. P.S. I have four hot boyfriends. Ha. Hahahaha. From Princess Blossom Rosé Wine-A-Lot.”

      We were all silent and I slowly nodded my head.

      “That’s clearly gibberish and not what I wrote,” I concluded.

      “More like, that’s Ryuu’s amazing translation, for you had a spelling error in every other word,” Yuriel acknowledged.

      “Do you not like your best friend?” Ryuu asked.

      “I love her!” I defended. “She’s been my friend since forever. Our families are destined to be friends for all time. When we were babies we were already friends,” I declared.

      “Why does your message sound a little bitter?” Wolfgang questioned.

      “It wasn’t bitter,” I argued, crossing my arms over my chest, noticing the half glass of wine on the table.

      “It sounded like you were mad,” Yuriel added.

      “Or annoyed?” Dimitri suggested.

      “Or you just wanted to make sure she knew you made it. Thanks for the boyfriend acknowledgment,” Ryuu thanked.

      I blushed slightly but leaned for the glass of wine. Since no one stopped me, I giggled and sipped a bit of it.

      “Shouldn’t we tell her no more alcohol?” Dimitri asked the others, who shrugged.

      “She’s already wasted. Let her live,” Ryuu concluded.

      “Awww. Dragon Butt got a promotion to Sexy Dragon Butt,” I purred.

      “I really don’t think that’s much of an improvement.” Wolfgang chuckled.

      Yuriel walked back to sit on my left side. “At least she’s having fun.”

      “Are you enjoying yourself, Princess Blossom?” Dimitri asked.

      “Yes,” I said quietly. “Haven’t had fun with friends like this.”

      The four of them glanced in my direction as I stared at the slightly pink translucent beverage, noticing the few little bubbles left of the sparkling, semi-sweet wine.

      “Maybe deep down, I could be still upset with Nikko.”

      “Why?” Wolfgang asked, moving the coffee table back so he and Ryuu could sit down on the carpet while Dimitri and Yuriel remained on the couch with me.

      “She’s a succubus. To me…she’s always had a good life. I’m not necessarily jealous or anything, but everything has been easy for her. She got to attend a really nice school for shifters, while I eventually was homeschooled because I was “too” powerful to be among my classmates. They envied me for my magic, but that was something I was born with. It didn’t mean I deserved to be excluded from everyone else. I decided that drowning myself in learning the family business and helping my parents was the better option.”

      With a smile, I shook my head.

      “Then I met my ex-boyfriend. He was nice in the beginning. Sweet, rich, older. He was like those bad boys that always got all the girls. He was attracted to me, or at least I fit the image he was looking for to match up with him. Almost like an accessory. A curvy, powerful witch from this family who’ll make him look extra badass at events and get-togethers. I didn’t think of it that way at the time. I was so absorbed in being acknowledged and having someone who wanted to be around me. Sure, I had Nikko as a friend and I cared about her, but I never necessarily felt accepted? I guess because I wasn’t a succubus like her. I didn’t fall into her category, but we were supposed to be best friends. Our families said so.”

      “But sometimes it didn’t feel that way,” Yuriel concluded.

      I nodded, turning my head to look at each of them.

      “Even now…I sometimes worry that I’ll lose her as a friend, too. See…when my father got sick, the world felt like it went from in color to black and white. It was a dark time, and I assumed it would get better. I mean, it had to get better. We were witches. We had immense power and our bloodline had lived out many diseases in the past. We’d helped cure many diseases that plagued humans. Surely, we’d find the cure for my dad.”

      I stared back at the glass, swinging it around and watching the liquid swirl with the movement.

      “There was a cure…I think there was, anyway. Problem was, it cost a lot of money. Even if we sold all our investments and shops, we wouldn’t have enough time with the prognosis given to us. I asked my ex-boyfriend…” I trailed off and sighed. “He refused.”

      “Is that why you’re not together anymore?” Yuriel asked.

      “Aside from him being a jerk,” Ryuu grumbled, sounding upset.

      “Asshole selfish jerk,” Dimitri added.

      “With a hint of self-centeredness,” Wolfgang concluded. I grinned at their defensiveness.

      “I guess it was the deal breaker. I wasn’t dating him for the money. I was a Solange. Witches have their own currency but with the medical situation, it cost top dollar because they’d just figured out the cure recently. I was going to pay him back. I’d work every single day for years if I had to. He refused and said I was just his play toy. A doll to carry around to make him look good. Other than that, he didn’t care about me or my family. I could drop dead and he’d move on to the next bitch,” I mumbled the last part, a shiver running down my spine at the reminder.

      A low growl came from my right, and I looked to see Dimitri’s displeased expression. “You’re not a bitch.”

      I smiled and nodded. “I know, but to him, that’s what I was. I resented him for that, but I hadn’t had the courage to break up with him then. All I cared about was trying to save my dad. I even asked Nikko, but she said her parents wouldn’t be able to help because I wasn’t a shifter. It would be ‘frowned’ upon.”

      The four of them were silent, which only confirmed their ways of living.

      “Anyway, I found a witch who was willing to help. An elderly woman who’d been a healer among witches and shifters for centuries, but by the time I came to tell the hospital I had the funds, my Dad had passed.”

      Wolfgang reached up and lightly tapped my left knee.

      “Sorry, Silver,” he whispered.

      I shrugged, taking a sip of my wine. “It’s okay. It hurts to think about it sometimes, but it’s in the past. Dad’s at peace and not in pain. Sucks that I turned into a cold-hearted bitch, as Callister said.”

      “You’re not a bitch,” Dimitri affirmed with a firm tone. I looked at him and he reached out to stroke my cheek. “A cold-hearted bitch wouldn’t have helped me. You don’t know, but at least six other people passed by me when I was trying to find my way to the academy. I had the courage to ask and they all said they couldn’t help me. You approached me and offered your help. That was something most people wouldn’t do for a stranger in this generation.”

      “You were also willing to tell us your reason for being here, giving us the benefit of the doubt to help out,” Yuriel noted.

      “Even with our whole dating agreement, you could have easily ditched us when we passed. Shifters use tactics like that all the time. You didn’t,” Ryuu pointed out.

      “Silver.” Wolfgang gave me a softened smile. “It may not mean a lot, but I’m sure glad we met you. Whether we end up as friends or lovers, please remember what a good person you are. Deep down in here.” He pointed to his heart. “You have a big heart. If your ex-boyfriend or your best friend can’t see that, well…they’re missing out.”

      I looked at each of them, seeing their pleasant expressions as they nodded in agreement. “I really lucked out in meeting you guys.” I giggled and sighed, drinking the rest of my wine. “See? I sober up fast.”

      “Are you really sober, or are you having one of those peaceful drunk moments?” Wolfgang wondered.

      “What’s a peaceful drunk moment?” Dimitri asked.

      “It’s when the drunk individual says the most intelligent things in a span of ten minutes before they’re back to their usual drunk self,” Yuriel explained.

      “That’s not an actual term, is it?” Ryuu asked.

      Yuriel shrugged. “Who knows?”

      “But you knew the meaning,” Dimitri argued.

      “Hey. Where’d Silver go?” Ryuu questioned.

      “Mewr?”

      I peeked over the counter to see my temporary disguise spell had worn off and revealed Star sitting in the middle seat of the couch.

      It only lasted twenty seconds, but it was the perfect moment to teleport and grab more wine for my disposal.

      I stroked the open wine bottle, taking a big chug and hugging it. “My precious.”

      It only took five seconds and a few sniffs for Dimitri to find me sitting on the floor, hugging my precious wine.

      “The peaceful moment wore off,” he announced, looking at me with a hopeless expression.

      I gave him a dreamy expression. “You still owe me a kiss, Hellhound Stalker.”

      “As long as you change my nickname to Steaming Hot Stalker.”

      I thought about it for five seconds. “Sure.”

      “Deal.” He winked.

      “I can’t believe you’re making deals with a drunk witch.” Yuriel sighed.

      “Isn’t that like taking advantage?” Wolfgang questioned.

      “Dimitri! You can’t kiss her without consent!” Ryuu declared.

      Dimitri looked back at the couch, while I took another long chug of my bottled wine. Star was now at my left thigh, walking onto my crossed left leg and lying there happily.

      “She said I could!”

      “Actually, if my ears were working correctly, she said you owed her a kiss but you combated with an offer of exchange. That’s not consent,” Yuriel elaborated.

      “And she’s drunk,” Wolfgang concluded.

      Dimitri groaned. “Fine! I’ll kiss her when she’s sober.” He looked back down at me as I began to sing.

      “It’s the best day EVER!” I sang.

      “Isn’t that from that show about a sponge?” Dimitri muttered.

      I paused in my swaying movement and giggled. “It’s about a sponge named Bob. Get it. SpongeBob.” I began to laugh hysterically, and he just stared at me like I was crazy.

      “Let’s just leave her with her bottle of wine. I’m sure she’ll pass out at some point,” Dimitri concluded.

      “We agreed we’d keep eye on her.”

      “She’s beyond drunk.” Yuriel shook his head.

      “At least she’s a cute drunk. We didn’t get one that’s psycho or breaks things,” Wolfgang pointed out.

      “True,” the other three agreed.

      I closed my eyes and drank the remaining wine in the bottle, feeling content. Star’s purrs were so nice and soothing. I wondered if Nikko was upset I hadn’t texted her sooner.

      I’ll check my texts in the morning and text her again saying I miss her.

      Even if we’d been put together as best friends, I didn’t think I’d be okay with not being her friend anymore.

      I was just dealing with one of those questionable moments in life where you don’t know who your friends are.

      Yes. I’ll see her at school and we’ll still be best buddies.

      I stirred slightly at the feeling of being picked up. Opening my heavy eyelids, I looked up slightly to see Yuriel’s calm expression.

      Did I fall asleep?

      My head was pounding, and my body felt achy, but I was curious as to why Yuriel was holding me.

      “Yuriel?”

      He glanced down to meet my gaze. “It’s not Never-Smile-Hottie-Angel?”

      “Who gave you that stupid nickname?” I asked.

      He smiled then, a full one that made my stomach churn in excitement. “Princess Blossom Rosé Wine-A-Lot.”

      My cheeks burned, and I’m sure my face was red, but he looked forward as he carried me up the stairs.

      We reached the master bedroom, but I was focused on staring up at him. There was just something about his eyes that looked so enchanting but was also filled with a bit of darkness I couldn’t describe.

      A spiral of loneliness and self-hate?

      He noticed my gaze, looking down at me when we reached my bed. “What?”

      I didn’t know what got into me, but I reached my hand up to press against his cheek, leaning up to seal his lips with mine.

      A weird sensation ran through us. His lips were cold at first, but began to warm as I kissed him tenderly. Whatever spark ran through me affected him, for he kissed me back, as though he couldn’t pull away.

      Ten seconds of blissful unity.

      He broke the kiss and sighed. “You really shouldn’t fall for me, Silver.”

      “Why not?” I didn’t understand, not sure if it was my hazy mind or the alcohol buzzing through me. He lowered me to the bed, reaching for the blanket to cover me.

      “I’m not a good person to be around.”

      “You’ve been nice to be around so far,” I mumbled, fighting off sleep. He stared into my eyes.

      “I bring trouble to those I love. It won’t change because I’m dating a witch.”

      “That sounds like a challenge,” I mumbled, unable to fight my heavy eyelids as they came to a close.

      He didn’t say anything, and I could see the light that shone behind my lids darken until there was none.

      Something soft pressed against my forehead, something I couldn’t recognize in my exhausted state.

      “I’ll date you until we graduate, Silver. After that…” He trailed off. I heard his fading footsteps but I mumbled.

      “I never…back down…from a challenge. Bring…it…” I didn’t know if I finished my sentence or not, but I heard a quiet chuckle in my dream.

      “You really do have a big heart.”
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      “Why can’t I play?”

      I looked at the other kids, who glared at me with hateful expressions.

      “We don’t want to play with you,” one kid said.

      “Yeah. You’re the teacher’s favorite. Go play with someone else,” another kid said. I glanced at the others, wishing one of the eight kids would accept me, but they all looked away when my attention landed on them.

      With a defeated sigh, I turned around and walked away. I continued to walk, deciding I’d try to find someone else to play with while I waited for Dad.

      I noticed Nikko was sitting on the stairs, talking to a few kids.

      “Nikko!” I ran to her, noticing her once-happy gaze fall. She said something to her three friends and walked up to meet me before I reached them. “Hey, Silver.”

      “Hey. Can I stay with you guys while I wait for my dad?” I asked with enthusiasm. She gave me a conflicted look. “Um…we’re actually leaving early today. My mom’s going to take us to a shifter game.”

      “Oh.” I looked around to see if Candice was around. “Where is she?”

      “On her way. She’ll be here any minute.” Nikko nodded at me. “Why don’t you find someone else in the meantime?”

      My smile turned upside down, feeling as though she wasn’t telling me the truth, but I didn’t bother fighting back.

      “All right. Have a good time.”

      I turned around and began to walk away, my head hung low as I clung to my backpack.

      Finding a spot with no one around, I sat down and sighed.

      “No one wants to be around me,” I muttered.

      “That’s not true.”

      The playground of the school disappeared, and there stood Father with his kind, loving smile.

      “I’ll play with you, Silver. Why don’t we go home and then head to the playground? We can bring your sister along.”

      I stared at him for a long moment and smiled. “Okay!” I stood up and ran toward him, reaching up for his hand, but it vanished the moment my hand touched his. “Daddy?”

      My surroundings swiftly changed, the darkness fading out as the hospital room came into view.

      I looked around in confusion, hearing a beeping noise from behind me.

      Turning around, I stared at Dad in the hospital bed. Tubes and wires were connected to him, and the pulse machine began to beep rapidly. A long beep echoed around me, and I looked back at Dad to see his eyes remained opened as he stared at the ceiling.

      Lifeless.

      “Daddy?” I asked, staring at my little hands before glancing back at him.

      The final image of his dead body faded as the next scene came to view.

      I was now sitting on a bed, in a dark room. I looked around, noticing the familiarity of the posters, furniture, and overall space.

      Looking back down to my hands, I realized I was older.

      The sound of the door opening caught my attention, and I looked to see Callister enter the room. He had a pleased smile on lips as his eyes trailed along my body from head to toe.

      “There you are, Silver.”

      He closed the door and locked it, walking toward me. A cold shiver ran through me, and I wanted to shuffle to the furthermost part of the bed.

      Anything to get away from him.

      “My parents won’t be home today.”

      “You said they would,” I defended.

      He chuckled and shrugged, sitting next to me. I cringed at his closeness but didn’t dare move away.

      “They changed their mind last minute and went to go see some opera. They won’t be here till the early morning. That means we’re alone.” He placed his hand on my thigh, and I froze in sheer fear.

      I stared at his large hand that took a good chunk of space on my bare thigh.

      My breath hitched, watching his hand move further up and I fought with all my might to close my eyes.

      “Stop, Callister,” I whimpered.

      I couldn’t do anything. I was never able to do anything.

      

      Something nudged at my neck, and my eyes snapped open, my breath coming out in quick exhales.

      A cold sweat dripped down my face, but my body was burning hot. I remained completely still, needing to remind myself where I was.

      Shit. I must have drunk too much.

      My head felt heavy, but I was far too hot, feeling as though I’d covered my entire body with a fur blanket. I looked down to see I did have a black fur…something on me.

      “Jeez. Why did I put a fur blanket on me before going to bed? Actually…how did I get to bed?” I muttered to myself.

      I reached to move the fur blanket but froze when it moved on its own, lifting up and then back down.

      Does alcohol make you hallucinate about moving fur blankets?

      Taking a steady breath, I followed the trail of the blanket, my eyes noticing the huge thing that was wrapped around me.

      Don’t panic. Don’t panic. Don’t-

      Glowing molten eyes opened up, staring straight into mine like it was reaching down to my soul.

      FUCK THIS!

      A scream escaped me, but the thing in my bed only closed its eyes, the sound not bothering it in the least.

      However, in five seconds flat, my door flew open and I slowly looked over to see three almost naked shifters in my room.

      Yuriel was wearing just a towel around his waist, his long hair still dripping with water.

      Ryuu was sweaty in gym shorts, and Wolfgang was wearing boxers and his hair was ruffled in a messy style as he’d just woken up from the bed.

      “Shit! What’s that?” Yuriel asked, looking like he was about to attack it, but Wolfgang raised his hand up and yawned. “Hold on.”

      He took a few sniffs and sighed. “It’s Dimitri.”

      “Huh?” Yuriel, Ryuu, and I said together.

      I looked back at the large thing, needing a few more seconds to notice it did look like a huge wolf.

      It must have been the darkness of the room that hid his similarities from when I’d seen him in the daylight.

      “Anyone wanna explain why he’s in Silver bed?” Ryuu questioned with a groan.

      “He must have snuck in because he likes her scent. Hellhounds like to claim stuff they like.”

      “Claim,” I whined, looking back at Dimitri. His tail was moving up and down on my legs, which told me he was semi-awake.

      “Hellhounds are overprotective of things or people they admire or like,” Yuriel explained. “They lay claim on them. Most of the time it’s an unconscious effort.”

      “Can’t we just wake him up?” Ryuu questioned.

      “He’s slightly awake,” I countered, pointing to his moving tail.

      “It’s not that easy.” Wolfgang nodded. “First of all, we don’t know which Dimitri that is.”

      “Come again?” I asked, but remembered Scarlet had mentioned something like that. “Wait…my sister said something about that. Hellhounds are super dangerous because they have split personalities.”

      Wolfgang nodded. “Yup. Dimitri overall seems pretty chill, but his split can be the complete opposite.”

      “Well, we can just move Silver off the bed and leave him here,” Ryuu concluded, taking a step forward. As if sensing his attention, Dimitri’s molten eyes opened up and he began to growl, curling his large body around me protectively.

      “Maybe you shouldn’t have said it out loud,” Yuriel suggested in a monotone voice.

      “Settle down, uh…hellhound.” Ryuu attempted to calm him down. “Either you leave Silver’s bed or we gotta take her.”

      “Grr!” Flames shot off from his skin and I screeched, my panic resulting in my magic activating and trying to rid get of the threat.

      Water materialized above the bed, falling down on us and drenching my bed, clothes, and the hellhound Dimitri.

      We were all silent and I groaned.

      “Great.” I fell back into the now-wet bed. “If I wanted a water mattress, I would have asked for one,” I grumbled.

      Dimitri stood up, readying himself to shake his fur and I quickly sat up and pointed to him.

      “No! You’re going to ruin my entire room if you shake your fur! Shift back.” I used my commanding voice, and he blinked and began to growl, showing his sharp teeth.

      “Don’t growl at me,” I countered.

      He blinked again, looking confused that I wasn’t afraid of him. His molten eyes seemed to soften as they blinked a few more times, and he let out a whimper and began licking my cheek.

      I heavily sighed but didn’t have the energy to tell him to stop licking my face.

      “Switch back, Dimitri,” Ryuu ordered.

      Dimitri’s body began to glow a light orange with hints of gold and red. In three seconds, he was back to his human self.

      Human, and very naked.

      Surely my cheeks were crimson, but I didn’t stop my eyes from taking a slow inspection down his chiseled body, noticing his rock-hard abs and long cock.

      Damn. He’s huge. Imagine that in me. I wouldn’t be able to walk for days…but the sex would be worth it.

      “How did I go to sleep and wake up in Silver’s bed?” Dimitri asked and yawned. “Blossom, you’re super hot up close. Also, your cheeks are red.”

      I groaned and used my foot against his abs to push him off the bed. “AH!”

      The crashing sound made me grin, but I looked at my soaked bed and shook my head. “Guess I can’t sleep here.”

      “Silver!” Dimitri whined. “You could have snapped my poor cock in half!”

      “Good.” Ryuu shook his head. “Maybe you’ll learn not to randomly sneak into a female’s room and sleep with her.”

      “I didn’t sneak in here! I…uh…I still don’t know how I got here! It never happened before,” Dimitri argued.

      I looked at the others, checking out their appearances once again.

      Goodness. Too much testosterone in here.

      “Why are you three practically naked?” I inquired.

      “I was showering,” Yuriel mumbled.

      “Working out,” Ryuu responded.

      “Sleeping,” Wolfgang replied.

      “What time is it?” I asked.

      “Four in the morning,” Yuriel replied.

      With a nod, I yawned and snapped my fingers. The four of them began to float at my mental command, and I carried them all out of my room.

      “Thanks for checking on me. I’m going back to sleep.” It was only four in the morning and I was already done with today.

      “Wait. Your bed,” Wolfgang reminded.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll clean up. Just make sure Dimitri wears clothes,” I suggested and without waiting for their reply, I used the gust of wind I’d summoned to close the door.

      Putting my hand through my wet hair, I placed my head into my hands and sighed. “Fuck. I’m horny now.”

      Cold shower. Yes, that will help fix this urge caused by four sexy, almost naked men being in your room. No…scratch the almost naked. One was butt naked. Goodness, that cock. Imagine sucking it. Ah!

      Moving off the drenched bed, I used my magic to lift me up and carry me over to my suitcase.

      Quickly getting out a pair of shorts and crop top, I headed for the washroom.

      Stripping off the clinging clothes from earlier, I took a quick shower. Even with the cold water dripping down my body as I turned the shower off, I still felt the ache between my legs.

      Biting my lip, I debated for what felt like minutes, but I was sure only seconds had gone by.

      Without conscious effort, my hand was sliding down my wet stomach, and I quietly moaned when my fingers grazed my pussy lips.

      I moved it up and down a few times, feeling my body was on fire even though moments earlier, I’d been drenched with cold water from the shower head.

      Gliding my fingers teasingly, I could imagine Dimitri’s naked body, how his muscles glistened in the low rays of moonlight.

      How I wished when he was hovering close to me on the bed that his lips would have brushed mine and his fingers were the ones currently teasing my hot, wet pussy.

      Slipping one finger inside, I moaned in longing, immediately slipping a second finger that smoothly slid inside. My juices were dripping down my fingers and hand, while the walls of my pussy clenched around the two fingers.

      I began to move them in and out, savoring the slow pace for as long as I could.

      My imagination was expanding, feeling as though Dimitri’s long rod was the one fucking me in and out slowly. Then I could envision Yuriel behind me, his hands running along my ribs while his lips were sucking and nipping the right side of my neck.

      Turning my head slightly as I did in my vision, my lips were claimed by Wolfgang, the softness of those lips making me shiver as the pulsating pleasure continued to grow.

      Moving my fingers at a faster pace, my ears caught onto the sound of gathered juices, which made me hotter and yearn for release.

      My fantasy didn’t stop there, feeling as though the bud of my clit was being rubbed in circular motions.

      Ryuu was on his knees, contributing to the various sensation of pleasures while Dimitri continued to fuck me, Yuriel enjoyed kissing my flesh, and Wolfgang had my lips occupied.

      Even if it was nothing but my wild imagination, it was working. My moans grew louder and more frequent as my fingers pounded into me until my pussy clenched and fluttered around them and my body trembled from the built-up ecstasy.

      My orgasm came in a rush; a muffled moan vibrated through my throat as I bit my lip hard to avoid screaming in pure pleasure.

      I still let my fingers move rapidly for another thirty seconds before I stopped and pulled them right out.

      My clear juices cloaked my fingers and I stood there shaking and out of breath.

      Shit. If I can get horny just from that, how am I going to live with four hot guys?

      I sighed at the thought and turned the knob of the shower to quickly clean up my lower parts.

      Once I was finished, I dried myself off and thanked myself for leaving my emergency kit packed that I always kept two or three spare underwear in.

      I was in such a rush that I forgot to bring underwear into the washroom. I need to get laid.

      Since breaking up with Callister, I’d never thought of dating anyone. Even with the agreement with the guys, I hadn’t considered it going anywhere intimate.

      I already kissed Ryuu and Yuriel…Oh. I can’t believe I kissed Yuriel!

      I was pretty drunk last night, but I could remember everything that happened. The one consequence that happened with me and alcohol.

      Couldn’t I be like the ones who blacked out and forgot everything in the morning?

      With a long sigh, I finished dressing and used a wind spell to dry my hair. It was a lot faster than blow drying, and at least kept me magically active.

      Opening the washroom door, I noticed Dimitri was back in my room but was wearing boxers and a tank top. His hair was up in a little ponytail and he had his hands outstretched to the bed.

      Glancing over in the same direction, I noticed the bed was completely dry and even the floor was rid of the onslaught of water I’d accidentally summoned.

      “Dimitri?” I acknowledged, catching his attention as he lifted his eyes to meet my confused ones. “What…?”

      “After I put some clothes on, I came back to help, but you were showering. I didn’t want you having to clean up at 4 AM, especially since you still look tired. You were tossing around early this morning. That’s what my memory tells me. I was sure you’d want to get some more sleep.”

      “So you cleaned up for me? You…really didn’t have to,” I whispered in awe.

      He shrugged as though it wasn’t a big deal. “My mother taught me to clean up if I contribute to a mess. I was the reason for this. Only fair I help out.”

      Lowering his glowing golden hands, he smiled in triumph. “There. Nice and toasty for you.”

      I walked up to the bed, placing my hand on the sheets to feel that it truly was hot and toasty. With an appreciative smile, I walked up to face him.

      “Thanks, Dimitri. I really appreciate it.” He smiled, and his hand reached out to move a few strands from my face.

      I thought he’d move away, but he inched in slowly, his eyes glancing down to my lips and then back to mine as if checking if I wanted to do what he was hinting at.

      Standing my ground, and slowly closing my eyes, his lips met mine in a soothing kiss. His lips were warm, and the simple touch radiated with heat that ran through my body and along my skin.

      It was a bittersweet kiss and was done in seconds. He pulled back and gave me a pleased grin.

      “Why did you kiss me?” I questioned.

      “I promised to do it when you were sober, remember?” He playfully winked and leaned forward to whisper in my ear. “And if things become too hot having four guys around, just let me know. I’ll be happy to relieve that troublesome ache.”

      He sucked on my earlobe, sending thrills of pleasure through my rather hypersensitive skin.

      Pulling back, he gave me a seductive grin and those amber eyes glistened with lust and mischief.

      Shit….he didn’t hear me, did he?

      “Did you…” I trailed off and he gave me a wink.

      “Hellhounds don’t kiss and tell.” With those words, he moved away, heading to the door. “Feel free to sleep in. We don’t have anything today. Night, Blossom.”

      He walked out of the room and closed the door behind him, leaving my stunned ass behind as I felt the ache between my legs resurface like I hadn’t just masturbated.

      “Damn,” I muttered to myself and began to fan my face.

      I think another cold shower would do.
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      “Black stockings, check. Black skirt, check. White dress shirt, check. Black tie…almost there.”

      I glanced at my reflection in the mirror, trying to remember how Dad used to do up my tie. It was one of the few things he’d do for me during the time I went to school.

      Even though in my younger years I had been homeschooled, I’d gone back and attended high school for magic arts, not caring about whether I had friends or not.

      My parents had always reinforced that you’d find your true friends when you were older, and I held onto that advice even now.

      During my high school years, our school required us on the exam and test days to wear full uniform, which many times included a bow or tie.

      That was always the opportunity for my dad to flaunt his amazing tie skills while telling me what a beautiful and talented daughter I was.

      It was in times like this that I stared into the mirror and wished he’d knock on the door and give me one of his encouraging pep talks.

      Leaving my hair down, I reached for a hair tie on my dresser to put it on my wrist and walked over to grab my black wedge heels.

      Putting them on and lacing them up with ease, I noticed Star was rolling around the floor with one of my socks.

      “When did you pop up?” I asked the uni-kitty, who paused in her sock ambush to look at me from her current upside-down position.

      “Mewr?”

      I gave her a small smile and stood up, walking over to kneel down and rub her stomach. “I’m a little nervous,” I confessed.

      Her paws began nipping at the hair tie on my wrist and she nudged her head against my hand while purring.

      Scooping her up, I held her in one hand as I grabbed my cell phone off my nightstand and slipped it into my skirt pocket.

      Yes. The school uniform skirts had pockets.

      Today was Monday, the first day of classes. The last few days — after we’d partied and I’d gotten wasted — were spent sleeping, training, and preparing for today.

      Our Year One uniforms, accessories, and packages had been delivered yesterday evening, and we’d start our classes today. I’d originally thought there would be some type of assembly, but there was nothing on the schedule.

      We’d been too tired last night to go through our schedules and figure out what classes we shared, so we agreed to wake up a little earlier to discuss and eat a good breakfast.

      Star was reaching out for something on the dresser, and I followed her intrigued look to the metallic black electronic watch that had come with our packages.

      It reminded me of an Apple watch but with a sleek circular design and was crafted specifically for S.S.S. students.

      From the exterior, I wondered if it was also waterproof, but I’d have to check the manual to see if that feature was included.

      This watch was one of the many benefits students got, but I was sure it was a privilege you had to be careful not to lose.

      Placing Star down, I picked it up before she could attack it, strapping it onto my left wrist next to the charm bracelet Scarlet had given me.

      She’d texted me last night to ask if I was okay, and we’d chatted for a little bit.

      As for Nikko, she’d yet to reply to my messages, which was understandable. My drunk message was a horrendous mess, and I’d texted her the next morning and apologized for my drunk message.

      I’d always been pretty honest when I got drunk. I was sure Nikko knew that and was maybe offended by my text.

      Sure, I was sorry for being so blunt, but I didn’t necessarily regret it, which was hard to grasp.

      Hopefully, once I saw her, I’d be able to give her a proper apology and see what her schedule was like. I wasn’t sure if I’d be good at making friends here, but I wanted to try.

      Grabbing the stylish backpack that my sister had bought me a few weeks back, I put all the basic necessities and my schedule inside and placed it on my shoulder.

      I also had my schedule on my phone, which was all I really needed until we got more information on what books we had to buy when we received our syllabi for each class.

      Turning the lights off with a snap of my fingers, I picked Star up and headed downstairs. When I reached the bottom floor, I noticed Yuriel was sitting on the island, picking at his scrambled eggs and staring at them like they were devil-sent.

      He was wearing all black, and his silver hair was up in a ponytail. Sitting opposite Yuriel was Wolfgang, who had his face resting on his crossed arms on the island.

      His plate was empty, but he wore a white dress shirt which looked to have a black silk tie around his collar.

      My eyes drifted to Dimitri, who was placing a steamy hot set of scrambled eggs and bacon onto a plate that had toast with butter on it.

      He also wore a white dress shirt and black pants, while his hair was only half lifted; the front strands were tied up in the back to get out of his face while the rest was left loose to his shoulders.

      Ryuu stood near the counter, his white shirt still unbuttoned, and the black silk of his tie hung around his collar. His hair was down.

      I stared around the four of them before Dimitri sniffed the air and looked over his shoulder.

      “Morning, Blossom!” he greeted me with a wide smile, turning the stove off and putting the frying pan on the left stove top to cool down.

      Picking up the plate full of food, he placed it next to Wolfgang’s empty plate. “Make sure you wash your plate before falling asleep,” Dimitri complained, lightly karate chopping Wolfgang’s head.

      He lifted his head slightly, looking like a sleeping zombie. “It’s too early.”

      “That’s because you stay up until god knows when. I told you to go to sleep early last night,” Ryuu pointed out.

      Wolfgang pouted his lips but looked my way. “Morning, Silver.” He rested his head back down and within five seconds, he was quietly snoring.

      Dimitri shook his head but took the empty plate to put it in the sink.

      “Morning,” I greeted, walking over to the marble island, and staring at the plate of food. “Is that for me?”

      “Yup,” Ryuu answered for Dimitri, who was washing the dishes. “We all ate already.”

      “Aside from Yuriel, who’s taking eons to finish his food,” Dimitri called the angel out. I lowered my bag to the side of the island and pulled my stool out.

      Lowering Star onto the marble surface, I sat down and looked to Yuriel as Star ran up to his plate and began nibbling on his egg.

      “Yuriel. You don’t like eggs?” I asked.

      “They’re okay,” he mumbled, looking pretty tired.

      “Did you sleep?” I inquired.

      “Little,” he muttered.

      “Jeez. Wolfgang and you are not morning people,” Dimitri concluded, walking over to the fridge.

      He opened it and pulled out a portion-sized bottle of orange juice and walked over to place it next to my plate. “You should eat, Blossom.”

      “Right,” I replied and gave him a wide smile. “Thanks, Dimitri, for breakfast.”

      “I honestly was surprised to see Dimitri was up and cooking us a plate each,” Ryuu admitted.

      “It’s always good to eat breakfast before a loaded day. We don’t know what to expect today with our classes,” Dimitri reasoned.

      I began digging in while Yuriel put his fork down, looking like he’d lost complete interest in the remainder of his food.

      Not like there was much left with Star chowing it down. He pushed the plate farther away from him and gave Star a quick pat on the head.

      “It shouldn’t be hard. We won’t be granted weapons unless for a test or practice purposes,” Yuriel announced.

      “You have a point,” Ryuu replied, beginning to button his shirt.

      “How are our schedules looking?” Dimitri asked, moving to sit on the stool on my right.

      Pulling out my phone from my pocket, I pulled up my schedule, scanning it for a long moment.

      
        
        FIRST PERIOD:

        MAGICAL HISTORY AND FINE ARTS – 7 AM to 9 AM

      

      

      
        
        SECOND PERIOD:

        SPY 101- SHIFTER CRITICAL FOCUS – 9:05 AM -11: 55 AM

        LUNCH TIME SLOT A:

        12 PM - 1 PM

      

      

      
        
        THIRD PERIOD:

        SUPERNATURAL WEAPON ENHANCEMENT ARTS – 1:05 PM - 3:05 PM

      

      

      
        
        FOURTH PERIOD:

        SHIFTER SKILLS OF SURVIVAL LEVEL 1 – 3:10 PM -5:00 PM

      

        

      
        FIFTH PERIOD:

        YEAR ONE - SPY COMBAT TESTING (GYM) – 5:15 PM - 6:30 PM

      

      

      

      “Magical History, Spy 101, lunch, Supernatural Arts, Shifter Skills, and gym,” I summarized, feeling too lazy to pronounce the entire title of each class set.

      I nibbled on a piece of bacon, while Dimitri yawned. “I’m with Blossom in first period.”

      “Spy 101 is second period for me,” Ryuu declared. He looked at Wolfgang, who was still sleeping away. “Wolfgang has Supernatural arts after lunch.”

      “Fourth,” Yuriel mumbled, resting his head on his arms.

      “Do we all have gym in fifth period?” I questioned.

      “Looks like it,” Dimitri suggested. Ryuu nodded. “Does everyone have the same Slot A lunch?”

      “I do,” I replied.

      “Same,” Dimitri answered.

      “Wolfgang and I do,” Ryuu acknowledged.

      “Mhm,” Yuriel agreed.

      “Almost twelve hours at school, five days a week.” I sighed, taking a few gulps of my orange juice. “This is going to be interesting.”

      “Intense,” Ryuu added, beginning to fix his tie. “I think it will help if we really try to stay together. At least each of us is with Silver per class. We can partner with her for dual assignments.”

      “Agreed.” Dimitri pulled the hair tie out of his hair, letting his front strands fall and running his hand through them. “Get ready for the cliques.”

      “Cliques?” I asked.

      “Shifters love to stick together, remember? They’ll work together with their same kind. That includes sitting with them, any major assignments. The whole selected groups,” Ryuu explained.

      “I can guarantee we’ll be the only lunch table with diversity,” Dimitri hypothesized.

      “Great. Not like I fit in much in school anyway.” I shrugged and finished my last bit of eggs. “At least I have you guys.”

      “We won’t abandon you, Blossom. I can smell you miles away. If anyone bothers you, I’ll kick their ass,” Dimitri vowed.

      “Or just turn them into ash,” Ryuu bluntly replied.

      “Just rid them of their soul,” Yuriel mumbled.

      The three of us looked at him, but his head was still down.

      “Or that.” I smiled and shrugged. “Are we missing anything?”

      “We gotta go get our blazers,” Ryuu reminded. “We should get going now. The line is going to be hectic and we don’t want to be late for class.”

      I peered at my watch that lit up when my eyes landed on it.

      “Five in the morning. Should give us enough time, but you’re right. We should head over soon.”

      Finishing my orange juice, I was going to get up, but Dimitri took my plate and empty container. “I’ll do it.”

      “Thanks, Dimitri.”

      He nodded at my response and moved to the sink while Ryuu walked over to me. “Need help?” He looked at my collar and I gave him a sheepish smile. “I’d appreciate it.”

      With a slight nod, he stepped forward and began to fix my tie. I smelled the light cologne that clung to his uniform, but could still catch a hint of cinder.

      I stared at his white shirt, realizing Yuriel was the only one wearing a black shirt. “Yuriel?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Why are you wearing a black shirt?” I inquired.

      “That’s a good question,” Ryuu complimented, making my tie perfect.

      Dimitri was back, but was on Wolfgang’s side, gently patting his back to help wake him up. He lifted his head and yawned. “I’m awake.”

      We looked back at Yuriel, who lifted his head but rested his chin on his arms. His lazy navy-blue eyes with hints of silver stars looked far away for a few seconds.

      “I don’t like white.”

      We stared at him for a long moment, Dimitri slowly tilting his head to one side in confusion. “Uh. Isn’t that totally odd for an angel?”

      “And from what I remember, you were wearing white when we met you,” Ryuu reminded.

      “I like wearing it when I feel like it. It’s too early to wear white,” Yuriel defended.

      “Does that go against the dress code?” I asked.

      “Not sure,” Ryuu replied.

      “You don’t want to get kicked out, Yuriel. You already smell like Death. Now you look like the reaper,” Dimitri commented.

      “Do you have a scythe?” Wolfgang asked. We all looked at him as he rubbed his sleepy eyes. “Angels are cool with scythes.”

      “Can we go now?” Yuriel asked. Star was finished with Yuriel’s plate, walking back to nudge her head against his nose. He blinked a few times but didn’t look like he minded the uni-kitty’s loving affection.

      “Sure,” I replied with a shrug, deciding we’d find out about the dress code when we got our blazers.

      “You look pretty, Blossom,” Dimitri complimented with a smile. The others, including Yuriel, nodded in approval, making me blush.

      “Thanks,” I whispered. “Let’s get going.”

      “Once we get our blazers, we should take a good look around if we have time,” Ryuu suggested.

      “Or at least what directions we have to go to get to the next class. We only have five minutes in between for most classes. Gym has a fifteen-minute break because we need to change into Phys-Ed attire,” Dimitri explained.

      “Do we get that today?” I asked.

      “I don’t think so, but you can’t wear stockings or high socks,” Yuriel pointed out. I glanced at my stockings and looked back at him. “Why?”

      He shrugged. “No clue. It’s either shorts, skirts, or pants. No stockings, high-knee socks, or those skin tights and pants that reach under your knee. Goes for males and females. I think it’s to avoid people hiding weapons or talisman spells.”

      “Couldn’t they still hide those things no matter what they wear?” I countered.

      “Yes, but your shorts would have to be skin tight, which is prohibited. You have to wear loose shorts or at least be able to fit two fingers easily between the material and your body. Same with shirts,” Yuriel explained.

      “I heard about that,” Wolfgang admitted. “There was some major incident or something. They tightened their gym protocol because of it. There’s also a scanner you have to go through when you enter the gym.”

      “They don’t play around with security,” Dimitri mumbled, reaching for Yuriel’s plate. Wolfgang took it before Dimitri could do it, sliding off his stool. “I’ll wash it,” he volunteered.

      “Thanks.” Dimitri smiled, looking pleased.

      “Shouldn’t I wash it?” Yuriel suggested.

      “Nah. It’ll wake me up,” Wolfgang defended. “Get ready to go. We’re going to have to be alert. Even if it’s the first day of school.”

      “Good call.” Ryuu nodded. “Let’s go.”

      I nodded, getting off my stool and lifting my bag up. I noticed Star was now curled up against Yuriel’s arms, and within five seconds, she poofed out of sight.

      Yuriel slowly got off his stool, still looking exhausted. I walked up to him and brushed his cheek. “Are you sure you’re okay?” I inquired.

      He nodded. “I’ll be fine by lunch time.”

      “He’ll be awake by then,” Ryuu encouraged, moving to the couch to grab his backpack.

      The others grabbed their belongings, and with one final look at each other, we readied ourselves to head to school.

      First stop, the office for our blazers.
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      “I’ll see each of you throughout the day then.” I waved goodbye at Yuriel, Ryuu, and Wolfgang.

      They had the same first period together, which made me feel less anxious. We’d only met days prior, but the connection we’d formed was strong and thriving enough for them to have a smooth class.

      “Whoever gets to the cafeteria first, reserve a table,” Wolfgang reminded as the other two waved and began heading toward their class.

      “All right,” Dimitri replied. Wolfgang nodded and quickly caught up to the others, the three of them disappearing in the sea of students in the hallway.

      We’d received our blazers and had enough time to get a general idea of the campus. Dimitri was able to lead us, saying he’d sniffed and remembered every path that led to our class locations for this semester.

      I don’t know if it was his heightened sense of smell or if he had a photographic memory, but it was amazing how he’d been able to catch on so quickly.

      Witches usually left some type of magic marker to aid us when it came to directions, at least until we memorized the way.

      I glanced down to my white blazer. The buttons were black to match the cuffs and silk interior. It had the S.S.S. logo on the back in black, with the trimming outline in black. It was the reverse with the guys’ blazers.

      They were black with white trimming, logo, and buttons.

      I didn’t like the distinct differentiation made to tell who was male or female, but our uniforms would switch every year, until our final where we’d get to wear what we wanted unless it was a test day.

      Lifting my left wrist to check the time, I leaned against the wall to get out of the way of the stampede of students trying to get by.

      The guys had been right about the whole clique movement. Shifters with similar races hung out with one another in the halls. You could tell from those who were alone that they had yet to find a shifter similar to them.

      It wasn’t as though all the students’ shifter races were apparent. Some flaunted shifter type with pride, while others hid it perfectly.

      So far, I’d seen dragon wings, angel wings, a pack of werewolves, squirrels, and fairies pass by.

      Vampires had red eyes, extremely pale skin, and all looked like they were runway models.

      Not to forget they all looked related.

      A group of lion shifters passed us, their tales hanging from a little hole in each of their pants. They gave the people around them judgmental looks as if no one reached their standards.

      Dimitri sighed, slipping his hand into my free one. “In my country, people don’t appear this stuck up.”

      “Really?” I inquired, shifting my attention to him.

      He nodded and squeezed my hand lightly. “No matter how weak or powerful you are, always stay humble. It’s what’s going to get you to higher places versus being a stuck-up brat who thinks because they’re higher up in the shifter chain that they’re better.”

      “You’re really knowledgeable, Dimitri.”

      “I was raised well,” he replied and lightly tugged my hand, cueing me to follow him. We made our way through the tight crowd and entered the courtyard that would lead us to class.

      My eyes caught onto Nikko, who was sitting alone and fiddling with something on her phone. I tugged on Dimitri’s hand. “Dimitri hold on.”

      He stopped and looked in the same direction I was pointing to. A weird look flickered on his face, but he nodded and let go. “Don’t take too long, kay?”

      “Alri—” He sealed my lips before I could finish, silencing me completely. He moved to lean against one of the pillars, which was really odd in my opinion.

      Is he upset or something? He could be trying to act cool.

      Looking back at Nikko, I noticed her eyes were on me. I shook off my concern and walked over to confront her.

      “Hey, Nikko! I texted you a few days ago, didn’t you see it?” I greeted, wondering if she actually had received my drunken and apologetic text messages.

      “Hey. Uh…nope,” she replied with a casual shrug.

      “Huh? I swear I texted it to you.” I gave her an odd look, pulling out my phone and showing her the two long messages I’d sent. She nodded, looking around as if she was waiting for someone. “I guess I should have told you I got a new number.”

      “You did?” I looked back at my phone and then noticed she had a new phone. “Oh. Did your phone break or something?”

      “Something like that,” she replied. “My boyfriend bought it for me.”

      “Boyfriend?!” I gasped. “When did you get a man?”

      “Well, we were keeping it on the down low.” She looked uncomfortable, fidgeting with her phone as she kept looking over her shoulder.

      “I’m your best friend, though. Aren’t I? I tell you everything. Haven’t I been loyal enough to know about something as important as that?” I questioned, crossing my arms over my chest.

      Yes, Nikko could live her life whatever way she wanted to, but as her apparent best friend, I thought after our many jokes about her needing a boyfriend, she would have shared the news with me.

      Nikko rose up and sighed. “Look, Silver. I didn’t want to bother you about it. You should get going. I have to head to class.”

      Why is she trying to brush this under the rug and run away?

      “Nikko. You’re my best friend. This isn’t something you can brush away without even a valid excuse.”

      “I said I didn’t want to bother you.”

      “I said I didn’t want to bother you,” I copied in a mocking tone. “That’s a bullshit excuse. If the tables were turned, you’d be blowing a fuse and screaming at me.”

      “That’s…” She trailed off and bit her lip. “I need to go.”

      “Fine.” I huffed but froze when my eyes noticed the approaching group coming our way. Ugh. Not now.

      Callister and two other males were walking toward us. He had a smug smile on his face. “Hey, Silver.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Why are you here, Callister?” I questioned in annoyance. He lifted his hands, gesturing around us. “This is the courtyard of free rights for all attending ‘supernatural’ students. I don’t see why I shouldn’t be allowed to be here.”

      This is gonna get ugly.

      “Whatever. I don’t even know why I bothered to ask.” I shook my head and looked to Nikko. “I’m gonna head to class. Maybe we can exchange numbers later.”

      “Uh-”

      Callister moved to stand next to Nikko, sliding an arm around her waist and pulling her close. “Morning, Babe. I heard we have the same classes together.”

      Shut. The. Fuck. Up. This can’t be real.

      Nikko bit her lip but slowly nodded, turning her head to look at Callister with a shy smile. “Yup. So glad I get to be with you guys. Makes things a lot easier when we stick together.”

      Callister’s smile widened, and he leaned in and kissed Nikko deeply.

      Whether they purposely slow kissed in front of me or not, a chill ran down my spine, but I kept my expression guarded, not daring to give Callister any satisfaction in seeing my shocked face.

      After giving Nikko a light nip on her bottom lip, Callister pulled away and glanced back at me. “I never got to mention when I last saw you that Nikko and I have been dating for a few months now.”

      I nodded, giving them a sweet smile. “Aww. I’m happy for you two. Succubus and incubus. Partners in love.”

      I could tell from the twitch in Callister’s left eye that he wasn’t pleased with my reaction. Nikko surely noticed, but that only built my confidence they were desperately trying to shatter.

      “Seeing as you guys are all together, I guess I should get on my way.”

      An arm slid along my waist, and the action was so smooth and calming, I knew for sure it had to be someone familiar.

      I looked to my right to see Dimitri, who had a seductive smile on his face. I noticed immediately that his eyes were a vivid red, with hints of gold and orange.

      Huh? Dimitri?

      He slowly looked my way and his grin widened affectionately.

      “Silver, love. We’re going to be late,” Dimitri urged, his voice smooth like a chocolate fountain running over strawberries.

      My cheeks flushed as my eyes focused solely on his red ones that danced in mesmerizing delight. He leaned in and kissed me even deeper than whatever display Nikko and Callister had tried to pull off.

      I almost forgot about them. Actually, I did forget for a few seconds as a low moan vibrated against my throat as I closed my eyes and enjoyed the feverish kiss.

      He pulled back, looking even more pleased with my reaction and he turned his attention back to Callister, Nikko, and their two friends, the four of them speechless.

      “Whatever business you have with my girlfriend can wait for some other time, like when we don’t have classes in five minutes. Wouldn’t want you guys to get kicked out already.”

      “She approached me,” Nikko muttered.

      Dimitri chuckled, the sound sexy yet chill-inducing.

      As in, not in the pleasurable kind of shiver that runs through your body.

      He turned his attention to Nikko, and I slightly flinched at his heavy gaze as he narrowed his eyes at her.

      “She must have mistaken you for her best friend. See, that sometimes happens since all of you succubi wear the same style of hair and makeup. And with our bland uniforms, it’s pretty easy to mistake people. Maybe next time if someone approaches you, don’t egg them on by acting like someone you’re not. I’m sure it’s one of your many succubus tendencies.”

      Nikko looked like she was about to snap, but Callister seemed to stop her, tightening his hold around her waist.

      Dimitri turned his attention to Callister, but he and his boys didn’t say a word, earning them a satisfied smile from Dimitri, who returned his attention back to me.

      “Let’s head to class, love. I want to get there a few minutes early. We can’t kiss in class.” He leaned in and tugged my bottom lip with his teeth, those glorious red eyes taunting me with lustful feelings of longing.

      Shit. I’d fuck him right here and now and wouldn’t care about the consequences.

      All I could do was slowly nod, and we turned from the group and began to walk away. It took us leaving the courtyard and going down a hall full of pillars before my rather fuzzy mind began to clear up and I absorbed everything that had just occurred.

      “Dimitri?” I hadn’t realized we were holding hands now. He was walking a step ahead, guiding me along the busy halls. He glanced back to meet my curious gaze, but his eyes were back to their molten amber mix.

      He smiled and gave me a confused look as he stopped for a moment. “What’s up, Blossom?”

      “Uh…” I trailed off, unsure how to rephrase what had just happened. “About the courtyard.”

      “What about it?” He looked even more confused.

      Does he not remember?

      I debated on whether to continue on it, but I realized Nikko, Callister, and the rest of them weren’t important. I certainly wasn’t going to risk us being late for class because of it.

      I squeezed his hand and moved to stand in front of him. Going on my tiptoes and closing my eyes, I gave him a light kiss on his lips.

      It was soft with barely any movement, but I wanted him to know I appreciated him dearly.

      He kissed me back, slipping his free hand around my waist to pull me close to him. Students buzzed around us, but it didn’t matter to me. My mind was solely focused on kissing Dimitri and giving him the love he deserved for protecting me.

      I released his lips and opened my eyes to see his dazed ones.

      “What was that for?” he asked, his cheeks slightly red.

      My sweet smile grew on my lips. “For being you.”

      I pulled back and noticed he still looked confused but recovered quickly with a boyish grin forming on his lips.

      He squeezed my hand. “I feel honored for acting like my usual self.” He beamed. “Ready for class?”

      I nodded with enthusiasm. “Yup!”

      His expression softened and the two of us continued down the hall toward our first class.

      Cliques. I always knew I hated them.
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            Magical History And Fine Arts

          

        

      

    

    
      “This is why witches are technically not considered a supernatural. They use magic to aid them and the elements are a big factor to that, but for us shifters, we can change into an animal or entity like angels, vampires, fae, the list goes on and on. This doesn’t mean witches don’t have their own uniqueness. Some witches with enough power can become a shifter through a magical artifact or possession. It’s a temporary solution, but it’s one option that highly ranked witches can use in time of disguise. It’s similar to how we work to learn more about magic and usage of spells to aid us on a mission. During your years here at S.S.S. you’ll be gaining all the knowledge a witch would receive in terms of spell casting. However, you have to learn the same history as they do to wrap your mind around the possibilities. Magic is based on feeling and boundless imagination. Without that, you cannot unlock your true magic potential.”

      I continued sketching magic circles in my notebook.

      I loved the creativity that came with magic circles, especially when you could personalize them to fit your own magical traits.

      Our first official class was Magical History and Fine Arts. Essentially, it was one of those boring, mandatory classes you had to take where the professor talks your ear off about everything that ISN’T on the test.

      Dimitri and I had made it on time, grabbing two desks near the back of the classroom. I wasn’t one to care about where I sat, and with this being one of my strong points, I could zone out without any issues.

      The textbook we were requested to buy was one of the many books I’d learned in kindergarten. I had every spell, ancient wizards’ and witches’ names, and the catastrophe that occurred due to the malpractice of magic engraved into my mind.

      That and I’d simply used a magic spell to memorize the entire thing because I was lazy and wanted to watch television shows.

      Our professor was Mrs. Nutella.

      Yes. Her actual name was the same as the addictive chocolate spread.

      She gave us the whole story about her name and even offered us jars of Nutella to take with us after class.

      I planned to store it in my locker with Dimitri’s, which I was planning to “borrow” later on when mine ran out, but Dimitri suggested we keep them with us.

      Something about older students using spells to steal them out of lockers and replace them with snakes.

      Yuck.

      We were an hour into the lecture, and my mind was already craving a break. I’d always been an attentive person when it came to learning something new and intriguing, but again, this was all like repeating a class and getting the extra credit to help you pass.

      My other hand was resting in Dimitri’s hand on top of our desk. He’d been holding it since class started, drawing circles along my palm while he leaned back and listened to Mrs. Nutella.

      I glanced at his open notebook, which didn’t have a single word written on the lined sheet of paper.

      I wondered if Dimitri was memorizing the entire lecture or if he really didn’t care.

      Returning to my sketches, I continued to add the finishing touches to the magic circle, hoping I’d get to test it out later.

      My random magic circle doodles were helping tame the real whirlwind buzzing through my mind about the confrontation in the courtyard.

      The thought of  Nikko dating Callister still blew my mind, as did the fact that she’d done a complete one-eighty on me in just a few days. This was a girl I’d shared some of my darkest secrets with, but I was glad the one thing my mom had taught me was to never reveal your weaknesses.

      If fire was your weakness, say water. Scared of thunder? Say you’re terrified of lightning. Always speak the opposite unless you truly trust the person with your insecurities and what could be used against you.

      I hadn’t felt the need to tell the guys any major weaknesses, and even if I had to, I felt like they wouldn’t use it against me.

      Though Nikko had been my best friend, there were those small occurrences at school or at work that would throw me into a second-guessing mood.

      The courtyard confrontation was the icing on the cake. As much as they tried to humiliate and anger me, I was happy to be away from Callister’s grip. I’d learned the hard way how dangerous an incubus could be.

      But my lesson must have not been enough for me to overlook Nikko’s real intentions.

      It could have been because I didn’t want to accept being alone. Accept the fact that I didn’t truly have a friend.

      The thought made my anxiety spike, and I pondered whether I’d be able to make any other friends aside from the guys.

      I enjoyed their company, but we had four years ahead of us at S.S.S. We wouldn’t always have the same classes or be together. I’d inevitably have to make friends, but I had never fit in even when I was similar to everyone else.

      How would the next four years be the best years of my life now that I was different?

      “Mewr.”

      I blinked at the sound, looking at my desk to see where Star was. Dimitri had a playful grin on his lips before he turned his attention to me.

      “Are you anxious about something?”

      “Yes,” I whispered back. “But is Star on my head?”

      “Uh….” Dimitri looked to the front of the class. I followed his gaze and had to cover my mouth to try not to gasp.

      Star was sitting on Mrs. Nutella’s head, staring up at one of the moon-shaped room lights.

      A few students snickered while a girl raised her hand. From the moment we started class and she started asking questions, I knew she was what people liked to call a teacher’s pet.

      “Mrs. Nutella! There’s a random kitten with a horn on your head.”

      “Hmm?” Mrs. Nutella looked up to try and spot Star, but she ended up lifting her hand and picking Star up, who paused in her staring to turn her attention to our teacher.

      I mentally groaned, my nerves and anxiety shooting up at least two more levels.

      “Well, hello, little kitten. You must be someone’s pet or familiar for you’re rather powerful for a little gal. You have a cute little horn, too.” Mrs. Nutella sweetly talked to Star, who began to purr at her attention and nudge her head against her hand.

      “Who might this kitten hybrid belong to?” Mrs. Nutella asked.

      I was ready to raise my shaking hand, but Dimitri raised his free hand up.

      “It’s ours, Mrs. Nutella,” he said with a confident smile. I returned my attention to him, seeing how calm and generally happy he was.

      I couldn’t believe he was so laid back in this situation.

      “Star appears whenever she likes. She must have been intrigued by the lesson regarding how shifters have evolved from our first forms many years ago. You also mentioned stars. That could have summoned her.”

      My jaw fell open at the realization he had been listening to the lecture the entire time. “And who does ‘ours’ mean?” Mrs. Nutella inquired.

      “Me and my girlfriend.” He nodded his head in my direction, lifting our joined hands in the air for extra emphasis. “Our team takes care of Star, which is the unicorn kitten’s name.”

      “Intriguing.” Mrs. Nutella smiled and nodded her head in approval. “She’s a strong unicorn kitten. She may come to my class whenever she likes.”

      “Mewr!” Star replied happily.

      She lowered Star to the desk, and the little uni-kitten stretched and nudged her head against Mrs. Nutella’s hand one last time before she began hopping on anything to get back to where we sat at the back of the class.

      Anything meaning all the students heads that were in our row.

      She landed on our desk and beamed at our attention.

      “Mewr!” She ran around our joined hands before climbing on top of them and sitting in place.

      She looked proud of herself and earned a few “aww” and “so cute” comments from a few of the shifters around us.

      “Our apologies for disrupting the class,” Dimitri humbly apologized.

      Mrs. Nutella shook her head and grinned. “No worries at all. In fact, this is the perfect time for a break. Everyone enjoy a fifteen-minute break thanks to that adorable kitten.”

      Everyone sighed and a few cheered and thanked us. I let out the breath I was holding. “I’m so happy that turned out well.”

      “A lot better than I expected.” Dimitri nodded and reached out with his free hand to pet Star, who was still sitting on our hands while staring at my magic circle designs.

      He gave me a relaxed grin, using his free hand to pat my head.

      “What were you thinking about to summon Star?”

      “The courtyard,” I mumbled with a sheepish smile.

      The class was mostly empty, so I wasn’t worried about someone overhearing our conversation.

      Dimitri nodded, looking deep in thought for a full minute. “Who was the guy?”

      “Callister? That’s my ex.”

      Dimitri raised an eyebrow at me. “The rich one who basically treated you like shit and wouldn’t help fund your Dad’s treatment?”

      I nodded in reply, lowering my gaze to Star, who was now curled up and sleeping. I reached out to stroke her body lightly as she slept.

      “The girl is Nikko. The one I drunk texted. Not like she got the text seeing as she got a new phone, courtesy of Callister.” I rolled my eyes at the reminder.

      “Callister. Incubus. Money. Makes sense. Is he a control freak?” Dimitri inquired.

      “A little? I mean…he always organized our dates and wanted me to fit into his schedule.”

      “Did he give you a lot of gifts?”

      “Yes. Lots without me asking for anything. I’d tell him I didn’t need them, but he would insist,” I replied.

      “That’s why he thinks he has control over people. It makes you second guess someone’s true intentions because they’re spending money on you.”

      “You’re very observant,” I noted, resting my head on the desk. “We’ve been broken up for years now, but…”

      “Just because you two broke up, doesn’t mean it shouldn’t bother you when he deliberately tries to irritate you. Especially when he’s using your apparent best friend as bait.”

      “They’re dating,” I corrected, resting my right side of my head onto the desk so I could look at him.

      “He’s using her,” Dimitri countered.

      “You don’t know that,” I defended.

      Dimitri stared at me for five seconds. “He looks at you like you’re still his. Just because you kiss someone, doesn’t mean their feelings are mutual.”

      I stared into his amber eyes. “You don’t like him.”

      “He shouldn’t try to claim what’s ours,” he replied.

      I gave him a sly grin. “You’re fine with sharing me with the others but no one else?”

      “The others show you respect. When they stare at you, it’s how you stare at something with immense value. I may not know their pasts and upbringings, but my mom always taught me that it takes all of ten seconds to figure out someone’s intentions. That Callister ass wants you, but his motives aren’t pure. As for your friend, she’s two-faced to me.”

      “Two-faced,” I mumbled.

      “A part of her wants to be your friend and the other doesn’t. She’s clearly dealing with her own issues and personally, I don’t want you involved in them. She intentionally went along with Callister’s game and I bet when she was on her phone she was texting him that you were in the courtyard.”

      “You think so?” I questioned. I hadn’t realized how perceptive Dimitri was. It was a really good quality to have, especially in spy school.

      “Big hunch. Callister and his group were on the opposite side of the courtyard behind the pillars. He pulled out his phone and looked in your direction. That’s when they made their move to approach you.”

      “Hmm. Really observant.” I lifted my head and used my hand to hold it up, my eyes drifting over to check on Star, who was still sleeping on our joined hands. “Dimitri?”

      “Yes?”

      “Why are you so um…well. You’re very attentive to everything, yet you’re so down to earth and respectful. You have many qualities I haven’t really seen in guys. Not like I’ve had a lot of encounters with men, but you and the others. You all are so unique and different from the men I see in the coffee shop I own,” I admitted, trying not to sound insulting.

      The guys were just far different to me, and it left me wondering over and over again about how I’d been lucky to meet them all and end up on the same team.

      “My parents taught me to be that way.” He shrugged like he wasn’t something interesting. “My dad wasn’t in my life for long. One day he was there, and the next he wasn’t anymore. It was my mother and me for a long time.”

      We both noticed Star’s body begin to fade, and after five seconds she was gone, leaving rainbow glitter all over our hands. We smiled, and Dimitri leaned back in his chair, looking at the ceiling in wonder.

      “My mom and the village I lived in brought me up. Hellhounds are rare breeds, so the village was really protective of me. Sometimes I hated it, but after a close call with Hunters, I realized that this world wasn’t as safe as it could be. Once I was old enough to do my own stuff without worrying my mom, she attended S.S.S. and became a spy.”

      “She did?” I asked, fully intrigued about him opening up to me.

      I was sure he wouldn’t tell just anyone this, and the thought made my heart grow bigger in admiration.

      He nodded, a serene smile blossoming on his lips. “She had a drive to complete every mission. Whether it was for me or related to my dad’s disappearance, she moved up the ranks and was a shining star. Our village was able to grow and expand thanks to her. She was everyone’s sunshine.”

      “Was?” I whispered.

      He looked into my eyes and smiled. “She met her match when I was twenty-two. I’d received my acceptance at S.S.S. then, but due to her sudden death, I was allowed to attend when I was ready. Took me two years to summon the courage to be here, but I didn’t want to attend unless I was physically and mentally ready. I’m carrying my mother’s legacy, and I didn’t want to let her down. My village is my family, and I merely went back to tell them I’d made it through. We had a little celebration lunch and I came back. That’s why I was here so early.”

      “Thank you for telling me, Dimitri,” I whispered. His smile was wide, and he nodded his head.

      “Thanks for not saying the typical ‘sorry for your loss’ response.”

      “You don’t like when people say it?” I inquired.

      “Not really. People say sorry because something sad is brought to their attention and they immediately want to acknowledge it. Some truly care, others don’t. I don’t like it because I never asked for their sympathy. When I open up, it’s because I trust the person I’m telling my story to. I know it won’t bring my mom back, or tell me why my dad disappeared, but at least I’m giving the person a little bit about me. That’s all that matters to me.”

      I squeezed his hand and smiled. “That makes a lot of sense.”

      We shared a look and he leaned over and pressed a light kiss onto my forehead.

      “Don’t worry about Callister or that Nikko girl. You’ll find people who are friends with you because they want to be, and you have men who actually want to date you.”

      I grinned. “You guys really do? Not just because we made that agreement to pass?”

      “Trust me,” he whispered. “We really are interested.”

      “I’m really happy to have met all of you,” I whispered, leaning back in my seat as everyone began to gather back into the class.

      “Me too, Blossom,” he replied softly. “You’re nice to cuddle.”

      I blushed and gave him a side glance, noticing his gleaming smile and the swift change of red that swarmed his eyes.

      “About—” I paused when his eye returned back to normal a second later. Dimitri glanced at me with an arched eyebrow.

      “About?”

      “Hmm. Nothing,” I mumbled.

      “Can I cuddle with you again?” he inquired.

      “If you start doing it, the others will, too,” I noted, already having a feeling they would be competitive.

      The bed wasn’t big enough to fit five of us, especially when Dimiti was in his hellhound form.

      Do I want all four of them in my bed? Hmm…maybe. Winters would be nice for that.

      “We can think of a schedule. As long as I get two days.”

      “Two?” I inquired.

      “Yup. Two.” He grinned.

      I sighed and shook my head. “Why not? It was your idea.”

      He beamed at my approval, using his free hand to pull out his phone.

      “I’m going to text them and ruin their mornings.”

      “That’s horrid,” I replied, but was amused by the playfulness in his voice.

      Boys.

      Mrs. Nutella had returned and clapped her hands.

      “All right, class. Let’s get back to learning.”

      With one last glance at Dimitri, I squeezed his hand lightly. Picking up my pencil, I continued sketching magic circles, feeling more at ease.

      Whether it’s Callister, Nikko, or anyone else, I’m going to work hard to ignore the bad things and enjoy the best of this academy.
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      “You don’t need to walk me there, Dimitri. You’re going to be late,” I scolded.

      Dimitri stopped walking, turning to look at me. “You’d get lost in the sea of students.”

      “No, I won’t.” I rolled my eyes. “I’ve survived twenty-two years without a guide,” I reminded.

      “There wasn’t a flood of shifters around you though,” Dimitri argued with a grin.

      “That’s a horrible defense. This is coming from the one who saved your lost-self back in the woods.” I arched a questioning eyebrow at him. He blushed and pouted his lips.

      “That was because this was unfamiliar territory.”

      “This is unfamiliar,” I countered.

      His playful smirk returned as he held his head up with pride. “No, it’s not. I went through the entire camp before I requested time off.” He winked as I gave him a stunned look.

      “The school could have changed,” I huffed, not wanting to lose in this argument.

      “You’re right, but I have a big hunch it hasn’t.” He chuckled, reaching out to pat my head. “Ugh. You’re going to ruin my hair,” I fussed.

      “You’re only saying that cause you hate being proven wrong.” Dimitri was laughing now.

      I groaned and tugged my hand that was in his, but he tightened it and pulled me into a hug. “I have to admit, you’re extra adorable when you’re mad.”

      “Why do guys even say that?” I grumbled.

      “Did Callister say the same?” he questioned.

      “Yes, and it makes me madder,” I concluded.

      “Are you extra mad when I say it?” he continued to inquire.

      I waited a few seconds to think about it. “No.”

      “Good.” He kissed my neck, making me arch against him at the soft touch.

      “Dimitri?!” I snarled quietly. “You were pointing out seconds ago how we’re in a sea of students! You can’t be so affectionate,” I whined.

      “Why? You’re my girlfriend.” He leaned back and grinned, looking proud of himself. I sighed, losing my resolve at his rather adorable expression.

      “It’s hard to argue with you,” I mumbled.

      “Good. I don’t like arguing with you either,” he replied and kissed me.

      “See, Ryuu? Leave her with Dimitri and he’s all over her.” The sound of Wolfgang’s voice caught our attention, the two of us glancing over to our right to see Wolfgang, Ryuu, and Yuriel approaching us.

      Yuriel was farther behind, looking annoyed, while Wolfgang and Ryuu looked completely relaxed.

      “Hey, guys,” I greeted. “How was class?”

      “And why does Yuriel look irritated, like someone committed a sin in front of him?” Dimitri asked.

      Wolfgang laughed while Ryuu shook his head. “Yuriel hates crowds, apparently. He also slept through class and the professor nagged him about it.”

      “I thought Yuriel was going to smite the professor,” Wolfgang chuckled.

      “It was that bad?” I asked, all of us looking to Yuriel, who finally reached us. He moved around the others until he was standing behind me. He then put his head on my shoulder.

      “Yuri…” I didn’t even finish, noticing he fell asleep in two seconds flat.

      The others snickered, and Dimitri sighed. “Wow. Aren’t you the heavier sleeper, Wolfgang?” Dimitri asked.

      “I am, but I swear angels need a lot of food or water or something when they’re around a lot of negative energy. Maybe it’s affecting him since shifters vary from good to evil.”

      “In an environment like this, I’m sure there’s more evil than good. Competition invokes dark thoughts,” Ryuu elaborated.

      Dimitri sighed, walking over to pat Yuriel’s head. “Wake up, buddy. Let’s go get you food before class starts.”

      “Silver…smells…nice,” Yuriel mumbled. My face grew red, and I glanced at the others. “I seriously can’t smell what you guys smell.” I shook my head.

      Even though I always put blossom lotion on before leaving for anywhere, the scent always died down to a minimum by the time I reached my destination.

      “Maybe one day,” Wolfgang concluded. “Dimitri? You’re with Yuriel now?”

      “Yup. I got a glance when he was checking his phone while we were heading here,” Dimitri replied.

      “Ryuu’s with Silver,” Wolfgang revealed.

      Ryuu nodded in acknowledgment. “Yup.”

      “That means Wolfgang is alone?” I asked, looking at Wolfgang, who put his arms behind his head. “Yup! No worries. I got Survival class, but if memory serves, it’s close to Weapons class, which is where Dimitri and Yuriel are going.”

      “That’s not bad. All right, we better get going if you guys want to get something for Yuriel.”

      “He’ll probably sleep during class again,” Wolfgang teased, patting Yuriel’s shoulder. “Let’s go, Never-Smile-Hottie-Angel.”

      “That…sounds horrible…when you say it.” Yuriel lifted his head slightly, glaring at Wolfgang, who was unbothered.

      “At least it got you to lift your head. Now if you don’t want me to bribe Dimitri to write it all over your desk next period, let’s get going.”

      “Evil,” Yuriel grumbled, giving me a quick hug. It was unexpected, but it made me smile. “Bye, Silver,” Yuriel said.

      “See ya later, Princess Blossom of Rosé Wine-A-Lot,” Wolfgang continued with my drunk designated nickname, leaning over to give me a kiss on a cheek. “Don’t get too bored of Ryuu. He’s an ass around people. It’s a dragon thing.”

      “Being an asshole is a dragon thing?” I asked.

      Man, I’m learning a lot about shifters.

      “I’m not an asshole,” Ryuu huffed.

      “All right, Party Pooper Dragon Butt,” Wolfgang shrugged.

      “My nickname isn’t Party Pooper Dragon Butt. It’s Sexy Dragon Butt! Remember that!” Ryuu snapped, catching a few of the student’s attention. His face began to grow red and he huffed. “Silver, let’s go!” He turned around and began to walk away.

      “Ah! Wait.” I looked at Dimitri, who shook his head but had a wide smile on his face. “He gets embarrassed easily.”

      “You’re so confident today,” I pointed out.

      “I’m pretty bold when I’m in my element.” He winked and leaned down over to kiss me tenderly. I enjoyed the kiss, starting to get used to them from Dimitri.

      “Did you guys go to first base with one class together? I’m impressed,” Wolfgang noted.

      Yuriel was nodding off, and I gave Dimitri a sheepish smile. “I think you guys should get Yuriel something stat. He’s going to sleep standing.”

      “Right,” Dimitri replied. “Let’s rush over to the hot dog stand. It’s just outside of your class, Wolfgang.”

      “Perfect!” Wolfgang fist pumped the air and grabbed Yuriel’s hand, beginning to tug him along. He looked back and waved. “See ya, Silver.”

      “Bye, Blossom.” Dimitri waved.

      “Bye,” Yuriel mumbled, using his free hand to do a little up and down swing which I’m sure was his attempt to wave. I watched the three of them disappear into the crowd.

      They really get along.

      Turning back to where Ryuu had gone, I needed a few seconds to try and figure out which way I was supposed to go. Oh, no. I really don’t know.

      Biting my lip, I tried to focus and figure out what to do in a short amount of time. I glanced at my watch, realizing I only had two minutes.

      If I go the wrong way, I may screw myself over. What to do? What to do?

      I tapped my leg nervously, looking left and right before in front of me again.

      “Ow!”

      “Hey, watch it!”

      “What the hell was that?!”

      “AH!”

      I blinked, unsure what was coming my way. I braced myself, a few students stopping mid-stride to see what the commotion was about.

      “MEWR!”

      I blinked before my eyes grew wide. Star was ten steps away from me, and currently jumping from head to shoulder, antler to wing. She finally reached me, landing on a professor’s head for extra leverage and soaring right toward me.

      “Ah!” I shrieked, worried she’d crash right into the ground as the other students around me moved out of the way. I reached out to catch her, and she landed straight into my hands.

      “Mewr!” She meowed happily and squirmed around, making it hard to hold her.

      “Star. Where on earth did you come from?” I exclaimed, my tense shoulders loosening up in relief.

      “She came to get me,” Ryuu replied, walking from the crowd to stand in front of me. “I didn’t realize you weren’t following.”

      “Oh,” I replied. “We’re going to be late.”

      “Spy 101?” The professor who fell victim to Star’s hopping wrath eyed the two of us. I slowly nodded, feeling my cheeks begin to burn.

      “Yes, sir.”

      The 6’4” male with lazy eyes and long orange hair nodded. “Seeing as I’m not there yet, you might as well have a head start.”

      I glanced at Ryuu, who looked to my hand. Reaching out to grab my free hand, he looked back at our Professor and nodded.

      “Thanks, Professor…um.”

      “London, and you’re welcome. Make sure it doesn’t become a habit.”

      “Yes, Professor London,” I replied, bowing my head. “Thank you.”

      “Mewr?” Star looked excitedly at Professor London, who stared at her oddly.

      “Unicorn and Kitten.”

      “A uni-kitten,” I quietly corrected.

      He looked intrigued and nodded. Reaching out to pet Star, he nodded. “Strong magic for a shifter. I’ll be intrigued to see your focus and skills in class, Miss…”

      “Silver Spell Solange,” I introduced.

      “Solange. Ah. Quest 999 leader. You’ve left a good impression on the Dean. Anyway, carry on to class.”

      “Yes, sir.” I nodded to him again and looked at Ryuu, who nodded back and began to tug me along as the crowd practically moved out of the way to make room.

      “Silver?” Ryuu asked when we were close to class.

      “Yes?”

      “Sorry for leaving you,” he apologized.

      “Huh. It’s not a big deal. I know you didn’t mean it.”

      He paused in his casual strides to meet my gaze. “I’m used to being around Wolfgang, who can smell me if he falls behind. I walk a tad fast, so it’s hard to keep up.”

      I’d realized he’d been walking as though we had all the time in the world, compared to my rather quick paces.

      Did he slow down his stride for me?

      He squeezed my hand slightly, and I noticed his crimson cheeks. “I also get embarrassed easily when there are too many people and I have to be playful or affectionate.”

      “You’re holding my hand though?”

      “That—” He paused and frowned. “I don’t want you getting lost. If Star came to get me, that means you were anxious, right?”

      “Uh.”

      Star stretched out in my hand and sat down. “Mewr!”

      “Yes,” I finally admitted.

      He nodded and before I could blink, he lightly kissed my nose. “That’s as close as I can get to kissing you.” His whole face was red.

      He turned around and we began to walk once more. The halls were quieter, but a few students caught his tender moment.

      I smiled and squeezed his hand back, feeling privileged to know someone like Ryuu, who was blunt and hot-headed at times but also showed glimpses of kindness and love.

      “Thanks, Ryuu,” I whispered, knowing he’d hear it. He nodded his head, and we turned the corner toward our class.

      Second period, here we come.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            21

          

          

      

    

    







            Spy 101- Shifter Critical Focus

          

        

      

    

    
      “When you want to become a spy, your environment is one of the few keys to success. Don’t analyze your environment quick enough and you can find yourself in a tricky situation. Or worse yet, dead.”

      We all stood along the wall of our classroom while we listened to Mr. London’s lecture.

      I glanced to my desk where Ryuu and I had been sitting, making sure Star was being a good uni-kitten by playing with my pink case of writing tools.

      “Spy 101 will teach you all the necessities you’ll need to accomplish any mission. All of that starts with training your mind to focus. Once you’re able to center your attention on a sole objective, you’ll be able to reveal what is truly hidden in the shadows. Many missions will have a time limit. Others will be during crucial events or meetings. No matter the environment, failure cannot be an option.”

      Mr. London crossed his arms over his chest, walking around as he stared slowly at each of us.

      “Failure can be ranked in many ways. Missing your time frame, talking to the wrong client, stealing an object that isn’t the one you need, the list can go on and on. Failure doesn’t have to center on the task or item you’ve been charged with obtaining.” His eyes landed on me for a few seconds.

      “Failure could be losing something valuable, like an item of your own that holds importance.” He glanced down to my hand, and I tried not to follow his gaze; the golden ring on my finger felt a tad heavier in my mind.

      “Or.” He moved his gaze from me and looked at Ryuu, staring into his eyes with curiosity. “A loved one. An acquaintance, friend, lover, or maybe even a family member.”

      He held Ryuu’s gaze for five seconds before he moved on to the set of students on the wall to our left.

      I noticed Ryuu had grown tense, and without much thought, I slipped my hand into his, moving them so they hid behind me as we stood close.

      Ryuu noticed my gaze, but I returned to looking forward, not wanting to appear as though I wasn’t listening. I did catch a glimpse of his smile, and he gently squeezed my hand back.

      Who could say whether Mr. London knew something about Ryuu’s life that I didn’t. I just wanted to ease Ryuu’s tension. I could always ask later on, or he could bring it up when he was ready to.

      I tuned back in to Mr. London’s lecture as he began to walk between the middle column of desks.

      “Being a spy will give you skills and knowledge that you will never be able to obtain elsewhere. You will be able to change someone’s life for good…or for bad. Your decisions won’t affect just you, or your grade, rank, or score. It will affect other people, their families, their friends, or maybe their own team. Morals will be tested, and you may not agree with every mission or test that comes your way. There are rules, but always remember that some rules are meant to be broken.”

      He stopped in front of our desks, looking down at Star, who was hugging my pencil case like it was for dear life. He smirked and patted her head.

      “Also remember that no matter your decision, you or your team will have to bear the consequences.”

      Taking a final look around the room, he nodded and snapped his fingers.

      A few of the students gasped when large orange wings that reminded me of a dragonfly sprouted from his back, their fluid flapping lifting Mr. London up in the air above us.

      “Today, we’ll be doing a trial run of what may be expected of you.” He moved higher up in the room. “Your task for today’s class is to be able to analyze the room in a given amount of time. All of you should be wearing your watches.”

      A few students swore under their breaths, checking their pockets, while another few ran to their bags to retrieve the devices.

      I let go of Ryuu’s hand and both of us lifted our left hands to look at our wrists.

      We exchanged a look and nodded, returning our attention to Mr. London, who didn’t wait for those who were looking for their watches to continue with his instructions.

      “Those watches will always show the allotted time you have during a mission or task. Whether it’s during classes like these or when you’re in the field or similar, like your final exam, for example. When you have passed, a green light will appear on the screen. If you fail, it will be red. If it is white, that means your mark will be determined by the professor or group of professors. Sometimes you will have to report back to base, which is the academy, to receive your score. Very rarely do you get the opportunity to have a one-on-one with the Dean. If you do, it can either be good or bad. For this trial, the same rules apply. Green for pass, red for fail, white for your score to be determined. Understood?”

      The majority of us nodded, while a few were already raising their hands up to ask questions. Mr. London completely ignored them and clapped his hands once.

      “Begin.” His body disappeared, fading into nothing but little glowing sparkles that rained down to the desks.

      Star let go of my pencil case, looking up in awe before she began jumping up to try to catch the stars.

      I looked to Ryuu and he frowned, the two of us moving back to our desk. I scooped Star up, and took a few breaths, tugging at my magic, which came to my aid and tingled my fingertips with energy.

      Opening my eyes, I noticed Ryuu staring at me.

      “You really do get anxious a lot.” His voice was low enough for the conversation to stay between the two of us, while the rest of the students began chattering and trying to figure out what we were supposed to look for.

      “It’s a habit,” I admitted. “Taking deep breaths helps me level my magic and keep me calm. It’s why we meditate a lot.”

      “Interesting.” He nodded, looking around the room.

      “This could be like one of those movies where the room is all sealed and starts to fill with water.” I grinned with excitement.

      Ryuu gave me a look, his face showing his disgust. “Please no.”

      “Dragons hate water?”

      “Kinda. I mean, it won’t stop me, and I know how to swim, but it isn’t something I take pleasure in.”

      “Does that mean you hate baths?”

      “They’re fun with bubbles,” he mumbled.

      I grinned, and he arched an eyebrow at me. “What?”

      “I’m trying to imagine a little Ryuu playing with bubbles in the bath and breathing fire everywhere.” I giggled at the thought.

      Ryuu blushed slightly before he mumbled. “I actually would freeze the water and bubbles because I didn’t want them to keep popping.”

      “That’s adorable,” I practically squealed, having to lower my voice so people didn’t realize we weren’t focused on the current task. “How about showers?”

      “What about them?”

      “You don’t like them?” I inquired.

      He gave me a smirk and moved to lean into my ear. “They’re meh, but a steamy shower with company is always fun.”

      My face grew hot, and Ryuu leaned back, looking as proud as ever with his smug smile. “You also look hot when you’re embarrassed.”

      “I hate you,” I huffed.

      “I know you don’t mean that.” He chuckled. “But seriously. The whole flood thing only happens in movies.”

      A group of girls who looked like cat shifters shrieked so loudly, it caught all of our attention.

      “What the hell are you cats shrieking for?” a dude on the far left snapped. He looked like a dog shifter from his floppy ears.

      “WATER!” The four girls ran across the room and hopped on their desks, staring daggers at the spot where they had been standing.

      “Water?” I repeated and followed their gaze.

      Star wiggled from my hold, jumping to the floor and running to the spot where there was indeed water leaking into the room.

      Ryuu looked at me and sighed. “You have a powerful lip.”

      “What does that mean?” I questioned with a pout.

      “It means your words are powerful. Or Mr. London just loved your idea and decided it would be fun to see us all drown,” Ryuu replied.

      The other students moved back as more water began to pour into the room out of nowhere.

      I scanned the walls, trying to see if there was some type of hole or even a magic circle that could be overwritten to stop the flow of water, but the simple dark wood room was as normal as a human classroom.

      “This is bad,” I mumbled as students began to scramble and fight to get on top of the desks. Ryuu moved to stand next to me, slipping an arm around my waist.

      “Star,” Ryuu called out.

      I looked back to see Star was hopping around in the water and I stared at her in confusion. “Aren’t cats supposed to hate water?”

      “Maybe it’s her unicorn side that likes it.” Ryuu shrugged. Star finally responded to Ryuu’s call, running back to me and hopping onto our desk. She fluttered her wet fur and sat down patiently.

      “Mewr?”

      I reached out and petted her head, casting a spell at the same time. A tiny bubble wrapped around her, and she began to drift up toward the high ceiling.

      “Huh? No spell?” Ryuu questioned, following my gaze as we watched Star float upward.

      “Some spells don’t need words. If it’s small enough, I don’t need it,” I explained, my voice but a whisper. I didn’t want people knowing just how powerful I was.

      Shifters wouldn’t know too much about the difference in power a witch could demonstrate with such a simple task, but one knowledgeable about the ranks of magic would know the stronger the mage, the shorter the spell.

      Or in my case, some spells I could cast immediately with no words.

      “Intriguing,” Ryuu muttered, his eyes darting back and forth. “Time to move up and figure this out.”

      I couldn’t respond right away because I was more intrigued by the large red dragon wings that sprouted from his back and spread out.

      From the few gasps and sighs from around the room, I wasn’t the only one who was more focused on Ryuu then our current drowning situation.

      The inner lining of his wings was gold with hints of orange and red which was what really caught my focus. With a light slap, we were up in the air, reaching the ceiling in three seconds flat.

      “Mewr, mewr.” Star was air paddling in her little bubble. It was extremely cute in this otherwise anxious situation.

      “So. What’s the plan?” Ryuu questioned, following my gaze to Star. “This whole room is going to be submerged in about three minutes, give or take.”

      I shook my head to focus on our current situation, noticing that some of the students had grouped up and were inspecting the room while others quivered on the desks.

      The water had already reached desk level so we really didn’t have a lot of time.

      Remembering what Mr. London had mentioned, I looked at my watch, noticing how the display lit up when my eyes landed on the glass surface, revealing the countdown numbers.

      “Less than ten minutes,” I announced to Ryuu, who was staring at my wrist.

      At this point, those students who had wings were up in the sky while those who couldn’t fly were doing their best to withstand the water and float in place.

      “Star will remain in that bubble, right?” Ryuu asked.

      “Yup. When the room submerges, she’ll be fine. I’d do it for us as well, but we won’t be able to move, which is a problem,” I admitted.

      “Hmm. We need to take a better look,” he grumbled. “Can’t do it with this many people though.”

      “Fuck this!”

      We turned to the group of girls who were doing their best to stay afloat. They were huddled together, their teeth clattering while their lips were beginning to tinge purple.

      Is the water that cold?

      One of the cat shifter students shook her head. “I forfeit! Retreat!”

      We gawked in shock when her body vanished in pixel bursts. The three other cat shifters looked at one another and nodded.

      “We forfeit! Retreat!” They disappeared in seconds, leaving the rest of us in bewilderment.

      “Are you allowed to do that?” I wondered.

      “It’s just a class, so I assume so,” Ryuu admitted. “Remember, we can die in these trials. Even if this is a class session, if you run out of air, that’s it. You’ll actually drown, and the professors aren’t obligated to save you unless they feel like it.”

      If they feel like it. Damn…that’s harsh.

      “Makes sense. This will be our daily life when we graduate,” I admitted.

      We watched as students began to retreat. One by one, they would fade away while the water continued to rise. By the time it reached our shoes, there were only four of us left.

      Glancing over to the pair in the opposite corner, they both cursed, staring back at us. “There’s no way out,” the male announced.

      “Maybe we have to look underwater?” I suggested.

      “I can’t hold my breath that long,” the female admitted, tightening her hold on the guy who lowered his eyes to her. “Let’s go. It’s just a trial. There’s no reward or anything.”

      The guy looked hesitant, but he glanced around the almost-filled classroom and sighed.

      “Good luck,” he said to us. “We retreat.”

      “We forfeit,” the girl said, and the two of them disappeared seconds later, leaving Ryuu and me alone in the flood madness.

      I bit my lip in annoyance, not wanting to give up so soon. Ryuu moved his arm so his hands were on my waist. I flinched for a second, and he noticed, lifting an eyebrow at me.

      “I’m fine. Sorry. The water is just beginning to soak my shoes.” It was an excuse, but it seemed to work as he nodded in understanding.

      “Want to give it a try?” Ryuu questioned.

      “What do you wanna do?” I countered.

      “I hate water, but I have a large lung capacity.” Ryuu grimaced when the water reached our thighs.

      His wings disappeared, but we didn’t drop too far as he gripped one of the pipes along the wall we were against while slipping an arm back around my waist once again.

      I could see why the cat shifters had retreated so quickly. The water was frigid.

      “How long can you hold your breath for?” I asked, trying to fight my body’s urge to tremble.

      “Five minutes. Maybe six. I’d be able to do better if the water wasn’t so cold,” he admitted, his teeth already beginning to clatter.

      “Cold,” I repeated, a thought coming to my mind. “Ryuu? Can you warm the temperature of the water?”

      “I could, but how hot are we talking?”

      “Hot, hot,” I stressed. “Like, boiling, if possible.”

      “You realize that will burn you.” He looked apprehensive to follow my request, and his eyes showed hints of worry.

      “I’ll be fine. My magic can protect me from a drastic temperature change. I’m simply not using it now because I’m going to need it just in case we run out of air.”

      “You have a plan, don’t you?” Ryuu concluded.

      My grin was short-lived due to my trembling lips.

      “Yes, but I need you to make this water as hot as possible while holding your breath. I think the item we’re looking for may respond to the temperature of the water. That’s why it’s absolutely freezing,” I explained.

      Taking a deep breath, I moved his arm from around my waist and submerged myself in the water.

      Looking around quickly, I noticed the desks were now floating around, but the bookshelf at the back of the classroom looked perfectly fine.

      Ryuu’s hand somehow found mine, and he tapped it as if to check if I was okay. I moved back up to the surface, needing a few seconds to breathe while I used my other hand to wipe my face.

      “Nothing, but I think once the water warms up, we’ll find what we’re supposed to look for.”

      “Is there a Plan B?” Ryuu asked. Both of our heads reached the ceiling of the room, giving us less than a minute before the room would be completely submerged.

      “Mewr.” Star was now next to our heads, looking between the two of us.

      “Plan B will be giving us bubbles to breathe and figuring this out. It may cost more magic on my end, but it’ll give us a second and maybe even third attempt at figuring this out.”

      “Time?” Ryuu reminded.

      I lifted my wrist. The display that showed six minutes. “Guess we only got one shot,” Ryuu concluded.

      “Five minutes to hold your breath. I should be able to go down and review the entire room in four. If we can’t figure it out, we’ll use the last minute to forfeit.”

      “Deal,” Ryuu replied. “But I believe you’ll figure it out.” He winked and unexpectedly kissed my forehead.

      If I wasn’t freezing my ass off, I’m sure my cheeks would have at least felt warm from his affection.

      I gave him the best smile I could under these circumstances. We both nodded before taking huge inhales and dunking into the water, after checking to make sure Star was still in her bubble.

      Ryuu’s mismatched eyes began to glow while his body was emitting heat. His left eye began to shift colors until it completely matched his right one.

      Now that the water temperature had increased, it was making my body tingle. I moved away and began to swim downward.

      Stopping in front of the blackboard, I spread my hands out and closed my eyes. There was no way for me to take a breath and calm my hyper magic that was ready to be used for whatever I had planned.

      In this case, it wouldn’t matter the amount of magic I let out, for it would be protecting me from the rapid increase in temperature around me.

      Landoso Warmala Descendo La Free!

      With the thought of the spell, my body grew hot and then cooled, normalizing my temperature to match with the water.

      I was sure if the room wasn’t completely filled, we’d see it boiling from the surface, but now that it wasn’t affecting me, I could pay attention to the problem at hand.

      Doing a quick inspection of the blackboard and rest of the front of the class, I knew immediately that the bookcase was what was going to contain our exit strategy.

      Something light bumped into my cheek, and I noticed Star was next to me in her little bubble.

      “Mewr!”

      I really shouldn’t be able to hear you.

      Star just looked at me in response. Right. Totally can’t hear me when I’m thinking.

      “Mewr?” Star seemed to reply, air paddling herself behind me and toward the other side of the room. I didn’t know how her movements were even helping her move, but I gave up trying to think of a reason, especially given all the can and can’t do’s in this world filled with magic and supernatural beings.

      Lifting my feet so they landed on the blackboard, I squatted down and quickly glanced to my watch. Three minutes…

      Using the board as leverage, I pushed off it to give me momentum as I swam forward. Using my left hand, I waved away the floating desks that were approaching me.

      It didn’t take me long to reach the bookshelf, and I began scanning it. I noticed a red book that was flickering on and off like a red light that was on its last bit of energy.

      Gripping the shelf, I reached out for the next, using it to help me reach the very bottom shelf. Taking a better look at the book, I hesitantly reached out to it but glanced up to check on Ryuu, who was still in the same spot.

      He gave me a nod of encouragement and I used it to motivate me to be more confident. Swiftly pulling out the book, I noticed how hot it was, and quickly let go.

      My hand stung, but the energy running through me quickly traveled to my right hand, and the stinging dulled.

      Jeez. This better be what we need.

      Diverting my attention back to the slot, I noticed a golden key. It gave me those olden day vibes; the top half was heart-shaped with a clear diamond in the middle.

      Reaching in for it, I grasped it and took a better look, noticing the tiny symbols that ran along the metallic surface.

      A spell…shit. I need to say this out loud.

      The symbols were in magic incantations, which meant I’d automatically have to say them out loud to activate them. I glanced at my watch.

      One minute. Shit. I need Ryuu.

      Casting the spell wouldn’t be the problem, but I needed Ryuu to lower the temperature quickly.

      I felt a tap on my shoulder, and I looked in surprise to see Ryuu was right there with Star floating around us in a circle formation.

      I gave him a confused look, but he tapped his watch, reminding me of the time before he offered one of his hands and used the other to make a circle shape.

      Bubble? He wants me to make a bubble. Wait. Yes! A bubble.

      Placing my hand in his, I gripped the key and immediately closed my eyes. It would only take me ten seconds to visualize what I wanted, and my ears picked up the dampened sounds of bubbles and rushing water.

      When I heard Ryuu take a gasp of air, my eyes snapped open to see my spell had worked.

      “Thirty seconds, Silver. What did you figure out?”

      “I need to cast the spell, but I need to cool the water fast!” I commanded. “Everything needs to be back as before.”

      “Got it,” he replied, and his eyes shifted from their burning orange-red to a bright teal with hints of white.

      The temperature dropped so quickly that some parts of the bubble began to freeze over.

      “Mewr!”

      I moved my attention to Star, noticing she was under the red book. “Shit! The red book.”

      “Can you move it back?” Ryuu asked quickly.

      “Star!” I commanded.

      The uni-kitten began to glow, and she used her head to nudge it forward before it began to float upward.

      I outstretched my hand and focused a large amount of magic onto the object, commanding the surrounding water to guide it right back to its slot.

      “Ten seconds,” Ryuu announced.

      I lifted the key, squinting to take in the entire spell before I let go of the grasp I had on my inner mana, allowing the eager energy to flow through me and charge as I began the spell.

      
        
        “Return the room to what it once was! Ashna Lo Ma Ru No Ganashni Ray!”

      

      

      A massive pink magic circle appeared beneath my feet, spreading out until it took up the entire floor.

      The glow was so bright I had to close my eyes, but I felt Ryuu pull me into a protective hug.

      A rushing sound began to filter around us, and I opened my eyes and looked up to see the water was beginning to drain.

      “We did it?” Ryuu questioned, following my gaze as I looked to the opposite corner of where the water had first begun seeping into the room.

      It was difficult to see, but there was a small vent that had appeared out of nowhere and was allowing the water to drain through it.

      “We did!” I declared. A beeping noise sounded from our watches, and we both looked down to see the bright green light.

      “We passed!” I squealed, lifting my arms up and hugging Ryuu. “Holy crap, that was intense.”

      “How did you know that we had to return the temperature back to normal?” Ryuu asked.

      I leaned back to see the gleaming pride in his now mismatched eyes.

      “The incantation on the key. It said, ‘Return the room to its original form.’ Which meant putting the book back in its place and returning the temperature back to normal. I made the bubble because it can only be said out loud and though I could have said it underwater, it would take at least a minute for the water to drain and that would be far too long.”

      “Your lungs would fill up with water by then,” Ryuu concluded.

      “How did you know I needed you?” I asked.

      “Star. She swam up and kept bumping into my…uh…” He trailed off.

      “Bumping into your?”

      “Pants,” he concluded.

      I gave him a curious smile. “Where along your pants?”

      “You already know where. Why do I have to say it?”

      “Because it’s fucking hilarious. Now say it.” I poked his stomach and he snickered.

      “Fuck, no. Don’t poke me.”

      “Are you ticklish?” I questioned with a mischievous grin.

      “Go away,” Ryuu huffed, banging on the bubble. “Mr. London? Let me out.”

      “I’m the one in control of the bubble, idiot.” I roared in laughter and began to poke him. He snickered and tried to move away from my attack.

      “Okay, okay. She kept hitting my damn crotch! You happy?!” he growled, his face burning red in embarrassment.

      “Be lucky this bubble is soundproof.” I laughed. “But I’m so telling the others at lunch.”

      “Ugh,” Ryuu groaned.

      We noticed the water was almost gone, our bubble landing on one of the desks, which were back in their original spots. If it wasn’t for the fact they were drenched like the rest of the room, you would have assumed nothing had happened.

      Star was still in her bubble but now she was rolling around, reminding me of a hamster in a wheel. The bubble was surprisingly durable, which was why it was one of the first spells I’d learned when I was younger.

      That, and because I loved putting myself in a bubble during bath time. I never knew how to get out, so my Mom or Dad would have to do it.

      “Question. Is the bubble transparent?”

      “Hmm?” I returned my attention to him. “You mean from the outside looking in? At this moment, yes.”

      “Can you make it opaque for a second?” he questioned.

      “Uh…sure?” I shrugged.

      Snapping my fingers, the bubble solidified like an ice sculpture. “There. No one can see in or out. What’s wro—”

      Ryuu’s hands gently pressed against my cheeks before he claimed my lips with his.

      My eyes widened in surprise, feeling his smooth, hot lips move against mine. His eyes were closed, and though I was thrown off by the sudden kiss, I responded back while my eyes slowly shut.

      We shared a sweet kiss, and when he released me, my body felt a wave of warmth. I also felt energized, like I hadn’t spent a heap of energy trying to get us through this trial.

      “What…was that for?” My voice was but a whisper as I met his calm eyes. I knew from his red cheeks that he was embarrassed, but he answered.

      “I figured the rise and drop in temperature would have made you suddenly cold once the adrenaline faded away. One way that dragon shifters keep each other warm is through hugs and kisses. It’s a way to exchange warmth for fire dragon shifters or cold energy among ice dragon shifters. Seeing as we still have other classes, I didn’t want you feeling exhausted after this, so I lent you a bit of my flame.”

      “Ryuu. You didn’t have to.” I gave him a wide smile and took a step forward to give him a hug. “Thank you.”

      “D-don’t get the wrong idea or anything. Since you’re our girlfriend and all, the guys would kick my ass if I didn’t make sure you’re okay and I don’t want to deal with that agony. Plus, I didn’t want anyone seeing us be all intimate and stuff. Ugh…this is annoying.”

      I giggled and snuggled myself against him. He gave up with a sigh and hugged me back. “Good work, Blossom. Thanks for your smart thinking.”

      “Likewise. I think we make a good team,” I concluded.

      Once we pulled away, I poked the crystallized surface of the bubble, watching it begin to crack until the entire thing shattered into little specks of ice that glittered.

      We noticed Star was still in her bubble but was in Mr. London’s hands. He stood there with an approving grin on his lips.

      “It’s been a while since a new student has figured out my trial. Not to mention two,” he announced, poking the bubble that held Star.

      It popped right away, and Star fluttered her fur and stretched in his hands. “Mewr!”

      “Mr. London,” we greeted again, nodding our heads in acknowledgment.

      I looked around for the other students, but it was just us and Mr. London.

      “Where’s the rest of the class?” I inquired.

      “They’re outside, lined up against the wall with buckets of ice on their heads and their feet on fire mats.” Mr. London replied. We stared at him in horror.

      “What?” Ryuu managed to say.

      “I never said you could forfeit,” he announced and shrugged. “If you ran out of breath, you’d be teleported out of the room, which would have at least been an attempt to finish the trial. Simply quitting proves to me that you’d rather have the easy way out instead of trying out all options presented to you. Those students all used their eyes to try and solve the problem. None of them went below to try and get a better picture of the situation.”

      Mr. London glanced my way. “You have swift problem-solving skills, Ms. Solange. I’m rather impressed by your magic capabilities. That isn’t an easy spell to perform.”

      “Thank you,” I quietly replied, feeling a little nervous about his praise. I was grateful for it, but it left me feeling worried he’d find out I was a witch.

      “Silver trained a lot. You know some angel shifters love magic and go all hardcore trying to gain all the knowledge they can,” Ryuu voiced.

      Mr. London nodded in understanding, moving his attention from me to Ryuu. “So I’ve heard. We have a professor like that. Never ceased to be intrigued by the latest magic spell or launch of an alchemy book.”

      I mentally sighed, relieved that the chance of me being found out was diverted.

      Thank goodness for Ryuu.

      “You also did well, Mr. Kensuke. To be able to raise the temperature to boiling and dropping it close to freezing in seconds was fascinating, to say the least. Proves that you’re a two-type dragon, am I correct?”

      Ryuu nodded. “Yes, sir. Fire and water.”

      “Ah. Mageri dragon. Very impressive and rare.” Mr. London nodded in approval. “Both of you have received an S.S.S. score on your first trial. Congratulations.”

      “First trial?” I questioned, looking at Ryuu, who appeared confused.

      “What do you mean?” he asked. “I thought this was a trial — as in, we didn’t have to pass.”

      “Just because your professor tells you a task is not the real thing, it doesn’t mean you should believe us. As future spies, you will be fed information to throw you off your target. Believing the words of someone other than your partner can lead you to your early grave. In the field, you trust no one but those on your team, and even then, you must think wisely, for there’s always the possibility of your friends turning against you.”

      I frowned at the last sentence, remembering how Nikko had kissed Callister.

      He’s right. Even your teammates can turn against you.

      Ryuu’s hand slipped into mine, squeezing it slightly. I side glanced to him, but his eyes were focused on Mr. London.

      “You’re correct, but as you know, dragon shifters are loyal. I can confidently say I’d never turn against my own teammates, but I can see the possibility happening in the real world. Glad we don’t like to fail. Right, Silver?” Ryuu glanced my way, giving me a confident smile.

      My worries vanished as I grinned back, nodding my head in affirmation. “Right.”

      “I’m glad to hear that,” Mr. London replied.

      Star hopped out of his hands, running back to me. I knelt down and offered my hand that held the key for Star to use as a platform as she jumped onto it. Rising back up, we looked at Mr. London, who clapped his hands.

      A warm gust of wind fluttered around us, drying our uniforms in a flash.

      “Congratulations once again. Your reward is that key. It gives you access to all areas in the academy’s library, including warded sections. You will be able to acquire knowledge about any species, medical information, healing spells, and higher tier spells for advanced magic users. It’s your privilege to keep it for the rest of your years at S.S.S., so I suggest someone within your team who you trust should carry it.”

      “Guess that’s you, Silver,” Ryuu declared. Star hopped onto my shoulder, and I took the chance to look at the key in my hand.

      I looked to the key, and then back to Mr. London. “Wow. Isn’t this super important?”

      “It is. Completing trials at S.S.S. will provide you with rare tools that will assist you along the way. That is one of the many reasons why we conduct these trials and award those who pass them with perfect scores. The motto of S.S.S. is to reward those who aim for perfection, and if you indeed reach spy status, you’ll understand that in the future when you take on missions.”

      “Amazing,” I whispered, feeling a giddy happiness sprout through me.

      “Well earned,” Mr. London emphasized. “You may pack your stuff and head to an early lunch. The rest of the class will enjoy their punishment.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Ryuu and I said together as we gathered our stuff, which was surprisingly back at our desks and thankfully still dry. I looked at Ryuu and gave him a thrilled smile.

      “That was really awesome.”

      “It was, but this is just the beginning,” he confirmed. I grinned and gave him a firm nod. He offered his hand and I arched my eyebrow at him.

      “People will see. We’re going through the hall.”

      “I don’t care. I’m in a good mood, and I don’t want you getting lost,” he replied with a shrug. I wasn’t going to argue with him, loving the feeling thrumming through me as well as the sense of accomplishment I felt.

      It wasn’t because we’d just finished our first trial session, but because I felt a little closer to Ryuu, who I never really thought would be as considerate as he was based on our first encounter.

      Placing my hand in his, we shared a look.

      “Off to lunch?” Ryuu questioned.

      “Yup. Let’s go stuff our faces with food,” I encouraged. “I’m famished.”

      With a light squeeze of my hand, Ryuu led the way out of the classroom, ignoring the glares we received from our fellow classmates. I couldn’t care less about their jealous, angry, and judgemental looks.

      I held my head up high, proud to have gained my first S.S.S. score and walk hand-in-hand with my Mageri dragon boyfriend.
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      “Oh! You guys already got us a table,” Wolfgang greeted, waving his hand as he made his way toward us.

      Yuriel and Dimitri weren’t too far behind, the two of them wearing welcoming smiles. Ryuu and I waved back, moving our bags out of the way to give them space to sit.

      “Yeah. We had a trial and finished early,” I announced.

      “A trial?” Yuriel questioned. “You mean you actually had a test?”

      They took their places at the lunch table; Yuriel and Wolfgang sat on each side of Ryuu while Dimitri came and sat next to me.

      Ryuu nodded. “Yup. Basically, the whole room filled with water and we had to find the lever to release the water. We had ten minutes and the water was cold as fuck.”

      “How many people passed?” Dimitri questioned.

      “Only us,” I replied.

      “Seriously?” Wolfgang looked impressed. “Was it that hard? It’s just cold water.”

      I shook my head. “There was more to it. We had ten minutes, but by the time the water reached the top, there were less than six minutes left. Half of the class seemed to be shifters who don’t like water. Like there was a group of cat shifters who were the first to retreat.”

      “I think people assumed because it was the first day of classes, it wasn’t a real trial so they simply forfeited when no one could find an obvious lever or way for the water to escape. It’s not like our room had windows, and there weren’t any vents either,” Ryuu explained.

      “What happened when the room filled with water?” Yuriel calmly asked.

      “Silver asked me to warm up the water to a boil while she went down to inspect the room underwater. The moment I did, one of the books in the bookshelf began to glow. Kind of like a flickering light bulb. She pulled out the book and there was a key inside the slot, ” Ryuu explained.

      “Ah. The book resonates depending on the temperature. The water had to be at a boil for its magic to activate.” Dimitri nodded in understanding.

      His hand was currently playing with my hair, but it didn’t bother me. It was pretty soothing if I had to admit it.

      “What did the key do? Unlock the wall or a door to let the water out?” Wolfgang asked.

      “That wouldn’t work,” Yuriel pointed out. “The pressure of the water, especially at a boil, would make it hard to push or pull a door, and wouldn’t the door be the first thing they’d try and unlock with or without a key?”

      “They can’t unlock the door without a key. They could change the pressure of the water with magic,” Dimitri argued.

      “Actually, some shifters know how to unlock things without keys. They can create a magical key that unlocks any type of door in any situation,” Ryuu announced. “My dad has a few. Only powerful mages can make those things. That’s why certain shifters have them to begin with.”

      I cleared my throat to get their attention. “Getting back to the purpose of the key,” I began.

      “Oh, right. Our bad,” Wolfgang apologized with a sheepish grin. I sweetly smiled back before continuing our recap.

      “The key had magic incantations on it. All we had to do was read the spell and the place where the water had entered the room opened up again,” I concluded.

      “You forgot the spell part,” Ryuu stressed, looking to the others who turned their attention to him. “She had to say the magic spell out loud. We literally had a minute left. Not only was the spell in these weird symbol shapes, everything had to be put back in place, which included the book. Star had caught our attention and Silver swiftly moved the book back in place with her magic. To say the spell out loud, she had to make a bubble around us and I had to drop the temperature frigid again.”

      “Didn’t that risk you freezing the bubble?” Yuriel asked.

      “Yup, but we somehow managed thanks to Silver. Mr. London was really impressed with her,” Ryuu replied.

      “With us,” I corrected. “We got an S.S.S. score and got to keep the key. It gives us access to any part of the library for our entire time at the academy,” I explained.

      “You’re joking. Anywhere?” Dimitri questioned.

      I grinned in triumph, and Ryuu nodded his head.

      “Including restricted areas. It’s going to be handy if we need to search certain spells or gain knowledge we can’t normally access,” he acknowledged.

      “That’s a really good reward. Some wouldn’t think so, but knowledge is power when it comes to school,” Yuriel noted.

      “I’m sure the rest of your classmates were jealous.” Wolfgang chuckled.

      “We definitely got a few glares on our way down the hall,” I confessed.

      “They had to hold buckets of ice on their heads while their feet were on hot pads or something. I don’t even want to imagine how painful that would be,” Ryuu added.

      “Half your body freezing because the ice will begin to melt and overflow while your lower half is burning from the heat flowing upward. Then to add the exhaustion of staying still and the aches you’d get holding the bucket.”

      “And they were still drenched from the class. Your body already freezing. Professor London is evil,” Wolfgang concluded.

      Dimitri and Yuriel nodded. “Agreed.”

      “How was your cla—” I questioned but my stomach interrupted. The growl that left it was so loud, it was like a wolf howling for its pack.

      My face grew bright red and Dimitri had a cute smirk on his face while he rubbed his hand up and down my left arm. “Hungry, Blossom?”

      “Uh…yeah. Using a lot of magic makes me hungry,” I revealed.

      “Why didn’t you guys get food?” Wolfgang asked.

      “We wanted to wait for you guys,” Ryuu replied with a shrug.

      “Aww. Isn’t that sweet,” Dimitri drawled out.

      “Fuck off, stalker,” Ryuu huffed. Dimitri just grinned and leaned over to give me a kiss on the cheek. “We’ll go get you something to eat, Blossom. What would you like?”

      “I can go with you,” I suggested.

      Yuriel rose up and stretched. “We can go. Sounded like your class was the most stressful and energy consuming.”

      “Not to forget you guys waited for us and reserved a table. Let us get your food. You two relax,” Wolfgang encouraged. I looked to Ryuu, who nodded.

      “All right. I want a rib combo with fries and a Diet Coke,” he ordered. Wolfgang nodded and glanced my way. “And for you, Silver?”

      “Um.” I thought for a long moment.

      “You can get whatever you want, Blossom,” Dimitri acknowledged.

      “Are you sure?” I asked sheepishly.

      “Positive,” Dimitri replied, and the other two nodded in approval.

      “In that case, can I get a well-done steak, one rack of barbeque ribs glazed in extra sauce, a bowl of mushroom soup, chili cheese fries, a medium order of coleslaw, a side order of mashed potatoes, two rolls of white bread with butter in the middle, a bottle of lemon water, a bottle of normal water, and an ice cream sandwich for dessert, please?”

      Ryuu, Wolfgang, and Dimitri were speechless, the three of them staring at me like I’d lost my mind. Yuriel blinked a few times and nodded.

      “Steak, ribs, mushroom soup, chili cheese fries, coleslaw, mashed potatoes, white bread rolls, regular and lemon water, and an ice cream sandwich. I got the other details. Anything else? I heard they got new cinnamon donuts.”

      “Cinnamon?” I gasped, already tasting the warm, sweet delicacy in my mouth. “Yes, please!”

      “All right. Let’s go. Steak and ribs take a while,” Yuriel encouraged, turning around and heading toward one of the many restaurants in the cafe.

      Wolfgang and Dimitri blinked out of their shock and nodded. “We’ll be back!”

      Ryuu and I watched them disappear in the crowd. He got up and moved around the table to sit on my right side.

      “Was that too much food?” I wondered, feeling a tad worried about eating so much.

      I was grateful my metabolism was as fast as it was, but the moment I used magic to a certain extent, all bets were off when it came to food.

      My original goal was not to show that until I got to really know the guys — or my roommates in general when I thought about it — but alas, here we were.

      “Hmm. With your magic caliber, I guess that’s normal right? I mean you have to eat and stay hydrated to replenish your energy. Plus, as long as you don’t land in the nurse’s office with a stomach ache, you can eat as much as you want. At least it’s not wine.”

      I beamed at his approval. “I feel less weird when you say that,” I whispered.

      “You’re not weird to us,” Ryuu replied honestly. “You’re a pretty badass ‘angel’ shifter.” He winked at my current camouflage and I laughed.

      “Right,” I emphasized, looking down to the gold ring.

      It still had a heaviness to it, but it felt nice to wear it. It did catch a few students’ attention in class, but that all changed when the focus was on the trial.

      That reminded me of what Mr. London had said before our test. “Hey, Ryuu?”

      “Hmm?” he replied.

      His eyes were focused on a group of students who wore their uniforms almost too perfectly. I followed his gaze to the table of about six students. The group gave off those “elite” vibes — a general feeling that those shifters thought they were the best of the best.

      “Did you notice Mr. London was hinting at something during his little speech?”

      “Like when he mentioned the importance of not losing something valuable and looked at your ring,” he suggested.

      “Yes. Like that,” I replied. “What was up with that? Also, why did you tense up?”

      Ryuu was silent, his eyes still focused on the group. I turned my attention back to him, but I didn’t push it, wondering why he was so focused on the table of shifters.

      Does he know someone from there?

      Feeling intrigued, I was ready to turn my head to get a better view of the group, but he answered me.

      “The thought of losing someone I care about makes me tense,” he revealed. “I’m sure everyone experiences that. A hint of fear that spikes through you at never seeing a person again. When someone brings up the possibilities, it leaves me in a position to question whether I’m strong enough to protect the person or people I care about.”

      “It is normal to feel that way, but is there a deeper meaning to it?” I quietly asked.

      “Well,” he began, his eyes still on the group. “When I was young, my family was friends with Wolfgang’s. We were really young back then, I’m not even sure what age at this point, but both our parents were S.S.S. spies. Keep in mind that dragon and wolf shifters have a different way of categorizing family. Of course, we have the parents who gave birth to us, but in general, until we’re old enough to protect ourselves, the group of dragons is like family. Same goes with a pack of wolves raising their pup.”

      He turned his gaze to me and continued.

      “Since our parents were close friends, Wolfgang and I connected well. We did everything together and even if some teased us that we were completely different shifter races, we didn’t care. We couldn’t shift on command, only when we were afraid or sometimes angry. Either way, it was a good childhood until Wolfgang’s pack members began to disappear.”

      “Disappear?” I questioned. “As in they went missing?”

      Ryuu nodded. “We didn’t notice at first. Wolfgang would stay with us for long periods unless his family had to do pack runs. It wasn’t until their next pack run that we realized what was happening. Then Wolfgang went missing.”

      “Wolfgang?! What happened when you guys found out?” I questioned.

      “A full search went out. I was left behind because I was too young, but then my parents went missing.”

      I gawked in horror, trying to follow this mystery. Ryuu smiled and reached out to lift my jaw so my mouth wasn’t hanging wide open in clear shock.

      “The king and queen of our herd of dragons set out to find them. I tagged along because I’d be able to pick up their scent a lot faster than anyone else. What made the situation worrisome was my Mom was pregnant at the time. It’s hard for dragon shifters to get pregnant. Takes a bunch of trials and all these extra steps, which was why the situation escalated to the point of the royal family getting involved.”

      He looked around the cafeteria while he continued.

      “We finally located them, but Wolfgang’s pack was slaughtered. It was a horrendous sight to see. Dead wolves everywhere. Clearly, a huge fight had taken place, and sadly, our side had lost. I’m sure it must have been some payback move from one of the many missions Wolfgang’s pack had conducted, but you never really expect those things to happen. When you’re a spy, you get a level of protection granted, but it wasn’t as advanced as it is now.”

      I gulped at the dread in his voice.

      Wolfgang seemed so relaxed and happy all the time. I wouldn’t have imagined his past would have revolved around witnessing the death of his entire pack.

      “It took us a long time before we found my parents. My dad was already dead. My mom was barely breathing. The queen and the female dragons that came with the rescue team performed an emergency operation to try and save the dragon egg. My mom must have known she wasn’t going to make it because she put a spell on my sister’s egg that protected her. Think of it like crystalizing a body to preserve until ready to bring back to life.”

      “Your sister is super young now, so does that mean it took a while for her egg to hatch?” I questioned.

      “Yeah. A few years and many trials. We’d found a witch who knew how to remove the spell. That’s when my sister was born.”

      “After your sister’s egg was retrieved, your mother passed?”

      He nodded, looking back at me once again.

      “Yup. We didn’t find out until after that there had been one more egg. It was supposedly a boy, or should I say my younger brother. It’s hard to tell how many kids a dragon shifter will have because their eggs are positioned weirdly. My mom was sure she was having a girl, but I don’t think she realized there were twins. My mother had used her body to shield Wolfgang. She’d cradled around him and when we did find him, he was unconscious. The shock of it all really hit him. He felt as though it was because of him that his whole pack died and my parents as well. He didn’t talk for months.”

      I couldn’t say anything, speechless at their harsh past. Ryuu gently stroked my cheek, removing a tear I hadn’t even realized left my right eye.

      “Don’t cry, Blossom. It’s in the past,” Ryuu whispered while his eyes softened. “It’s comforting to know our story can move you to tears.”

      I slowly nodded and blinked away my tears. He grinned and let out a long sigh.

      “After that, well. It took a while to pick ourselves back up again. My sister’s egg was kept with the king and queen, and Wolfgang and I would eventually have to be put up for adoption. We didn’t want to be torn apart, so whenever I got an opportunity to be adopted, I refused. I wasn’t going to abandon Wolfgang. Wolf shifters don’t really adopt. Not because they don’t understand a lone wolf’s situation, but because wolf shifters strive better within their own packs. Wolfgang may not have adapted well to a new group of wolves and they wouldn’t have much sympathy or compassion for him because he wasn’t born within the pack.”

      “But you eventually got adopted right?” I confirmed, my brain already putting the pieces together. He nodded.

      “The king and queen had gotten into a legal battle with the specific organization that hired our parents for the missions. S.S.S. normally doesn’t get involved, but because our parents were all highly ranked and graduates of this academy, the issue was escalated to the highest court for review. The organization working under S.S.S. was terminated, and the king and queen were given permission to adopt both of us.”

      “That’s why you guys refer to each other as brothers.” Even though their pasts were both sad, they had each other and stuck through the pain and heartache.

      “Yup. We’re legal brothers on paper. Wolfgang kept his last name in his pack’s honor. We moved in with the king and queen, who are now our parents, and then my sister’s egg hatched with the help of a witch. We decided to come to the academy when we moved here because we wanted to make sure what happened to our families didn’t occur again. There are many different paths you can take as a spy. It’s not only in the field that you listen in and solve missions. There’s protective services and escorts that aid in making sure shifters are safe. I’m not sure if that’s exactly what I want to do, but I have four years to figure it out.”

      “I’m sure when the time comes, you’ll know exactly what you want to do. As long as you choose what will make you happy and complete. That’s what matters,” I encouraged. “I’m really happy you and Wolfgang are brothers, and that your adorable sister is okay now.”

      “Me too,” Ryuu replied. “Makes this academy journey worth it, I think. Interesting how we just met and it feels rather comforting to tell you about my past. That’s definitely a first.” He stretched his arms out.

      “It’s difficult for me to open up to people. Wolfgang likes to tease me because most dragon shifters are like that, but I feel comfortable telling you. Could be because we’re technically dating, or because you were willing to work as a team during our test. Who knows?”

      “I’ve questioned myself a few times as to why I feel really relaxed with you guys, too. Could be our new bond.” I presented my left hand and wiggled my fingers for extra emphasis. “Whatever it is, I like it,” I admitted. “I’m not good at making friends, I guess.”

      “I doubt that. Sure, we only bumped into each other because we wanted the same quest and all, but it didn’t mean we had to come along. I only wanted the quest because of its connection with my dad, but I could have easily chosen something else. I just hope you don’t go kissing everyone who tries to take what you want.” He gave me an accusing look while my cheeks burned red.

      “T-that was a one-time deal! It felt like a good idea at the time,” I grumbled.

      Ryuu smirked, leaning in until he was right in my face and his lips were centimeters from mine. “I’m not the sharing type, but only us four get to have you. I’ll burn everyone else to ashes if they try to take what’s ours.”

      “I feel like property,” I grumbled, but a small smile formed on my lips. “If that’s your way of being romantic, not bad.” I kissed him before he could reply, and his cheeks burned while I heard Wolfgang’s loud laughter.

      “Awww. Blossom got Ryuu good. Look how red his face got in five seconds.”

      “She’s sneaky,” Yuriel replied.

      “We’re back, love birds! We gotta go back to get the second batch of food,” Dimitri greeted.

      Ryuu leaned away from me, his face still beet red, while I looked to the others with a wide grin. “Food! Thank you, guys.”

      They lowered the feast onto our table and went to grab the second batch. I turned to Ryuu and placed my hand on his. “Thanks for telling me a bit about your past,” I whispered.

      “It’s fine. You’re my girlfriend after all.” He shyly met my gaze and my smile only widened.

      I could be moving fast with this relationship thing, but it felt nice to be acknowledged and learn more about each of them. If this was how the first day was, I couldn’t imagine what the rest of the semester would have in store for me.

      The others returned with the second batch of food, and we all settled in and got to work eating. We talked and laughed, as the others told us about how their classes had gone.

      I noticed the multiple glances we got with all the food at our table, but the guys made sure I wouldn’t stop eating because of the flickers of attention those students gave us.

      It left me wishing I would have had a group of friends like this in my younger years.

      That I had my own group of individuals who accepted me regardless of my magical power, family background, or looks.

      This could have been why cliques were popular, though I was sure not all of them had the best interest of everyone within the group at heart.

      Maybe I needed to experience and recall the memories of being alone to appreciate this moment surrounded by my teammates.

      Or in my special case, boyfriends.
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      “In this class, our focus for the semester is all about how to make the best weapons to aid you in a mission. As a spy, every task you accept will be different. It won’t be a routine where a sword will always get you out of a jam. This class is what’s going to prepare you for your gym session later on today. I, Professor Thanos, am going to teach you how to analyze every weapon and its magic potential.”

      A student raised his hand, and I mentally sighed.

      It was some snake shifter called Adam Molark and he’d been asking stupid, annoying questions since the beginning of class ten minutes ago. He and his other snake shifter friends were in the back corner, while Wolfgang and I sat closer to the front.

      Weapon class had fewer people than my last two classes because we’d been split in half to make things easier for when we had hands-on assignments. It would give us the opportunity to have one on one interactions with Mr. Thanos.

      However, from the disrespectful questions and mocking commentary Adam and his friends had already managed in ten minutes, I felt we’d be lucky to have a decent class that didn’t involve upsetting Mr. Thanos.

      Today wasn’t going to be one of them.

      Mr. Thanos looked over to him. “If you’re going to ask about my name, don’t.”

      A few students snickered, and Wolfgang sighed. “Talk about immature.”

      “I bet he despised his surname after that movie came out. I wonder if people thought his weapons would turn them into dust or something,” I whispered back.

      “Sorry, sir, but you have to admit, it’s pretty funny,” another student mentioned, sitting behind Adam. “Do people question if your weapons have a three-month expiration? Like poof, to dust.”

      A few more students joined the hysterics, giggling and whispering while Mr. Thanos looked annoyed but didn’t reply. I raised my hand, catching his attention.

      “Yes,” Mr. Thanos nodded to me.

      The other students glanced my way, clearly thinking I was joining in the mockery.

      “Sir. I think you should snap your fingers and teach them a lesson. We all know what happens when you snap your fingers.” I gave him a wink, while my own magic began to flow down to my fingertips.

      The tingle sensation made my lips widen in a mischievous grin, and Mr. Thanos began to smile.

      “You’re right, Miss—”

      “Solange,” I announced.

      I wasn’t doing this to make myself some type of teacher’s pet. I wanted our lesson to actually start and not continue to be interrupted by these slithering assholes.

      He nodded his head and lifted his fingers, looking back at Adam and his friends, who were now silent.

      “Wonder what would happen to…Mr. Molark and his friends.” I thought Mr. Thanos was going to wait to see the fear in the other students’ eyes, but I focused on the slow motion of his fingers as they moved into a snapping motion.

      I fluidly mimicked his move, feeling Wolfgang’s gaze, but set my concentration on the silent spell I was conducting. The sound of our fingers snapping in unison felt like it echoed through the room, and there was a five-second moment of silence.

      I looked back to Adam and his friends; the three of them were tense while the remaining students all stared in anticipation of something happening.

      Fifteen seconds of absolute silence and nothing happened. Mr. Thanos looked back at me, but I gave him a confident smirk.

      Wait for it…

      “Haha. See. Nothing even happened. What a waste of time.” Adam chuckled nervously.

      “Just like your interruptions are a waste of time,” Wolfgang acknowledged with a shrug. “If you knew nothing was going to happen, you wouldn’t be all tensed up. Now, why don’t you shut it or shrivel up like the small dick between your legs.”

      A few students gasped while some female shifters to our left began to giggle.

      “What did you—” He didn’t finish as his legs began to disappear.

      “Uh. Adam?! Your legs are turning into sand!” One of his friends pointed to his legs.

      Now the class erupted into a wave of gasps and shrieks, while the sheer panic that crossed Adam’s face made me laugh. The sound was a little too sinister, but I couldn’t help it.

      “Look what we have here. I guess the effect is slower in real life, isn’t it, Mr. Thanos?”

      He looked pleased with my manipulative magic as he nodded his head. “At least class will be nice and quiet. We’ll see you next year, Mr. Molark.”

      “Don’t hit the door on the way o…oh right, you’re fading away. You won’t make it to the door,” Wolfgang joked.

      “Wait. This is some joke, right?!” Adam began to panic. I shrugged.

      “This is the best spy academy in the world. I don’t think professors joke about these things. You can wait till you disappear and find out?” I lifted my hands up to my sides to dramatically shrug.

      “Hey, man. Just apologize, yo. Your dick is next!” his other friend acknowledged.

      “Let it disappear.” I brushed off the urgency. “I heard guys with micro-penises are the ones who talk big and interrupt class all the time. Something to do with their overconfident ego. Hides their wounded pride.”

      “Nah,” Wolfgang disagreed. “Guys with micro-penis are just assholes.”

      “Fuck off,” Adam snapped.

      He looked back to Mr. Thanos and groaned. “Sir. I apologize for interrupting the class. Please don’t let my body turn into sand! Especially my cock.”

      “He needs it to masturbate, sir,” Wolfgang emphasized, leaning back in his chair and putting his hands behind his head. “Don’t take away the only joy he can receive from himself.”

      The class broke out into laughter, and Mr. Thanos sighed. “Seeing as you’ve disturbed the class enough and apologized, I’ll end your misery,” he replied, glancing back at me.

      We snapped our fingers at the same time, and the spell was broken. We looked back to Adam, who was gripping the chair for dear life as the fading sand spell stopped a second before his crotch.

      “Fuck,” he groaned.

      “Is he going to stay without legs for the rest of class?” his friend asked.

      “Let him stay like that. It’ll be interesting watching him slither on the floor with half his body to go to the washroom,” Wolfgang encouraged.

      “I’ll think about it. Just note if either of you acts up, I’ll snap my fingers again and won’t change my mind,” Mr. Thanos declared, pointing to Adam’s friends.

      The two gulped and nodded swiftly, sitting up in their chairs.

      A few students from behind me leaned in to pat my back and whispered thanks for settling things.

      Mr. Thanos gave me an appreciative nod and turned to the class.

      “Seeing as class has been rather disruptive, we’ll have a break now so we have enough time for our actual uninterrupted lesson on weaponry and enhancements. Does that sound like a good plan with everyone?” Mr. Thanos questioned.

      “Yes!” we all replied.

      “Good. Enjoy your break. Mr. Molark, a word.”

      I couldn’t help but glance back at Adam, who looked at his legs that were still “gone”. Mr. Thanos followed his gaze. “Oh. Right.” He walked toward Adam’s desk, while a few snickers broke out around us.

      “Finally. We had Adam in Magical History and it was hell,” a girl admitted with a sigh.

      “We didn’t learn shit. I wish some shifters took into account that we’re actually here to learn and not fool around,” another girl declared, flicking her blonde locks.

      “Ms. Solange. Thanks for that.” A short guy with curly ginger hair and freckles smiled brightly at me.

      I shrugged. “We’re here to learn and be the best. Don’t have time for interruptions when shit hits the fan.”

      “Exactly. We’re given a chance to attend this school that will give us multiple job opportunities in the future. I’m not playing around with it,” Wolfgang declared with a firm nod.

      A couple of other students agreed, giving us thanks and praise before they focused on their own groups, leaving Wolfgang and me to have our own discussion.

      “That was sneaky of you.” Wolfgang grinned.

      “You look like a proud parent at a mage match.” I returned his smile with my own. “Proud of me?”

      “Very. That guy is legit a douche. So are his friends, but I’m not surprised. Only had two classes and I want to go home already.”

      “You never said how class was at lunch break,” I noted, remembering we had to get going before we got to hear how Wolfgang’s class had gone.

      “It was okay. Everyone sticks to their cliques or people they think they will have a connection with. I felt like a lone wolf in the last class, but it doesn’t bother me too much. We’re there to pay attention and learn. Not mingle and fit right in.”

      “Hmm. When you get all serious and share moments of wisdom, it feels weird. No offense,” I acknowledged.

      “I get that a lot.” Wolfgang grinned happily. “I have one of those personalities where everyone thinks I’m playing around.”

      “But you analyze every single detail,” I concluded.

      “Pretty much. It’s why I respect Dimitri. Wolves and hellhounds don’t get along, but for the last couple of days we had to celebrate and adapt to the academy, I can tell he’s one who takes things easy but picks up on everything. People don’t normally see or understand that,” he admitted.

      Crossing his arms on the desk, he laid his head down, his eyes focused on the front of the classroom. “I think I became far more observant when Ryuu and I had to take classes with some other shifters. It was those private school types.”

      “Ryuu explained to me about your brotherly connection,” I admitted, lowering my voice so it was between us.

      “He told you? That’s a little shocking. He doesn’t like telling people about our past. People question why we call each other brothers, but Ryuu hates socializing unless it’s necessary. I don’t blame him for telling you, though.”

      “Really?”

      “There’s something about you, Silver. I don’t know how to explain it, but you’re very easy to like. I can also see why people may be envious of you. I don’t think you can see what us shifters see, but many people in the class can sense your power.”

      “They can?” I frowned, feeling worry trickle through me. Am I not hiding my aura?

      “Mewr!” Star poofed out of nowhere, falling right onto Wolfgang’s head.

      “Oof!”

      “Oops. Sorry, Wolfgang,” I apologized, reaching to pick up Star, who began to wiggle in my hold.

      I let her down and she nudged her little head against my hand before she hopped off my desk and began to explore.

      “Aww look! A kitten!” one of the girls squealed.

      “It looks like a kitten with a horn,” another girl stated.

      “A uni-kitten! Aww. Come here little one,” a third girl said.

      Wolfgang quietly chuckled while I sighed. “I never used to summon my familiars like that before.”

      “Does fitting in worry you?” Wolfgang questioned.

      “Yes.” I wouldn’t hesitate to admit the truth. “I never fit in when I was a kid. I just don’t want to fuck up now. Not to forget what I really am, remember,” I noted, whispering the last part.

      “Yeah, a hot, powerful angel shifter,” Wolfgang replied with a wink. “Nevertheless, it’s not like we can sense your aura or anything. You have that on lockdown. Think of it more like an instinct. When you see something creepy in the forest or feel a weird sensation in your gut, you try and avoid the situation, right?”

      “Yes. If it gives me the creeps, I’d rather avoid it in general and listen to my gut.”

      “Think about it like that, but it’s not like you creep anyone out. When I look at you, I’m already taken aback by your beauty and general charm.”

      I blushed at his words and listened in closer as he continued.

      “But your silver hair is a rare trait — like Yuriel’s — and proves you have strong magic potential. With how frequently Star appears, it means your magic is so intertwined with your emotions that it can be summoned without much thought. When you walk, you hold yourself with confidence. There are times that you do appear nervous, unsure, or really intrigued, but it proves to me that you aren’t someone who typically dives right into a situation. You’d rather absorb everything around you and figure it out at a slower pace if possible than tackle everything right away without any research.”

      “You got all of that from knowing me for just a few days?” I commented in astonishment.

      “Yup. I like to analyze people. It’s what I did when we took classes. I wasn’t really social when I was young. Actually, I didn’t speak regularly until I was sixteen.”

      “Sixteen,” I whispered, recalling how Ryuu said he didn’t talk for a long time.

      “I figured Ryuu told you everything about what happened.”

      “Yes. Uh, sorry if you didn’t want me to know.”

      “Nah. Ryuu’s my brother and we shared the same crazy sad past. The only difference was how we handled it. Ryuu took it hard, but he didn’t see his parents killed in front of him.” Wolfgang’s voice was low, while his eyes darkened.

      “When you see the people you love and cherish die trying to protect you, it really hits you. Some of the adults said because I was a child, I took it harder than an adult would, but I don’t think age defines how you manage loss.”

      I slowly nodded, lowering my head to the desk and turning it to the side to stare at him.

      “Whether you’re a hundred years old or just a baby, anyone can recognize when the people they love or look to for comfort are gone.”

      His golden eyes glistened for a bit, showing me a vulnerability that made my heart clench. “It wasn’t like I didn’t want to speak in the beginning. It was as though my body couldn’t. After some time, I felt that I didn’t deserve a voice because I’d let my entire pack die. I couldn’t do anything to stop it, and it made me feel being mute would be the best. It wouldn’t bring my pack or Ryuu’s parents back, but it would remind me of the ultimate sacrifice they made for me to keep breathing.”

      Wolfgang…

      “Ryuu would still speak with me. He actually learned sign language so we could speak. I’d been taught by one of the dragon elders so I could communicate basic needs, but it really moved me that he was willing to learn on my behalf. I started talking again because Ryuu was having some difficulty in class. He hates presentations because of the attention being focused on him. He got super sick before his class, and by the time he was next to present, he was as pale as a sheet. I asked the teacher in sign if I could present for him, but our teacher said unless I spoke, Ryuu would have to go up. So I got up there and did his entire presentation.”

      “Just like that?” I asked.

      “Ryuu had been practicing all week for his presentation. I memorized it.”

      “I feel that’s something you would do,” I admitted.

      He smiled. “Yup. My voice wasn’t in the best of shape and I stuttered and mumbled a lot, but I did the entire thing and left the class shocked. Ryuu got a perfect score on his presentation and I was given the same score for being a good sport.”

      Wolfgang closed his eyes. “After that, I tried slowly to speak again. It wasn’t an immediate thing, and no one forced me to speak, but I gradually worked on it. Ryuu and I have always been pretty close, but I think that’s when he realized I’d always be his bro and would never abandon him. I know losing his parents and younger brother hurt him, but even if we’re not siblings by blood, he can always count on me.”

      “It’s good he has you as a part of his support system.”

      “He’s mine, too. Ryuu’s super nice. He just doesn’t show it often outside. If he does, he’s making sure people know who not to mess with.”

      “Like in the cafeteria when he almost kissed me?” I inquired.

      “Perfect example. Those elite students were bugging him.”

      “You noticed?”

      “I notice everything before anyone else really catches onto it. Sometimes it’s last minute, and other times I don’t like mentioning it, but I keep it in my mind. Those elites are royal shifters. With the exception of two of them, they’re dragons. They were eyeing you when we were walking away. Ryuu moving to sit next to you was a long distance declaration for them to keep away from you,” Wolfgang explained, lifting his head to move a bit of his black hair from his face.

      “Seriously?” I wasn’t sure what to say. “Dragons are that territorial?”

      “Sometimes. In this case, Ryuu’s making it known that you’re not someone he’s simply using for gain. He almost kissed you to prove that you two are more than just buddies or students with your own agendas. Obviously, you made it clear that there’s something deeper going on by kissing him, but it made it so those elites won’t try to pick you up onto their team.”

      “Interesting. We’re already in teams right now, though,” I reminded.

      “Yes, but what if we need to tag team? Also, just because we’re technically in teams, doesn’t mean everyone will want to stay in their designated teams during gym. I heard it’s a free for all there. You can be with your team or with whoever you think will make gym class go more smoothly.”

      “I see what you mean. If you don’t feel your team is a good fit during gym, you choose a team or group of individuals you fit into better.” I understood what he meant.

      I wouldn’t want to choose anyone else right now. Am I being too dependent on the guys, though?

      Wolfgang placed his hand lightly on my head, and I looked over to him, noticing he sat back up. “Your boyfriends are an exception, though. Can’t have anyone trying to take advantage of our Blossom.”

      “You guys can just admit you’re all the jealous type,” I teased.

      “That’s true.” Wolfgang looked pleased with my comment. “Can you really see the others wanting you around anyone else? Dimitri would go all hellhound on people, Ryuu would burn everything, and I don’t want to think about what Yuriel could do. Angels are dangerous, especially with what I know about him.”

      “What you know?” I emphasized.

      He winked at me and leaned forward. “It took you guys way too long in the vent to get back. What took so long?”

      “U-uh…” I stuttered, completely caught off guard by his question.

      He chuckled and leaned back. “When Yuriel’s ready to share, I’ll be there to listen and then I’ll ask you again,” he assured me.

      “Wolves are dangerous,” I muttered.

      He laughed, catching a few students’ attention. “We’re not ones to mess with. Where did Star go?”

      “Mewr?”

      The sound came from our left and we looked to see Star rolling around on the desk, surrounded by the girls from before. She got to her feet and hopped off the desk, just when Mr. Thanos walked back into the classroom.

      Star stopped right in his path, staring up at him for a long moment. “Mewr?”

      “Who owns this…unicorn kitten?” Mr. Thanos looked impressed with a hint of confusion.

      “Oops. Star. Don’t get in the professor’s way,” I urged.

      She slowly looked to me, blinking her color-changing eyes. “Mewr.”

      Wolfgang sighed and got out of his seat, walking over to pick Star up. “She’s intrigued by Mr. Thanos’s hair.”

      “Is she?” I commented, looking back at Mr. Thanos. His hair was an unusual color of lavender with hints of silver and pale blue. At 6’4”, he was also tall, like Mr. London, and had striking green eyes.

      “I bet. To cats, purple is a really eye-catching color. Think of it as neon pinks and greens,” the girl with blonde hair noted.

      “That is true,” Mr. Thanos admitted, walking up to Wolfgang, who moved out of the way to let him pass. “Familiars, in particular, like to analyze those with power and get a better understanding of them. Just in case the individual becomes an opponent.”

      From the few Oh’s and Ah’s, it wasn’t something many shifters knew about.

      Not like I had that much knowledge about them either.

      “You’ll learn more about familiars and their benefits in missions next year. Now, everyone ready to continue class? I’d like no other interruptions,” Mr. Thanos articulated, his eyes landing on Adam, who hadn’t said a word since.

      Adam nodded and the rest of us verbally agreed.

      “Excellent. I’ll make sure to give you back your legs after class, Mr. Molark.”

      Wolfgang moved back to his seat, and Star began playing with his tie. I looked to him and leaned over to whisper in his ear. “Thanks for being awesome.”

      He blushed a bit, but his smile made my heart skip a beat. “Thanks for being you, Silver.”

      We shared a look of appreciation and turned our attention back to Mr. Thanos, who began his lesson. Time flew by as we learned about the importance of weaponry and were given an overview of what was expected from us.

      The bell rang, and we began to gather our things. I snapped my fingers and reversed the spell completely, restoring Adam’s legs when Mr. Thanos was having a final chat with him.

      We were ready to leave, and Mr. Thanos gave us an acknowledging nod. We said our goodbyes in respect and headed down the chaotic hall.

      Wolfgang’s hand slid right into mine, as he began to lead the way.

      “Hmm? Wolfgang, you don’t need to hold my hand,” I noted.

      My voice didn’t give off any bit of disapproval, and I squeezed his hand back out of a growing habit. I was liking the feeling holding hands gave.

      The sense of security it delivered.

      We paused when there was a backup in trying to get to the next building. Wolfgang moved super close to me, throwing me off guard. “What?”

      He lightly kissed me and grinned. “Nothing. Something was on your lips.”

      I pouted my lips, giving him a look, but my eyes noticed the pair of purple orbs staring directly at me.

      Callister?

      His eyes showed how annoyed he was, but his face held a guarded expression that could have appeared as boredom to a stranger. His attention didn’t leave me feeling excited or turned on in the slightest, compared to the guys.

      It was scary. Like a predator watching its prey, seconds before an ambush.

      Wolfgang squeezed my hand and began to move forward, pulling me out of the intense stare down with Callister.

      “Let’s get going. I think your next class is with Yuriel,” Wolfgang declared, tugging me along.

      “All right,” I replied.

      I forced myself to look forward, but I was sure Callister’s stern eyes were still on me. I pushed away my fear, locking it back up where it belonged.

      He has no control over you anymore. He’s with Nikko now. She can deal with him.

      That’s all I could keep telling myself.

      “Silver,” Wolfgang whispered. He looked over his shoulder as I lifted my head from staring at the floor while we walked.

      “Yes?”

      He simply stared at me for a long moment. “Make sure you stick around us during gym, all right?” From the tone of his voice, this request was non-negotiable.

      “All right. I wanted to be with you guys anyway.” I gave him a small smile. He paused in his stride and I came to a stop, giving him a confused look.

      “What?”

      “Who’s that guy?” He inquired.

      “Which…” I trailed off, noticing how his golden orbs darkened. “Ex.”

      “The asshole?”

      “Yeah,” I admitted. “Dimitri and Yuriel have already had encounters with him.”

      “If possible, don’t be near him. Understood?”

      “Okay.” I gave him a firm nod. I wasn’t going to argue with him. There wasn’t a nerve in my body that wanted to be near Callister. He was old baggage that I wanted to stay in the past where he belonged.

      “Good.” He gave my hand a squeeze. “If he does bother you, just tell us. I’ll let Ryuu turn him into ash.”

      “You know that’s murder,” I pointed out.

      Wolfgang’s lips perked up and he looked like an evil mastermind at that moment.

      “Not if it’s an accident.”

      “That…hmmm.”

      I shouldn’t bother arguing. I feel like if the four of them thought of a plan, they would somehow get away with it. Especially with that other side of Dimitri.

      “Guess I’ll let you all know,” I confirmed.

      “Awesome. Let’s go before we’re late.” Wolfgang was back to his usual happy self, tugging me along as we walked faster to reach the meeting point with the others.

      These men are so protective of me. Is that how it’s supposed to be? Is this how people love?

      I wouldn’t be able to answer those questions now, but maybe I’d experience it for myself.

      Maybe I’d learn what real love was all about.
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      “Silver,” Yuriel grumbled.

      I took another slow glance at our professor and then just as slowly returned my gaze to Yuriel, who actually looked uncomfortable with my continued back and forth staring match.

      Let’s be real. It wasn’t like I was doing it on purpose or anything.

      I and nearly two-thirds of the class kept looking back and forth, and I could totally see why.

      “What?” I asked, after a full minute.

      “Can you stop staring? I can’t sleep with your attention on me,” he whined.

      “You’re not supposed to sleep in class, first of all. Second, I can’t help it,” I earnestly replied.

      We’d reached class without any incident, having met up with Ryuu, Yuriel, and Dimitri.

      Wolfgang had said something about my ex, but I’d been caught up in my own thoughts and missed what they had said.

      I wasn’t worried when I was around the guys, each of them having some type of protective, ‘stay away from us and whoever is near us’ aura about them.

      I thought Dimitri and Ryuu displayed that, but Wolfgang somehow glided through the sea of students, and when I walked with Yuriel, people just drifted away like he was a walking infection.

      We’d gotten a few confused looks, which made me wonder if I had something on my face.

      It also could have been because I was holding his hand and apparently angels weren’t very affectionate unless they were super relaxed, but I felt that was with almost every shifter here.

      Aside from succubi and incubi.

      Once we settled into class, sitting close to the back of the small, fifty-desk room, I understood why we received all those looks.

      “I don’t care about other people, but it makes me feel like you need something,” Yuriel admitted.

      “I need answers,” I proclaimed. “That’s why you were allowed to park your bike in the teacher’s lot.”

      “Maybe.” Yuriel shrugged and yawned. “I still get in trouble.”

      “But not by the school,” I concluded.

      Our professor cleared his throat, catching our attention. It’s not like he needed to.

      His presence and very prominent aura demanded it.

      “Welcome to Shifter Skills of Survival, Level One. I’m Professor Xin and will be the one to guide you all in discovering the many skills you’ll need to be a success both at this academy and in your future careers as spies. This is a no bullshit course. My knowledge should be respected and if you piss me off, I’ll be happy to kick you out. Take out your notebook and write down the notes I place on the board.”

      “I’m going to assume he’s your older brother,” I whispered.

      “Yeah. He’s an ass,” Yuriel concluded.

      “You say that, but I don’t feel it.” I emphasized the ‘feel’ part.

      We put off our conversation, drawn into the lesson. It was definitely fast-paced, and I could already tell from the tense atmosphere that some people weren’t getting the magic spells Professor Xin had written and quickly conducted at a lower power level.

      Yuriel ended up dozing off, his head on his crossed arms. I figured he probably knew all of this stuff for him to be sleeping, but I made sure my notes were neatly written in case he needed to copy what he didn’t understand or missed.

      Professor Xin glanced our way a few times, but I kept my calm.

      I’m sure he could have been annoyed that his younger brother was sleeping in his class, but he didn’t say anything.

      “Sir, can you go a bit slower? I didn’t get the last spell,” a student requested.

      “If you hadn’t been flirting with the bunny shifter next to you, maybe you could have written it down,” Professor Xin replied back.

      He was still facing the board while his hand with the magical chalk was gliding along the black surface, finishing the next spell incantation.

      A number of us gawked at him, turning to the student whose whole face was red, while the girl next to him glanced at her notebook.

      “T-that’s not true,” the guy countered.

      “I don’t need to turn around to confirm it. Your face is as red as a tomato. The last spell was Intrada Lo Sha Monda. A spell that triples the user’s magic for a short period of time. Now stop interrupting my class,” Professor Xin grumbled.

      “Sir. You have a student sleeping in your class and you haven’t said anything,” a guy from our right side revealed.

      I gave him an intense glare and he shrieked, looking as though I’d zapped him with my eyes alone.

      What a snitch!

      Professor Xin paused in his writing, turning to give the student with blond hair and dark blue eyes an icy glare.

      “If you’re referring to the male two desks down from your row — who just so happens to be my younger brother — I’m well aware of his sleeping habits, just like the rest of the professors in this school. Why don’t you learn how to pay attention to your own problems instead of being a snitch everyone hates?” Professor Xin snapped.

      The student paled and looked back down to his book. Professor Xin rolled his eyes. Looking at our desk, his teal eyes that had little silver stars in them landed on Yuriel.

      “Yuriel,” Mr. Xin called out.

      Yuriel opened one eye, lifting his head to look at his brother. “Hmm?”

      “What was the last spell I just wrote on the board?”

      Yuriel blinked, staring at his brother for five seconds. “Intrada Lo Sha Monda. It enhances the caster’s power by three for ten to fifteen seconds, sometimes longer depending on how strong the shifter is. Do I need to walk up there and draw it?”

      Everyone was completely silent.

      Professor Xin turned his attention back to the snitch student. “Nope. Why don’t you come up here and draw it, Mr. Snitch? Suitable last name, by the way.”

      Everyone nervously looked back to the student, whose face was red.

      “Y-you can’t talk to students that way!” he huffed.

      Professor Xin lowered his chalk and with a blink was right in front of the student’s desk.

      A cool shiver went through me, and from the fearful looks that flooded everyone else’s faces, we all could feel his frigid wrath.

      “This is my classroom. My space, my rules. I can talk to you in whatever manner I like. Do you think this is high school, where you can go home to your rich parents and complain about the teacher picking on you? Snitches don’t make it through this school. Neither do shifters who don’t pay attention to their own paper in front of them. I’ll only warn you once because this is the first day of classes. Don’t test, annoy, or even think about pissing me off. Or I’ll be the reason you’re kicked out of this school. I’ve had it done plenty of times before and the Dean always trusts my judgment. Keep that in mind before you walk into my class and barely pay attention, but think you can drag another student down in the dirt.”

      He rose back up from Mr. Snitch, who was shivering like he was taking part in the lead role of a scary movie.

      Professor Xin glanced around the rest of us as if making sure everyone understood his words.

      “Make sure everyone takes my warning seriously. This isn’t a playground. Keep your eyes on your own paper because you’ll surely need to if you want to pass my class.”

      He walked up to our desk, glancing at my hand first before looking straight into my eyes. Stay calm. Stay calm. Stay C-

      “Mewr!”

      Aww, fuck.

      Star poofed out of nowhere once again, but Professor Xin took a step to his left side, lifting his hand in time to catch Star, who landed right into the palm of his hand.

      She blinked and stretched out in his hand, giving him one of her happy looks.

      “Mewr?”

      Professor Xin stared at Star, who maintained his gaze.

      “Cute.” His monotone voice matched his effortless shrug.

      He lowered Star to Yuriel’s side of the desk and looked at his brother. He picked up the course outline, rolled it up, and lightly hit Yuriel’s head.

      No one said a word, but Yuriel gave his brother a calm expression while he mumbled, “Ow.”

      “I know you know all of this, but don’t sleep in my class,” Professor Xin scolded. His voice didn’t have even a quarter of the scary tone he’d used on the other students.

      “Yes, sir,” Yuriel respectfully replied.

      “And stop parking in my spot,” he grumbled.

      Yuriel smirked but didn’t say anything.

      Professor Xin unrolled Yuriel’s outline and placed it back in place. Star moved to inspect the paper and sat on it like she now owned it. Professor Xin moved back to the front of the class.

      “Now. Mr. Snitch, come up here and write the previous incantation on the board. Write, spell, and draw out the magic circle.”

      Mr. Snitch looked tense, but he slowly got out of his seat to head to the board. I looked at Yuriel, who met my gaze. “I wanna sleep, though.”

      “I don’t know how you’re going to sleep tonight.” I shook my head.

      He worked on cracking his neck as we both checked on Mr. Snitch’s very slow progress.

      “I will. Let’s talk after class. I don’t want another head hit from my brother. He was nice this time. Next time, lightning will come from the sky and strike me.”

      “How loving of him,” I replied, not wanting to be caught talking after his display of power.

      My instincts told me his aura alone wasn’t anything compared to his true capabilities.

      I’ll have to gather all my questions for after class.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The bell rang, and I worked on gathering my things. We had fifteen minutes to get to the gym, but I wasn’t sure if we’d have to change into gym attire.

      Everyone else in the class seemed to scurry out of the room, grateful that our almost two-hour class was finally done.

      It was definitely an interesting class, but I could tell this was going to be one of the hardest compared to the others.

      Professor Xin approached us when the last student had left the door, closing it behind them. “Why are you in my class anyway?” Professor Xin asked Yuriel, who shrugged.

      “I didn’t make the schedule.”

      “Hmph. It’s a conflict of interest.”

      “Does that count in shifter school?” Yuriel questioned.

      “Stop sleeping in class. I already had your other professors whine to me.”

      “But they’re boring,” Yuriel countered.

      I continued looking between the two of them. I felt like they had forgotten I was right there. Star, who’d been quietly sitting on my notebook, walked over to sit on Yuriel’s hands.

      “Mewr.”

      Yuriel and Professor Xin blinked, the two of them shifting their attention to me.

      “Hi, Silver,” Yuriel greeted.

      “I never left, you know?” I gave him a smile anyway. “Hi. Are we heading to gym now?”

      “The others said they would meet us up here since we’re pretty close to it,” Yuriel pointed out.

      “They did?” I tried to recall when it was brought up, but I was getting a full blank.

      “You were thinking.” Yuriel gave me a troubled look. “We told you, but you were staring at Star at the time. It was before we separated to get to class.”

      “Right,” I replied. “Must have been deep in thought.”

      “Hmm.” Professor Xin looked between us. “You never said you had a girlfriend.”

      I began to blush while Yuriel shrugged again. “You never asked.”

      “Hmph.” Professor Xin shrugged in return. “Whatever. At least she gets you to talk.”

      “I do talk on the regular,” Yuriel grumbled.

      “That’s an overestimate regarding your communication skills. Your daily workout is from all the shrugging you do,” Professor Xin countered.

      “Go away, Daichi. Don’t you have a class to teach or something?”

      Professor Xin lightly karate chopped Yuriel’s head. “Don’t call me by my first name at school.”

      “But class is done and no one is here,”

      I waved my hands. “Hello?”

      “Silver doesn’t count,” Yuriel elaborated. “She’s special.”

      Professor Xin rolled his eyes. “You’re actually interested, huh.” He turned his attention to me and then looked down to the ring. “The ring really does cloak the human in you.”

      My mouth fell open, but I didn’t know what to say. I was still trying to wrap my head around the fact Yuriel had said I was special.

      “She feels like an angel now,” Yuriel pointed out.

      I guess the cat is out of the bag among the professors?

      “I can tell. Her magic is still strong, but many angels have great magic and mana control. Not suspicious at all,” Professor Xin commented. “Though, I do suggest you look into the ring some more. I also suggest you begin to train.”

      “Train?” I questioned.

      “You’ll understand once second semester begins,” Professor Xin noted. Star moved away from Yuriel to get a better look at Professor Xin, her little head looking between the two of them before she sat down and stared.

      Professor Xin gave Star a look but gave in and petted her head. “Why is this thing annoyingly cute?”

      “She’s a uni-kitten,” Yuriel answered. “She’s meant to be cute.”

      “Blossom! Yuriel, we’re here!” Dimitri called out. “Damn. It smells like death, life, and cherry blossoms!”

      “Life doesn’t have a damn scent,” Ryuu argued, the two of them entering the room first. They were about to go at it but their eyes landed on Professor Xin and then slowly looked to Yuriel.

      “Shit,” they said in unison.

      “Why are you two swearing?” Wolfgang asked, walking into the room and following their gaze. “Huh? Hey. There’s two Yuriels!”

      I hadn’t really focused on it, but Professor Xin really did look exactly like Yuriel.

      Their silver to black hair was the same length, and they stood at the same height of 6’3”. They also shared a slim build, and gave off the same ‘I really don’t care’ attitude.

      The only difference was that Professor Xin’s eyes were light teal with silver stars, whereas Yuriel’s were navy with silver stars.

      “Go to the gym,” Professor Xin encouraged. “And move your damn bike.”

      “But I have nowhere to park it during class…or after.”

      “You just park it there because everyone thinks it’s mine so no one does shit to it. What about if I want to drive to work?” Professor Xin argued.

      “I’ll drive you.”

      “No.”

      “At least I offered.”

      “Very angel of you,” Professor Xin muttered. “Get going. I’m going home.”

      “Okay. Bye, Daichi.”

      “Stop calling me by my first name.” Professor Xin ruffled Yuriel’s hair.

      “You’re ruining my perfection,” Yuriel noted.

      “Good. Annoying brother,” Professor Xin scoffed and looked to me. “Make sure he doesn’t sleep in gym either. Actually, all of you make sure he doesn’t sleep period. Sleep at home.”

      “Uh…” Ryuu, Wolfgang, and Dimitri looked at each other. “Sure.”

      Professor Xin nodded, walking to his desk to grab his bag and a black notebook. He headed to the door and paused.

      “Make sure you look into that ring, Ms. Solange,” he voiced again, looking over his shoulder to meet my intrigued eyes.

      “Yes, Professor Xin,” I replied, nodding for extra emphasis.

      He returned the nod and headed out the door. The others moved to where we sat, Wolfgang placing his hands on Yuriel’s shoulders.

      “You have a brother?!” he exclaimed.

      “Yeah. He’s dumb,” Yuriel casually replied.

      “He cares for you,” Ryuu quietly announced, catching the rest of our attention.

      Yuriel slowly nodded. “I know.”

      “Was class hard with the two of you being in the same room?” Dimitri asked, moving to stand behind me. He placed his hands on my shoulders and began giving me a massage. “And you look tired, Blossom.”

      “Do I?” I questioned. “I’m okay.”

      “Some snitch pointed out that I was sleeping in class and got humiliated by my brother. He doesn’t have the patience for snitches. Actually, he just doesn’t have patience,” Yuriel explained and rose up.

      “He noticed the ring, huh. Why did he say you should look into it?” Ryuu asked.

      “I’m not sure,” I admitted.

      “It does make Silver appear like an angel shifter, though. He also mentioned we should start training soon, or at least before second semester,” Yuriel elaborated.

      “Man. First day of classes isn’t even over yet and it feels like six weeks since school started.” Dimitri sighed.

      “With the schedule we currently have, I really doubt we’ll have much training time. Maybe on the weekends?” Wolfgang suggested.

      “Let’s see how it goes,” Ryuu suggested. “We can even try one-hour sessions. We all do some sort of training or meditation. We can make it into a group thing.”

      “That sounds like fun,” I admitted.

      “Until she kicks our asses,” Dimitri noted.

      “I would do no such thing,” I dramatically replied in shock.

      “Why are your eyes twinkling as if we approved you to go on a murder spree?” Ryuu questioned.

      “They are not.” I blinked my eyes innocently. Wolfgang and Yuriel looked my way.

      “Nah. She looks like she’s planning to kick our asses and then go on a murder spree.”

      “Innocent until proven guilty,” Yuriel noted. “But in this case, she looks guilty.”

      “You guys are acting silly.” I giggled. Rising, I picked up my bag and noticed Star was now in Dimitri’s hands.

      “We heard a few students talking about a uni-kitten in class,” Dimitri revealed.

      “Ah. Yeah…about that. Star’s been appearing a lot today,” I admitted.

      “Are you anxious cause it’s the first day?” Yuriel asked.

      “I’m not sure. I’m usually really calm…or at least, I try to be. Who knows.” I glanced at each of them and smiled. “But it’s okay. One more class and we’re going home.”

      “Let’s stick together for gym class. I heard from a few students that it’s challenging and you have to choose your team wisely,” Ryuu suggested.

      “Agreed.” The rest of us nodded in approval. We headed to the door, Wolfgang taking the lead while Yuriel and Dimitri walked alongside me and Ryuu stayed behind.

      One more class to go. Let’s hope there are no more problems.
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      “Ugh. I hate change rooms,” I grumbled under my breath, doing my best not to be annoyed by the high-pitched squeals and laughter that seemed to echo throughout the room.

      It just made the torture of changing into gym clothes worse.

      I wasn’t nervous about changing in front of girls, but in a locker room full of shifters who loved to show off their tails between their voluptuous asses, it felt really awkward.

      Our gym class was happening in Auditorium C, and consisted of 50 students. Due to gym class being a big chunk of the final period for many of the students, there were Auditoriums A-Z to accommodate.

      I heard in the hallway that it would only be like this for a good two weeks before people started dropping, failing, or in worse cases, dying.

      Our gym professor wouldn’t be the same each week. It would alternate from the professors we had in our classes, though we’d still have a few new professors we hadn’t met yet, which was expected.

      At the moment, I wasn’t at all worried about what was to come. In fact, I was confident in my magic abilities and fighting skills.

      Seeing as the guys were with me in Auditorium C, we could keep our plan by sticking together, but I did feel the tension thrumming through the air.

      Everyone’s ready to prove themselves. Including me.

      I quickly slipped into my gym wear: black shorts and a white short-sleeved T-shirt. The basics.

      I tied my hair up in a high bun, not wanting to deal with the chances of someone trying to yank it to gain an advantage. Slipping my shoes back on, I locked my items and pressed my hand against the metal pink door.

      Locshana Mevito

      I opened my eyes to see the tiny pink magic circle already fading away, my spell now in place.

      Even though our lockers had regular locks, I never trusted them without adding my own spell. It would protect the locker and the contents in it.

      There could be a damn explosion and my locker would be the last one standing.

      “Hey, girl with the silver hair.”

      I looked to my left to see a few Succubi in nothing but underwear looking my way.

      “It’s Silver. Not hard to remember,” I announced, remembering they were in one of my classes from earlier. I had no idea which, but that just proved they weren’t important.

      “Silver. Yeah. What’s with you being all flirty with your team?” The girl in question was mixed-race with pink hair.

      “Yeah. You’re dating that professor’s brother, aren’t you? We saw you guys holding hands,” another mixed girl with blonde hair noted.

      “She was holding hands with that hot dude earlier. The one with gold eyes and black hair,” a third girl with orange hair added. She had the palest skin I’d ever seen. If it wasn’t for her long purple tail in the shape of a heart, I would have mistaken her for a vampire.

      “Damn. First day at school and you already cheating on your man.” Pink Hair giggled. “How slutty of you.”

      “Are you guys done? I don’t have time for any of you right now.” I turned around and slipped my hands in my black shorts, thankful to have them. It was hard to get a pair of fitted shorts that didn’t roll up and had pockets.

      “And let’s make this known right here and now. Yes. I’m dating the professor’s brother, and the guy with gold eyes and onyx hair, and the other two guys on my team. They’re my boyfriends, and your group can’t even talk shit about me because many shifters date more than one guy.”

      The group was silent while a few of the other girls returned to changing into their gym wear, trying not to get involved.

      “Well…that’s good,” the pink-haired girl said.

      I nodded. “Yeah. Who would want one large cock when you can have four?”

      With a wink, I looked away and headed out of the change room.

      Wolfgang was leaning against the wall, his hands in his loose basketball shorts. He looked to his right, noticing my approach.

      “The others went to save a spot. People are already picking their teams so we might as well sit in the group we want to be in,” he explained, offering me his hand.

      I placed mine in his, the two of us making our way to where the others were sitting in the left corner of the court.

      “A group of succubi tried to make fun of me for holding hands with all four of you,” I mentioned as we reached Ryuu, Dimitri, and Yuriel, who were sitting cross-legged on the floor in the same black shorts and white t-shirt Wolfgang wore.

      “What did you say?” Ryuu asked.

      Wolfgang and I lowered to sit and I gave them a proud smile. “I told them I was dating all of you and four large cocks are better than one.”

      The four of them burst into laughter, moving to pat my shoulders in praise. A few students were looking our way, but the guys clearly didn’t care.

      “That’s our Silver,” Wolfgang declared. “Keep the clap-backs coming.”

      “Serves them right. None of their business,” Yuriel stated.

      “Female shifters really have time. Guys are in and out. We don’t want to be stuck in a change room full of naked guys for longer than two minutes,” Ryuu noted.

      “And they’re succubi? Who are they to make fun of you when they thrive on having multiple partners, and gender doesn’t matter to them?” Dimitri acknowledged.

      “Are they friends with that Nikko girl?” Wolfgang inquired.

      “Could be?” I replied. “I don’t really know who her friends are. When we hung out it would always be us. I don’t really do group hangouts.”

      I was never invited to them and I’m sure if Nikko did go to them, I clearly wasn’t told to come along.

      “Group hangouts are overrated.” Wolfgang ran his hand through his black locks.

      “If they don’t really want you around, they aren’t fun at all,” Dimitri added. “It’s like being the third wheel.”

      “Not fun,” I agreed.

      “I think that Nikko girl is in Auditorium B. We saw her walking down the hall,” Dimitri revealed. “She could have told her friends to try and bother you.”

      “I don’t think she’d do that, but I can’t say for sure anymore,” I replied.

      Noticing Professor London’s entrance, the noisy auditorium dimmed to a quiet murmur. Mr. London didn’t speak until it was completely quiet.

      “Good afternoon and welcome to Spy Combat Testing. I’m Professor London and will be your advisor for today’s class. Seeing as today is the first day, we won’t be going into too much. I can tell you all have positioned yourself in groups of five. Smart. Make sure the individuals you are sitting next to are the ones you are willing to be teamed with the rest of your four years here.”

      “Hold on. All four years? Not by semester?” a student questioned.

      Another student raised their hand before they spoke.

      “So if we decided to stick with the four people we choose to be in our team, we won’t ever be able to change them? What about if one fails? Or two? Or all four, leaving you by yourself?”

      I could tell her apparent teammates were giving her a look as if she was using them as examples.

      Mr. London looked around the room and replied.

      “No one has time for every semester to come and go with you all spending half the class deciding who you want to be with. As future spies, you may have to choose your team which will remain permanent until the day you retire. S.S.S.’s mission is to find the best of the best. You have to change your mentality to think like a spy. Not base your decisions on friendships. You have five minutes. Decide who you want to be with for the rest of your four years. No matter if one or more of your teammates drops out, gets kicked from the academy, or dies along the way. You will be assigned into another team that you wish to join if that does happen. Also remember, if your teammates die due to your lack of trying to protect or save them in the line of a mission or duty, be advised that others will be notified about that. You are responsible for the people in your team. The same way they are responsible for you. Choose wisely. I’ve started the timer.”

      There was a long silence that flooded the room, and in seconds, people were getting up and moving around to discuss with other teams.

      We rose up, but none of us moved from our spots. I glanced to the four of my men.

      “Are we good with sticking together for the next four years?”

      “I’m down,” Dimitri replied without any hesitation.

      “Four years? Easy.” Wolfgang grinned.

      “Might as well. I don’t get along with anyone else,” Ryuu looked relaxed.

      “Sure,” Yuriel agreed.

      I looked at each of them, wondering if they were just going along with it because we were dating.

      “You guys know we can’t change our minds after this. What if we get mad at one another or you guys wanna break up with me or something?”

      Dimitri moved around and hugged me from behind. “As long as you keep using the same body wash, shampoo, whatever lotion, I’m fine.”

      “What if I change it to like…orange?” I tested.

      “I’ll still like you. I’ll just throw the bottle out when you’re not home.”

      The others groaned while Dimitri continued to smile happily.

      “Besides, no team is perfect. We’re going to have arguments and dislikes. We don’t know each other well enough yet, but we have four years to do it. No team in history has come together and been absolutely perfect,” Ryuu elaborated.

      “Ryuu’s right. We may not be a perfect fit, but we all want to try and graduate together, right? Shouldn’t that be more than enough?” Wolfgang suggested.

      Yuriel met my worried gaze. “What do you want, Silver? Do you want to choose another team?”

      “No,” I said immediately, looking directly into his eyes. “I want to be your teammate and deal with the craziness that I’m sure is in store for us. The four of you didn’t know who I was, or my reasons to want to attend S.S.S., but you all supported me like we’d known each other for years. I’m sure we all met for a reason and I don’t want to lose that. You’ve just got to get used to me.”

      They all smiled and there was a sudden poof. “Mewr!”

      “Ah.” The five of us outstretched our hands to catch the uni-kitten who appeared in the middle of our little circle.

      We somehow had our hands stacked upon one another, mine landing on top in time to catch Star, who looked innocently around us.

      “Mewr?”

      “I swear I didn’t summon her,” I defended.

      “I think she just wants to be a part of the conversation.” Wolfgang chuckled.

      Star purred as she snuggled into a little ball. In seconds, she was gone.

      “Yup.” The others nodded in agreement.

      We lowered our hands, but I placed my left hand out, the ring glistening under the bright light from above.

      “The next four years is going to be intense. I don’t know what’s in store or if I’ll be able to do my part as a leader this year, but I’m willing to learn and definitely try. Please be patient with me, and never hesitate to tell me what’s on your mind. I may be the leader of our team on paper, but all of you have unique knowledge and skills that can help us along the way. If a mission, task, or issue arises, I’m happy to let one of you lead when it suits the situation. Most importantly, no matter the struggles, let’s do our best to stay together. No matter the good or the ugly.”

      Dimitri put his hand on mine first. “I’m in and ready to face whatever comes our way.”

      Yuriel was next. “Fine by me.”

      Ryuu placed his hand. “We’ll deal with anything that comes our way.”

      Wolfgang placed his hand. “And we’ll have fun doing it.”

      My ring burned with energy, and I noticed the small glow of light that wrapped around our extended left hands. We smiled, feeling our oath settle in the air with the help of our magic.

      It could have been our bond for all we knew, but the flow of calm that wrapped around me made any hidden worries fade away.

      I’d be able to trust these four men.

      They were all uniquely different, but they all wanted to achieve the same goal, without the added greed or desire for more power that many of the other students here desired.

      We noticed other groups were whispering and staring at us, but the others didn’t seem bothered by it.

      I did catch the wide smile on Mr. London’s face as he stared at our group. When our eyes met, he merely nodded, like he was giving us his approval from afar.

      We lined up and waited for the other students to figure themselves out. Yuriel and Wolfgang were on my left while Dimitri and Ryuu were on my right.

      Let’s see how this gym class goes.
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      “That was awesome!” I cheered.

      My voice was breathy, and I paused to catch my breath.

      “Silver, you aced that. Can you teach us that spell? The one where you literally canceled gravity and made them all float in the air? That was badass,” Wolfgang cheered, moving to rub my back.

      “It’s really hard,” I admitted. “That’s the first time I’ve tried it.”

      “Don’t tell me that’s the skill brother taught us this afternoon?” Yuriel questioned, looking shocked. The few strands that were out from his ponytail were stuck to his drenched face.

      “It was. I knew I could do it. The problem was how much energy it would take. I’ll definitely need a lot of food when we get home.”

      “We’ll order whatever you want, Silver. You’re the reason we won,” Ryuu praised.

      Dimitri walked over and offered me his hand. I took it and leaned back up. He closed his eyes and gently placed his hand on my forehead.

      It was warm at first but then cooled, taking away my shortness of breath.

      “That should help. We learned it in class earlier.” Dimitri smiled at me.

      “Thank you,” I replied, taking in the four of them. They were all drenched to the point that their white shirts clung to their chiseled frames, giving everyone a good dose of every line and muscled ab they carried.

      I couldn’t talk much. Something told me to wear a black bra today, and I was certainly glad I did, for my shirt was just as drenched, clung to every curve, and showed the black outline of my bra.

      We were the last team to go up with our opponents, who just so happened to be the group of succubi from earlier. I hadn’t underestimated their power, but fighting off their commands was the hardest part of the test.

      In order for us to win, I used the gravitational cancellation spell Professor Xin had explained to us during class and followed it by a silencing spell, cutting off their ability to speak for a shortened period of time.

      While I held the gravitational spell, Yuriel was the first to snap out of the succubi’s hold and command lightning to come out of nowhere and smite the five of them.

      The test was over just like that, and the team had to be carried out to the nurse’s office. None of us knew we were going to do actual combat today, but I could now understand why Professor Xin had said to start training.

      Everyone really went all out, and today was the first day. It was difficult to imagine how we would survive doing this five days a week.

      Heck, my body was so sore, I wondered if I’d be able to walk tomorrow from all the running and cartwheel drills we did during the first half of class.

      The focus was to help us build not only combat skills, but our stamina, flexibility, and running speed.

      “Let’s go change,” Ryuu suggested.

      “Silver? Are you going to shower here or when we get back?” Wolfgang asked.

      “Are you guys planning to shower?” I asked.

      “We might as well,” Yuriel answered. “We really can’t walk in these. Wolfgang brought extra clothes for us.”

      “Ah. True. I’ll probably shower at home. I don’t like public showers. It takes me longer to get ready though. You guys don’t need to rush.”

      “It won’t take us long,” Dimitri urged. “Just a quick rinse and change of clothes. We can take longer showers later tonight.”

      The others nodded, and I gave them a thumbs up. “Good job, team. Be back here in ten to fifteen minutes?”

      “Yes!” they replied. We waved goodbye and I made my way back to the change room. It was quiet, but that was exactly how I liked it.

      Star ended up appearing once again, but I didn’t mind. She was quietly playing with my bundled pair of socks while I stripped completely out of my drenched clothes.

      Even my bra and underwear were wet, and I stripped out of them, too.

      I definitely wished I could take a shower now, but I had a big phobia of change rooms. When I was younger, it was one of the main places I’d been bullied.

      Too bad I kicked all their asses.

      My parents had had to come to the school, but I didn’t get in trouble. Scarlet had come along and had every date and time in which I’d told her about being pushed, punched, tripped, or picked on and that just pissed off my parents.

      Thankfully, I left school altogether soon after, until I was much older and couldn’t be easily pushed around anymore.

      Snapping my fingers with a speck of magic, a new set of lingerie cloaked my body, and I reached into my locker for my white shirt first.

      I personally liked tucking my shirt into my skirt, so I always put it on first. After I buttoned it halfway, I conducted a wind spell to begin drying my hair.

      I’d have to bring some dry shampoo along for crazy days like these, just so my hair wouldn’t smell. Once the warm wind dried my hair, I snapped my fingers again to cancel it, my long silver and turquoise strands falling down my back and sides of my face.

      “Mewr…”

      I moved my attention from my shirt to Star, who began to hiss.

      Her fur rose up and little bolts of electricity jolted around her in different colors. With a sigh, I moved to pick her up; the electric current pulsing off of her had no effect on me.

      “Star? Shh. It’s okay. I’m fine, see?” I cooed, lifting her up so she could have a good look at me.

      Her hissing sounds lessened, and she reached out with her paw to tap my forehead.

      “Yes, I’m fine.” I moved and kissed her little forehead. “Want to go check and make sure the others are in the shower?”

      “Mewr?” She gave me a confused look but wiggled out of my hold.

      I lowered to the bench, next to my bundled socks, and she gave me a long look before her body faded into a pink cloud.

      My smile faded, and I rose up to stretch my back for a moment.

      My fingers returned to buttoning my shirt, but the presence I’d sensed since I’d started changing was lurking in the shadows.

      “Are you going to keep being a Peeping Tom, or you going to confront me already?” I announced. “I’m sure it’s against S.S.S. rules for a male to be in the women’s change room.”

      “You wouldn’t tell on me. I’ve known you long enough to know you won’t, babe.”

      My body involuntarily shivered as I closed my locker door and pressed my back against it, facing off against Callister, who walked out of the shadows of the locker room.

      I immediately noticed those devilish wings of his and long blue tail in the shape of a spade.

      I bit my lip hard, realizing I was in a far more dangerous situation than I’d expected. I’d only sent Star away because I had no clue how to actively use her with my low magic levels at the moment.

      No wonder he’s confronting me. He knows I’m exhausted from class. Can’t fight that manipulative voice of his.

      “Callister. You need to leave,” I announced.

      My eyes caught onto the way his trailed down my body. There was a different type of gleam in his eyes. A darker, sinister desire that made me want to crawl into a dark corner and cry my eyes out.

      Stay calm, Silver. He doesn’t have the power to control you anymore.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” he muttered, taking his time as he began to approach me. Each step he took seemed to echo around me, the sound surpassing the loud pounding of my thrumming heart.

      “In the female change room?” I questioned, giving him a curious look.

      It was taking everything in me to mask my emotions, but I knew Callister all too well. He didn’t feed off emotions reflected in someone’s facial expressions.

      He could taste the fear in the air, and he thrived on it like it was oxygen.

      “Why are you attending S.S.S.?”

      “Why is it any of your business?” I countered.

      He stood before me now, and I pressed my back further against the locker as he took another step forward, entering my personal space.

      He lifted his hand at a calculative pace, moving aside my long strands so he could lean in and brush his lips along my neck. I fought not to scream, to hide how afraid I was as my hands clenched into tight fists.

      “You’re not a shifter.”

      “Says who? Last time I checked, I was an angel,” I muttered.

      I stiffened at his touch, feeling his hand lay upon my thigh and move right up to the specific spot that always left me frozen.

      Waiting for his command on me to take action.

      “Has that angel been touching what is mine?”

      “Callister,” I breathed. “We’re not together anymore.”

      My words were laced with my inner rage. Why was it fair that he could still have this negative effect on me? That his closeness could leave me in this stony state of fright?

      “Why aren’t we?” he questioned, leaning back to stare directly into my eyes. “Why?”

      “You know why,” I snapped. “Nikko’s your girlfriend now. I don’t think she’d like to see you cheating less than twenty-four hours after seeing me. You’ve been dating for a while now. Why is it all of a sudden a big deal that I move on?”

      “You don’t miss me even a bit.” His finger trailed in circles along my outer left thigh, and I pressed my legs together as tightly as I could.

      He won’t hurt me anymore. I’ll fight off his effect. I can’t let him win. Not again.

      “No. I’ve moved on. Just like you.”

      Our stare was intense, and he frowned. “Silver.”

      There it was.

      That incubus power of his working its magic. My breath hitched, my body seemed to relax from its tensed stature, and my once-clenched fists loosened up.

      Callister smiled, leaning closer till our lips were centimeters apart. “Let’s get back together, Silver. You know what I can do. The influence I can gain at this school. You don’t need those guys. All you need is me.”

      I closed my eyes shut, trying to fight off the wave of power attempting to wrap its hold around me and influence my response.

      No. I’m not with Callister anymore. He’s not my boyfriend. He’s nobody to me. He hurt me. He let Dad die. He didn’t care. Four strangers I just met care more than Callister ever did. They worry about whether I eat or sleep. They care about my health and wellbeing. They even care about my familiar. Callister didn’t show a quarter of the love these men have shown in the last few days.

      My lip trembled, and I kept my eyes closed, letting my words come out slowly while I mentally fought his grasp.

      “No. I have Dimitri, Yuriel, Ryuu, and Wolfgang now. I don’t need you, Callister. No. I don’t want you in my life anymore. You won’t hurt me anymore. You won’t have a claim over my body or touch me without my permission. Leave me alone.” My voice cracked on the last three words, wishing I had enough magic to invoke them and make that command turn into reality.

      I knew Callister wouldn’t back off. He’d get what he wanted like he always did. He never once listened when I told him to stop. He never gave me the choice to lose my virginity to him.

      He commanded my permission. I was never given that chance to deny him. To walk away.

      And it still haunted me till this very moment.

      “Get your filthy hands off her, incubus. Or I’ll be happy to turn you into ash right this second.”

      My eyes snapped open to see Callister’s malicious expression fall, the flood of annoyance settling into the lines of his face as he deliberately took his time to look over his shoulder and face Dimitri, whose eyes were molten red with burning golds and oranges that flickered like wildfire.

      Other Dimitri…

      I desperately yearned to warn him that Callister could use his words against him, that he only needed a few seconds and a sentence to leave his mouth to gain control of Dimitri, but I couldn’t.

      “Don’t interfere, hellhound. She’s mine.” Callister snarled.

      My eyes closed once more, waiting for Dimitri to give his verbal understanding and walk away. It was what always happened when a brave soul tried to interfere with Callister’s task.

      I flinched at a loud crash, peeking an eye open to see that Callister was now in a neck hold and pressed firmly against the dented lockers opposite of me.

      My mouth went slack, and I trembled from the onslaught of heat that raged around Dimitri, flames erupting from his body and swirling around his feet.

      “Do you expect that pathetic skill to work on me? You believe a garbage species like yourself can take control of us? Beings created from the depths of hell? Foolish.” Dimitri’s voice was deadly and thick with power.

      His grip tightened on Callister’s neck, preventing him from wiggling free as he coughed and choked.

      “This is your last warning. Stay away from our girlfriend, or I’ll show you what this hellhound can do. These very flames will torment you for the rest of eternity while your soul will be tied to me. I’ll make sure to use you the same way you manipulate others, and no one will be able to retrieve your soul,” Dimitri threatened.

      Callister glared at him, but he was struggling to breathe. He finally gave in, nodding quickly until Dimitri let him go, his body falling to the ground.

      He scurried from the floor, giving Dimitri a look before his eyes locked with mine. I held his gaze, locking down my emotions so he wouldn’t see right through me.

      “Leave,” Dimitri commanded.

      Callister did exactly what he said, walking away until we heard the sound of the change room door closing.

      The room fell quiet.

      Dimitri turned around to face me; the red in his eyes was still intense and filled with burning rage. I looked down to the floor, ignoring how my body shook.

      “Y…you should go. Ca-Callister may try and get you in trouble.” I struggled to speak, my voice shaking while tears stung my eyes.

      Again. I always feel so vulnerable because of him. He didn’t even do half of what he would have done if Dimitri hadn’t interfered, and yet I feel so hollow. I’m afraid.

      Dimitri didn’t say anything, taking a cautious step forward. He took another, and one more, and I could see his bare feet in front of mine.

      Now that the original threat was vanquished, I took in his appearance, realizing he was in nothing but a towel.

      His black hair was dripping wet, and the orange, red, and gold ends held a slight brilliance to them.

      I finally gathered the courage to meet his eyes, feeling more anxious with the prolonged silence between us.

      Does he hate me now? Will Dimitri not want to be around someone who’s been ruined by Callister? What about the others? What if Callister tells them that he still has ownership of me? This dating thing was a bad idea. I should have remained single. Then no one but me would get hurt. I don’t want to hurt them.

      My eyes noticed Dimitri’s hand slowly reaching for my cheek. I fought the urge to flinch and move away, but the slight jerking movement made him pause.

      “I won’t hurt you, Silver.” Dimitri’s smooth voice brought along a wave of equilibrium.

      It also left me even more worried about the future.

      “You guys can’t date me,” I whispered.

      My voice was thick with remorse.

      My mind felt as though it was fogging up with immense heartache. As though I was experiencing what it was like when I first broke up with Callister and realized he’d told everyone what a horrible girlfriend I’d been, just so I wouldn’t be able to find someone else.

      I heard the sound of the door opening, but I continued on with what I had to say.

      “Callister. He won’t let go. He’ll tell you guys I’m a cheater or a money moocher or just make me look like the bad guy. I-I can’t. I-I don’t want to look like that in front of you guys. I’m sorry. You guys all deserve better. I know we haven’t even dated for a week, and here I am trying to end it, but I’d rather be single and unhappy than have my image ruined again. I’d rather break up now, instead of allowing the rumors he’ll create and feed into everyone’s minds destroying your view of me.”

      My vision blurred as hot tears rolled down my cheeks.

      “He did the same when I broke up with him. I couldn’t go out for months because everyone left and right looked at me in disgust. I was the gold digger. The one who dated him just to save my dad. Funny, isn’t it? Daddy died anyway and I was left mourning the loss of a parent who supported me to the moon and back while also dealing with the hate of the town. It took so long before I could go back to work and keep my head up high. So long to open myself up again and be okay with trying and making friends. I thought S.S.S. would give me the chance to really enjoy what it’s like to meet people, to have friends, to meet someone who loves me for me. I got lucky and met the four of you guys, and in less than a week, it’s all going to disappear.”

      My shoulders lifted and fell as sobs racked my body.

      “I’m sorry for doing this. As long as you guys don’t hate me, I’d rather lose everything and be a loner.” I lifted my hands to wipe away my tears.

      “Mewr…”

      I looked down to my feet to see Star was sitting there, her eyes now a dark blue and glassy with tears.

      Her sadness made me even sadder, and I leaned down and picked her up, hugging her against my chest.

      I realized Ryuu, Yuriel, and Wolfgang were here, but I couldn’t bear seeing the disappointment on their faces.

      I’d actually thought things would work out, and the idea of dating all four of them was scary, but also exciting.

      Now it was all up in flames on the first day of classes.

      I lowered my head in shame, still sobbing away. I mentally hoped they would quietly leave, and then I’d figure out how we’d deal with the next four years of being teammates.

      “Silver.”

      The gentle brush of Dimitri’s hand gave me a hint of hope as I lifted my head to look into his eyes.

      They were back to their amber appearance and were filled with so much love, I almost forgot to breathe.

      “We’re not going anywhere,” he whispered. I hesitantly looked at the others who had moved to stand just behind Dimitri, the three of them with compassionate expressions.

      There was not a hint of judgment there, and it left me bewildered.

      “B-but Callister wi—” I tried to defend my decision but Ryuu spoke up.

      “S.S.S. is a school full of shifters, Silver. Shifters may love to gossip and pick sides, but none of us enjoys being manipulated. Callister may have gotten away with using his powers on your town because it’s hard for witches to sense when their mind is being altered by an incubus, but there’s no way in hell he can do the same to a shifter without being caught.”

      Yuriel nodded. “S.S.S. is huge, Silver. He can’t manipulate 5700 students, and it’s impossible to break the mental boundaries professors have on their minds.”

      Wolfgang gave me a small smile as he nodded in agreement with the others.

      “Sorry, Blossom, but you’re stuck with us. We may not know the whole story between you and Callister, but we know enough about you to say that we’re not giving up on you. You said earlier that no matter good or bad, we’ll work things out. We’d ride through the next crazy four years as a team. That ring on your finger is a sign of our oath from our mission and the bond that connects the five of us. Callister can try and do whatever he wants. We’re not leaving you.”

      Dimitri stroked my cheek and nodded. “And he’s never getting this close to you again. None of us thought he’d make a move on the first day of school, let alone an underhanded one like sneaking into the girl’s change room. I swear, Silver. It won’t happen again.”

      “Why? Why are you guys so nice? I d-don’t…I…” I had no strength to finish, and Dimitri sighed. He gently tugged me forward, wrapping his arms around me.

      “We’re nice because you’re our girlfriend, remember?” he whispered. “And you smell amazing.”

      I laughed a bit at his added comment and returned to sobbing into his bare chest. I felt the others’ closeness and their gentle pats and rubs along my back.

      “Let’s go home, Silver,” Wolfgang urged.

      “We’ll help you dress if you need it,” Yuriel encouraged.

      “My car is parked near the exit. We can drive back today,” Ryuu urged.

      I nodded into Dimitri’s chest, and after I cried enough, the guys helped gather my remaining stuff while Yuriel helped me finish dressing.

      The car ride home was silent as I sat between Yuriel and Dimitri. My head was resting against Dimitri’s shoulder. He sat to my left while my right hand was in Yuriel’s.

      I’d been fighting the urge to sleep the entire time, but as we got closer to home, I was beginning to lose the battle.

      “Silver?” Yuriel’s voice was low but lacked emotion. “I have only one question.”

      “Hm?” My body tensed up, but Dimitri reached for my other hand, squeezing it in support.

      “We won’t judge you, Silver,” Dimitri whispered.

      I mentally nodded, thinking it would somehow communicate to the others. Yuriel was quiet for a moment but finally asked his question.

      “In your relationship with Callister…did he…” Yuriel trailed off.

      I already knew what he wanted to ask, and that was why I was so tense.

      I’d never said it out loud. To say that specific word. Nikko knew about the mistreatment, but not the bedroom side of things.

      I was sure Scarlet had figured it out long ago but wouldn’t say anything unless I was ready to say it to her and Mother.

      They won’t judge me. I have to trust them.

      Wolfgang spoke up when I didn’t say anything. “Silver. You don’t need to say the exact word, but…did Callister use his incubus powers on you without your permission?”

      “Did he touch you without your consent?” Yuriel whispered.

      The car was silent, and I knew deep down I wouldn’t answer unless I heard the word.

      “Silver.” Ryuu’s tender voice was what motivated me to open my heavy eyes just slightly. He was staring at me in the rearview mirror, those mismatched flame-to-ocean eyes peering right into my mine.

      His gaze reached down to my very soul.

      “Did Callister rape you?”

      The question of the century. The words I’d wished all those people who’d judged, hated, and insulted me would have stopped and questioned, instead of taking Callister’s side.

      Instead of being influenced by him.

      My throat felt like it was closing up, but I fought against the silence. I didn’t need to protect him anymore. I wanted to start living my life in the present and not the past.

      I needed to acknowledge what happened to me, or I’d never move on. I wouldn’t be able to love these four men who were willing to give me a chance. Who were willing to protect me from the man who thought he’d forever have control over me.

      With the bit of courage I had left within me, I answered truthfully.

      “Yes.”
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            Our Dark Pasts Mold Our Bright Futures

          

        

      

    

    
      ~SIX DAYS LATER~

      

      “Mewr.”

      I carried on folding the pile of dry laundry while Star attacked the bundle of socks I’d put in a small white basket.

      Today was Sunday and we’d officially survived our first week at S.S.S. Academy.

      Though we were still breathing, our bodies had been so sore from Friday’s crazy day of random testing and trials that we all came home, ate pizza, drank a bottle of wine each, and passed out until Saturday evening.

      I could now understand why the fridge was stocked with alcohol.

      We would need it.

      Since our crazy first day of classes, I’d been on the quieter side. After revealing what Callister had done with the simple word of acknowledgment, I’d fallen asleep.

      None of the guys pestered me about it during dinner, and they acted like they normally did throughout the rest of the week.

      Each night I’d woken with one of the guys holding me in their arms.

      The first night was Dimitri in his hellhound form once again. I suspected he just liked sneaking in, but I really did want his company.

      In the morning, they had asked if I actually was okay with them bunking with me each night and I’d voiced that it had brought me comfort.

      It wasn’t like we were intimate or anything. I always wore lingerie and a shirt to bed and the guys would either wear sweats or their boxers. Their presence was welcome and had no negative effect on me.

      I’d been worried that my nightmares would come back from those dark times in my life. But they hadn’t poked their way through my dreams this week and that left me relieved each morning.

      Since my encounter with Callister, I’d only seen him twice more.

      Both times I was with one of the guys; the first encounter was with Wolfgang and the second with Ryuu.

      On both occasions, Callister had swiftly avoided us. It was weird to see the flicker of fear in his eyes when he noticed me passing in the hallway. His avoidance left me feeling more grateful for having the guys as teammates and boyfriends.

      I’m sure on the outside, some would wonder why I was dating four very different shifters, but it seemed like our differences were what brought us together and were making school a lot easier than I expected.

      It was still hard and utterly exhausting with the long lectures, aching muscles, weak magic levels, and occasional reprimands after a student did something stupid that pissed one of our professors off, but it was an expected reality in an academy training the best spies in the world.

      Scarlet had called me three times this week, particularly on the night after the change room incident.

      Her gut instincts were always on point, and she somehow knew the words she needed to say to me when I wanted comfort but didn’t want to reveal exactly what was going on.

      We had fifteen more weeks until our first semester was over. I honestly couldn’t wait for the two weeks off, and I was debating on what I wanted to do.

      There would be an academy dance, but not everyone would be invited. From each team, only the leader and one other member could attend. Almost like a way to show your team was still here after the chaos of writing exams and never-ending trials.

      We’d briefly discussed it during downtime, but our main focus was surviving the coming months and growing as a team.

      With the afternoon buzzing by, I decided laundry would be a good thing to do while I sorted my own thoughts, especially since I had plenty of dirty gym clothes.

      Gym always gave me a bit of anxiety, especially after the change room incident, but I either made sure to change with a few of the girls who liked to shower after class, or on those days where no one was there, I’d simply endure the drenched ride home and take a long shower then.

      So far, I’d made one friend, who was a bunny shifter. Her name was Zuri, and she literally reminded me of Eevee from Pokémon.

      Scratch that. More like a Sylveon because she was literally pink and white and could use light and fairy magic.

      She was super shy, looked nowhere near in her early twenties, and had the softest voice I’d ever heard.

      We’d met when she took the locker next to me in the change room after our second gym class and Star had randomly appeared and taken her socks.

      I had no idea why my uni-kitten familiar had an odd addiction to socks, but it was thanks to her that I was able to have a conversation with Zuri.

      She was on a supreme team that was similar to mine in terms of variety. Her four other teammates were also her roommates, and she was dating one of the guys, who was a lion shifter. We’d ended up exchanging numbers and had been texting each other at least once a day.

      Even before I’d put my laundry load in, she’d texted me about how her lion boyfriend had tried doing laundry and ruined all her lingerie.

      I tried to imagine what an angry bunny would look like, but needless to say, she was spending the day out with the rest of her team to get her new lingerie.

      Aside from her boyfriend, her teammates were two other guys and a girl, but I didn’t know what shifter races they were.

      I was sure they didn’t have the same type of relationship I had with the guys, but it made me happy that Zuri had been as lucky as me with a supportive team.

      Being shy was definitely the hardest trait to have when in a competitive environment like this, but they always said the quiet ones were the most dangerous of them all.

      I had to wash my own uniforms, but I’d realized the guys hadn’t done any of their laundry either.

      It could have been because they were always trying to help me out with homework and had very little time to do anything else aside from sleeping, eating, and studying.

      We hadn’t figured out a training schedule either, which was another one of the many tasks on our list. I knew Dimitri was taking a nap in the sun while Wolfgang and Ryuu went out to get us some groceries.

      I’m sure we could have had them delivered, but Ryuu said he needed specific ingredients to make an energy smoothie that would help us during the week.

      He and Wolfgang used to drink them during their school times, but certain ingredients had to be retrieved at a special store on campus.

      It would help ensure we didn’t feel like zombies by gym class. We all needed that extra boost of energy. I hadn’t seen Yuriel around, but I assumed he was either sleeping or outside.

      Doing laundry, especially the folding part, reminded me of all the times I’d fold the clothes with Dad after Mother had washed and dried them. It was like a Sunday tradition, where Scarlet and Mom would wash our clothes and hang them up to dry.

      Then Dad and I were in charge of speeding up the drying process and folding everything.

      It provided me with time to talk to my dad quietly, telling him my weekly concerns. I missed his company, even now.

      I was sure if he’d known about my relationship with Callister, he wouldn’t have approved of it. He knew I had been dating someone, but not the details. He was protective, and I didn’t want him stressing over my boy troubles, but I wished I had told him.

      I wished I didn’t have to see Callister anymore. That he would just fail or screw up or something, but it was wishful thinking.

      I simply hated how his presence had caused bad memories to resurface, and all I could do was shove them to the side and act like I wasn’t hurting.

      The knock at the door caught my attention, and I noticed Yuriel was crouched down, holding a bundled sock that had Star latched onto it.

      She was hanging on to it with her teeth and claws, while Yuriel was giving her a confused look.

      “You really like socks,” he told her before meeting my gaze. “Hey.”

      “Hey.” I gave him a small smile as he rose up with Star.

      After placing her back into the basket of socks, he moved to sit in front of me, crossing his legs.

      He was in a white t-shirt and black shorts and his hair was down. He looked as though he’d just woken up.

      “Were you sleeping?” I asked.

      “Yeah. I went to bother my brother and check on my apartment in town. When I got back, you were picking up our laundry baskets from our rooms. I asked you if you needed help, but you didn’t reply.”

      “I didn’t? Uh…” I cringed at his words, realizing I had a habit of ignoring the world when I zoned out. “Sorry. I was thinking.”

      “It’s okay.” He gave me a small smile. “Need help?”

      “Sure.” I smiled back.

      We began folding more clothes, and I wondered about the apartment he’d mentioned.

      “You have an apartment?”

      “Yeah. It’s a small one,” Yuriel replied. “I don’t stay there much. Just when I need some space from my family.”

      “Is your family not really supportive?” I questioned.

      It didn’t appear that way with his brother. Even when he scolded him all week about parking in his spot, it wasn’t truly out of anger. You can tell it was just his personality.

      “My brother is. My parents…well. It’s a long story,” he mumbled.

      “Mewr!”

      We glanced to the basket of socks, watching it fall over. Bundles of socks rolled onto the floor with Star snuggling what looked to be Yuriel’s black socks.

      She blinked innocently and got up. After picking up the black bundle of socks, she ran over and climbed onto Yuriel’s crossed legs.

      “Those are mine,” Yuriel pointed out to the uni-kitten.

      She merely blinked at him and returned to hugging the bundle like it was a stuffed doll.

      Yuriel sighed but petted her head. “Weird uni-kitten.”

      The whole scene made my heart swell, loving how he and the rest of the guys accepted Star so easily.

      Now she came out whenever she liked, and I had to be thankful to her for being the one to grab the others when Callister had confronted me.

      “At least your brother cares,” I whispered.

      Yuriel nodded, his eyes staring at the white t-shirt in his lap while he continued to pet Star.

      “My brother paused his teaching career to take care of me,” Yuriel admitted.

      “He did?” I asked. Professor Xin had mentioned he’d only returned to teaching two years ago.

      “Yeah. I…” He paused, looking at the door as if someone was there.

      “No one else is here,” I whispered. “You’re not allowed to tell people about your past, right?” I remembered Ryuu had said there were specific rules angels had to follow.

      “Not necessarily. I can, but it has to be people I wholeheartedly trust and who won’t sell me out, basically. Among the other stupid rules angel shifters have to follow. I never had to worry about the rule since I never had friends.”

      “You never had friends? People you could rely on?” I questioned in horror.

      I’d had my share of trouble when it came to making friends, but at least I could say I’d had Nikko. She may not fall into that friend category anymore and hadn’t been the perfect best friend, but she had been there.

      “No,” Yuriel simply replied. I waited for him to continue, which he followed up with, “None of the angel parents would let me hang around their kids…so.”

      “Why not?” My anger was already rising within me. Yuriel noticed, giving me a tilt of his head.

      “Why are you angry?” he countered.

      “Because that’s mean!” I emphasized. “Kids shouldn’t be forced to not play with one another.”

      “Maybe it’s that way with mages and humans. Shifters don’t care about kids’ feelings. They want their kids to be surrounded by those who will make them stronger and better. Not someone who’s considered a disgrace among our race,” Yuriel muttered.

      “You’re not a disgrace,” I whispered.

      “I am in our society.” He smiled. “Could be why I’m rather anti-social.”

      “You’re not anti-social,” I grumbled. “Just because you’re blunt and would rather do your own thing doesn’t make you antisocial. If you were, you wouldn’t like hanging out with any of us or sitting with us in the cafeteria during lunch.”

      “I guess,” he replied.

      “Is it because of…you know?” I inquired.

      “No. I wasn’t born a fallen angel. That happened when I was 22.”

      “How many years ago was that?” I asked.

      “Three.”

      “Then why exactly were you isolated?” I questioned, unsure what other reason there could be when he was an angel like everyone else.

      “My brother is actually my half-brother,” Yuriel admitted.

      He wasn’t looking at me but playing with Star, who was lying on her back and playing with his finger by swatting it with her paws.

      “Half-brother,” I mumbled more to myself than him.

      “My mom was married to my brother’s father. He’s a really strong angel who was a part of our council. He’s very strict and worries about his image all the time. He wasn’t on the council when he first married my mom, but once he got the role, he began to change. He got very conceited and would spend more time outside than at home. It upset my mom a lot, and she had to basically raise Daichi by herself. That’s when she met my dad.”

      “I feel I know where this is going,” I commented.

      He nodded, but his eyes were still on Star. “They had a fling and my mom realized she liked my biological dad more. Needless to say, her husband found out and wanted my dad to be killed.”

      “Don’t tell me they—”

      “They didn’t. Well, they couldn’t. We’re angels and follow certain rules. We’re not allowed to kill one another over sinful actions. Yes, my mom broke a commandment, but as angels, we’re not supposed to judge our actions, or so they say.” Yuriel shrugged. “It’s weird. Angels try to act like the holiest species alive and yet the sins they commit behind the scenes are surely double that of any other race.”

      He began rubbing Star’s stomach, who was wiggling playfully on his left thigh.

      “Basically, my mom got pregnant without noticing. Angels don’t experience periods and stuff and there were no physical signs that my mom was pregnant, so it was a surprise. Being the baby born out of wedlock already cast a dark shadow on me, and no one wanted to be around me. My dad was cast out to a different district as punishment, so I only got to see him on occasion. I wasn’t allowed out a lot of the time, and no one wanted to play with me. I was homeschooled while my brother went to school, and our Mom was the one who was raising us once again. It wasn’t until later that Mom found out her “clean” husband had been cheating on her for years.”

      “No way!” I gasped.

      Yuriel grinned. “Yup. It ended up in all the papers and boy, was my mom pissed. She’d been humiliated and isolated because of a one-night stand out of loneliness and stress, while her husband had been cheating on her for years. She divorced him, and wanted to go back to my dad. The only problem was she didn’t want to separate Daichi and me. Even though I was young at the time, I was intelligent because of the homeschool lessons. I told my mom to go live with Dad and I’d stay with my brother. She ended up doing that, but my life was a living hell with our new stepmom.”

      “Oh no.” I frowned.

      “It was all right at first. I still got homeschooled, at least until I was able to do online classes on my own. Then when I was sixteen, I got a job at a library, which was nice because it wasn’t in the angel district. No one knew me and I could simply stack books and read. I worked a lot and saved every paycheck so I could go see my parents. It’d been a while since I’d seen my mom and dad, and I wanted to do a surprise trip. My goal was to go when I turned eighteen, but then that went downhill.”

      “What happened?”

      “The district we’d been living in didn’t want Daichi’s dad on the council anymore. It looked bad to have him on there. We had to move to a brand new sector across the country. That meant I was even farther away from my mom and biological dad, which meant more money was needed for my trip. They live in a place where you have to take a plane to get there and can’t teleport. My brother was willing to help, but I knew his dream was to become a professor. I didn’t want to hold him back.”

      “Did that mean he had to go to school and you were left alone with your stepmom and stepdad?” I asked.

      “Yeah. I didn’t care much because I transferred to the library there because I’d been a good employee, but I regret it now.”

      He sighed. “My stepmother hated me. She basically blamed the fact her new husband had been brought down on my existence. One day, she sent me to the next town to get some ingredients for a spell she was conducting. My brother had just finished his first year teaching at S.S.S. and was loving it. He wanted to come with me, but I knew he’d be tired from the traveling so I told him not to.”

      Yuriel finally lifted his gaze to meet my intrigued eyes.

      “It took me hours to search for the ingredients. I found out she’d sent me to the wrong town entirely. I decided to head back, but that was the night the town was attacked by hunters.”

      I gawked at him, my eyes growing wide. “What?”

      “It was something that was happening more frequently, but from the rumors and articles, the hunts were planned or paid for. Hunters don’t just randomly attack an entire town without a reason. I had a feeling that I wasn’t simply at the wrong place at the wrong time. I think my stepmom paid for them to attack the town. I wanted to run, but there had been a festival going on and there were a lot of kids there. I couldn’t imagine their wings being cut off, or the torment it would bring them trying to live without them. I fought the hunters for as long as I could, at least until all the kids were rescued. Myself and seven others were captured and taken as hostages. I think we were in captivity for a week or two? It’s all a blur really.”

      He shrugged as though it wasn’t a life-changing event.

      “We were all tortured and they punished us by taking our wings slowly. Feather by feather, until we were featherless. Then they ripped them out of our backs. In the end, I was the only one who survived. The others killed themselves the night before I was rescued. One of the guards had left the machete they had used to cut our wings, and they all slit their throats and bled to death. Gruesome really, but as much as I tried to persuade myself to do the same, I couldn’t. I knew I didn’t deserve to die. Nor would I give my stepmom that satisfaction. My brother and members of S.S.S. were able to infiltrate the hunter base and rescue me, but the damage was done.”

      “Yuriel…I…I don’t know what to say,” I confessed through tears.

      He looked at me with interest. “It’s okay. It happened. Nothing to cry over.”

      “Yuriel. Your own stepmom planned for you to become a fallen angel. That’s something to cry about…you had to deal with the pain and seeing others kill themselves,” I stressed.

      “Yes, but it can’t be changed. Why waste your precious tears on something that can’t be undone?” He shrugged again. “Only my brother, mom, biological dad — and, well…recently you and the others — have been nice to me. No one ever cared when I cried at home. No one batted an eye when I cried for my mom to return. Everyone did their best to avoid me after word got out that I’d become a fallen angel. That’s how we eventually ended up living around here.”

      He reached out to fold more clothes as he talked.

      “I knew my mom would hear the news eventually, but I didn’t want to be neglected by her, too. I used the money I’d been saving to get the apartment here. I basically shut everyone out, even my brother. Daichi realized my depression was serious and somehow managed to get into my apartment, even with the bunch of barrier spells I’d put up. He wouldn’t leave. Very annoying.”

      “Is that why he took two years off?”

      “Yup. It took me about a year before everything really began to sink in. What had happened, the reality of what I was now, the hardship I’d endure in my own society. I’d already dealt with being an outcast due to my birth. Imagine now that I was a fallen angel? My brother had to sit me down and asked what I wanted in life. I wasn’t sure, but I did wish to see my mom again.”

      A smile formed on his lips as his eyes closed.

      “The very next day, I woke up to a pot of soup that I adored when I was a kid. My mom was the only one who could make it just right. I knew that meant she was in my apartment, but I felt as though that was impossible. I was a fallen angel. She wouldn’t want to be around me, and yet, there she was with my biological dad and brother. They had a cake to wish me a happy birthday and it had black wings on it. I don’t know why, but it meant everything to me. That cake told me they knew what I was and they still loved me.”

      He opened his eyes, the silver in them twinkling with joy.

      “After that, my parents stayed with me for a full year, along with my brother. My mom would cook and make remedies that would aid in growing my wings back. My dad would put special ointments on my back to make the regrowth of my wings a lot easier. It’s painful to grow them back. Like crippling pain. When I got pain spurts, Mom or Dad would hold me and sing to soothe me. It was weird at times. I thought parents would only help when their kids were young. Not when I was a grown-ass man, but they were there, just like my brother.”

      He smiled then. “When I got my black wings, it was hard to adapt. You always assume when people talk about these things that it’s merely a legend, but the proof was there when I looked in the mirror and summoned my wings. I couldn’t avoid seeing them because I had to stretch them out every day until I was completely healed, but again, my parents helped me out.”

      “What happened to your stepparents?” I asked.

      “They still live in the same place.” Yuriel shrugged. “We didn’t have enough evidence to prove it was my stepmom and I honestly didn’t care anymore. She thought she’d broken me, but I got the last laugh. I went over there with my brother because he needed something signed by his dad. We ended up having dinner, and Daichi made sure to rub in their faces that I’d gotten into S.S.S.”

      He began to chuckle. “The look on her face was pure gold. It made me feel like all the pain I’d endured had paid off. That I’d come out of this as the true winner. We went back to my apartment that evening and had a little celebration with my parents. That was the day I went to get my bike and stuff and then picked you up,” he concluded.

      “Yuriel. Wow…your story is…heart moving,” I whispered, a tear rolling down my cheek.

      He reached out to stop the second tear on its descent down my cheek.

      “Glad to know it’s not a complete sob story,” he replied. “First time telling anyone. Feels…nice.”

      “Thank you for telling me,” I whispered. He nodded, and we continued to fold the remaining clothes.

      “Why did you wake me up?”

      “Because you’re going to get sunburn!”

      “Hellhounds don’t get sunburn, idiot.”

      “And I have darker skin.”

      “Just because you both have darker skin has nothing to do with it!”

      Yuriel and I both leaned over to see Ryuu, Wolfgang, and Dimitri down the hall.

      “Have you ever seen a black person wear sunscreen?” Ryuu asked.

      “No! But that’s because you always say you’re too dark to get burned,” Wolfgang revealed.

      “Exactly. See this smooth chocolate skin? The sun can’t burn its glorious surface,” Ryuu said with pride.

      “He’s right. The darker your skin, the safer you are.” Dimitri nodded before he yawned.

      “Who the fuck taught you this shit?” Wolfgang groaned. “You know what? I’ll ask Blossom. She’s going to force y’all to wear sunscreen.”

      “It’s already fall. Why the hell do we need it?” Ryuu asked.

      “And where is Blossom?” Dimitri questioned. He began sniffing the air and his face brightened as he looked our way. “Blossom!”

      I giggled while Yuriel rolled his eyes. “You could have looked down the hall and seen us,” Yuriel pointed out.

      The three of them came into the laundry room, glancing at the folded clothes.

      “Holy. Silver? Did you wash all our clothes?” Wolfgang asked.

      “And dry them?” Dimitri asked.

      “Is Yuriel actually folding clothes? This feels like a rare moment,” Ryuu commented.

      Yuriel and I rose up, while Star moved to greet Dimitri by tugging at the ankle part of his sweatpants.

      “Hey, guys,” I greeted. “Yeah. I like doing laundry when I need to think and decided I might as well do all of yours since the baskets were full.”

      “Aww. We could have helped. Sorry for making you work,” Wolfgang apologized.

      “Nah. It’s my Sunday ritual. I really don’t mind,” I admitted.

      “Sunday ritual?” Yuriel asked.

      I nodded. “When my dad was alive, our family would do laundry every Sunday together. It was like my time to talk with my dad when things were bothering me. We stopped after he died, but I still kept the habit of doing my own laundry on Sundays.”

      Dimitri moved to stand next to me. “Is something bothering you?”

      The others gave me their full attention and I gave them an appreciative look.

      “I know it’s taken me a few days to process what happened on the first day of class, but I wanted to say thank you for not treating me any differently.”

      I bowed my head to them and smiled.

      “Whenever I thought of telling anyone that Callister had used his power on me to do whatever, I was afraid of being…called a liar? I’d already seen the influence he had on our city and that he’d always be seen as the good rich boy. The word rape holds such weight in our society, and I guess no one thinks it can happen, especially when you agree to date an incubus.”

      I looked down to my hands that were slightly trembling at the thought.

      “I assumed people would just call me stupid or a girl blinded by love. I can’t say they were wrong. Not fully. I did love Callister. I cared for him and thought the attention he was giving me was pure. I assumed he actually cared for me and wanted the best. I thought if I did whatever he wanted, it would make him happy…but sex was the one thing I didn’t want to give away. It was what made me feel like I had control of where the relationship was going, and I wanted to be the decision maker. Like, if I gave him my purity, that meant that I wouldn’t have regrets because it was my decision.”

      I swallowed hard and took a deep breath.

      “But I didn’t get that choice. When it happened, it was like a blur. One minute I was sitting on the bed, and the next I was awake, in pain, and heartbroken. I couldn’t confront the situation then and there, and by the time I finally had the guts to, my dad got sick. I’ve never really enjoyed being in a relationship. I don’t know if I’m going too fast either.”

      I looked up to them, showing them the vulnerable part of me I’d always been scared to put on display.

      “I love when you guys kiss me, like on the forehead, or when you hold my hand or hug me. The closeness I share with you is far different than anything I had with Callister. It’s with good intention. I know that for sure. I’m just scared…that maybe we’re going too fast? I’m worried I’ll do something to fuck this whole thing up. I want this to work out, but what if my insecurities and fear cause it all to crumble down?”

      I lowered my head and ran my hand through my hair nervously.

      “It’s just been hard to think about and I wanted today to do just that. I don’t want to run away from this. To let the fear take control of what I truly want. I think this relationship among the five of us can work. I know it can. My gut has never steered me wrong before. I knew that Callister wasn’t the one for me, but I ignored it. I don’t want to ignore my gut feeling this time and lose you guys.”

      With a nod to myself, I lifted my head in confidence while I clenched my trembling hands.

      “This is the time where I get to control my life. I’m not being manipulated and I intend to maintain that control. Each of you has given me the chance to learn more about you. I’d like to do the same. To live the best life in these four years while being oddly different.”

      I paused, trying to figure out exactly what I was getting at. “So…uh…hmm…I kinda don’t know what I was going to say to make this sound all epic and motivating.”

      They all smiled, and Dimitri put his hand out.

      “Everyone has hardships in their life, but we get stronger by facing them.”

      Wolfgang nodded, putting his hand out on Dimitri’s.

      “There’s always light at the end of the tunnel, so no matter how dark our pasts may be, they don’t define our future. We are the ones in control of whether we remain in the dark or fight to reach toward the light.”

      Ryuu smiled and placed his hand next.

      “We all may have just met a week and a half ago, but I’ve grown a lot already, and found a group of individuals who have made this journey a lot easier with a hint of fun. Our pasts may all be different, just like the colors of our skin and races, but in the end, we’re together here and I wouldn’t want it any other way.”

      Yuriel put his hand out next, his eyes meeting mine.

      “You somehow brought us together, Silver. Even with our various personalities, strengths, appearances, and backgrounds. You allowed us not only to be your teammates but gave us a chance at love. We’re all learning, or at least I am, but I know that being by your side has been amazing already. Our dark pasts are what molded us. They’re what guided us to one another and to this very moment. It’s now our choice to walk forward toward a bright future, and I know just like the three guys here with me that our future includes you in the equation. We’ll have fights and disagreements. Who knows what the future holds, but I’m hoping that no matter where this relationship goes, we’ll always be together.”

      Dimitri nodded. “Whether it be as teammates.”

      “Or friends,” Wolfgang cheered.

      “Or lovers,” Ryuu added.

      “No matter what we are at the end of our four years, let’s do our best to support one another and reach our goal of becoming spy graduates of S.S.S.,” Yuriel vowed with a wide smile.

      The others were also smiling as they waited for me to make my decision.

      “I seriously struck gold with meeting you guys,” I said to myself, wiping away the tears that rolled down my cheeks.

      I placed my hand on theirs, noticing the slight glow of the ring that acknowledged our union.

      “No matter if we’re teammates, friends, or lovers, I want this bond between us to be strong and impenetrable. We will have hardships and disagreements, but I always want us to remember that we’re in this together. I may not have had control in the past, but I sure am able to make my decisions now, and I know we can do this. I know this relationship among us is molded by destiny. Thank you for accepting me, and I hope this Sunday vow can be the start of an amazing semester and four-year journey, together as one unit.”

      “Mewr!” Star hopped onto our joined hands and we all laughed.

      “Star approves. That means we’re official!” Wolfgang cheered. “This calls for a celebration!”

      “We have school tomorrow,” Ryuu groaned.

      “Don’t be a party pooper.” Dimitri chuckled. “Let’s help put these clothes back in our rooms and then we can have a big party!”

      “We need cake,” Yuriel declared.

      “Approved!” Wolfgang declared. “Cake for Yuriel.”

      “For all of us,” Yuriel corrected.

      “You’ll secretly eat it all,” Dimitri grinned with a knowing smile. “You ate the cheesecake in the fridge this week, didn’t you?”

      “No,” Yuriel said with a blank expression.

      “Angels can’t lie!” Dimitri pointed to him. “I swear that was a lie.”

      “Maybe you worded it wrong.” Ryuu sighed. “Anyway, let’s hurry up. I’m starving. We got to meal prep, too.”

      “All right. Laundry away, meal prep, party, cake for Yuriel,” Wolfgang concluded.

      “Perfect,” Dimitri and Ryuu agreed.

      They worked on getting the baskets full of folded clothes, each of them taking one and heading out the door.

      I looked up to Yuriel, who shrugged. “They’re weird.”

      “But?” I pressed with a smile. His face softened while his lips curled up into a confident smile. “But they’re pretty awesome.”

      I giggled. “So are you.” I slipped my hand in his and took a deep breath.

      “Ready for us to tackle this semester head on?”

      “As long as you’re there, I’ll always be ready,” he replied.

      With a firm nod, we headed down the hall while Star ran around our feet carrying Yuriel’s socks in her mouth.

      No more doubt. No more second guesses. I’m going to live my best life attending the academy I’ve dreamed of being accepted into. There will be ups and downs. I’ll have to face people I wish to never see, but I will be strong and conquer anything thrown our way.

      
        
        I, Silver Spell Solange, will prove that I am a fighter and will graduate from S.S.S. Academy.

      

      

      
        
        ~SEMESTER ONE END~
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            First Dance With You

          

        

      

    

    
      ~ELEVEN WEEKS LATER~

      

      “I can fix my own tie,” Yuriel grumbled.

      “Shut up and stay still, dammit,” Ryuu snapped back. “Our asses didn’t give you the ‘Take Our Leader To The Winter Ball’ title for you to complain. I’ll fix your damn tie if I want to.”

      “Hear that?” Dimitri asked. “It’s Ryuu’s heartache for losing the perfect opportunity to dance with Blossom. Ah. This should be turned into a film.”

      “Who would even watch that shit?” Wolfgang roared. “I actually like seeing him suffer for once. Wait till they leave. He’s going to mope all night until they get home in the morning.

      “Morning?” Ryuu argued. “Who said y’all are staying the night?”

      “I never said anything,” Yuriel groaned. “I wanna go back to sleep.”

      “No,” the three of them replied.

      I held back a snicker as I moved away from the cracked door of my room. Turning around, I headed to my vanity to apply the final touch to my extravagant appearance.

      Reaching for the bright red lip gloss, I slowly applied it evenly on my lips, making sure there was enough gloss to really bring out the pink sparkles.

      With a firm nod to my reflection, I put the lipstick into my small purse and walked to the standing mirror in the corner of the room to view the final product.

      My long silver hair was in curls, the turquoise highlights having doubled with all of my magic usage of late.

      I hadn’t even known about that until yesterday, but it seemed to complement my hair in all its curly glory.

      Zuri had come by to help ensure my hair was on point, styling the front and sides behind my ears so my Swarovski earrings would show.

      They matched the massive snowflake necklace I wore, and combined with the snowflake bangle and ring, I was hitting the mark on the winter theme for tonight.

      I wore my school watch but had used magic to completely change its appearance to suit the occasion and wore the charm bracelet Scarlet had given me.

      The beautiful ring on my left ring finger was still golden, the one piece of jewelry that I wasn’t willing to change to fit my appearance.

      I wore a spaghetti strap mermaid gown that hugged every curve of my fit frame. The bodice had a sheer lace down to my cleavage and then transitioned to the sparkling white material.

      On close inspection, the dress had tiny pink and red sparkles that glistened in the light and matched my white heels, which were glazed with pink and red sparkles.

      My heels were in front of the mirror, waiting for me to slide my feet right into the cushioned soles. It had been a while since I’d really dressed up for an event like this.

      Eleven weeks had gone by and we’d officially succeeded in passing semester one at S.S.S. Academy.

      Our exams were all written, thankfully, but the many trials, fights, and training sessions we’d done within these eleven weeks felt like we’d taken a physical exam every two weeks.

      Our team hadn’t lost a single battle, but there were a few close calls. Our last fight was a two-on-two team battle.

      We were partnered with Zuri and her team against two groups of dragon shifters. At one point, I’d gotten knocked out trying to save Zuri from a full-on fire blast.

      It could have been due to my overuse of mana, but thankfully Zuri had protected my unconscious self long enough for Yuriel to heal me while the others went into defense position. We’d won with a combined magic attack, but both of our teams were exhausted.

      At least we’d been given a week off after that to recover before our written exams.

      We’d gotten our results yesterday and we’d all passed with perfect scores. It was such a relief after the difficult semester, and those who got triple S scores were allowed to attend the Winter Ball.

      Two members of the approved teams were allowed to attend, with the requirement that one was the leader. That meant that I was in automatically.

      Zuri’s boyfriend was the leader of their team and they agreed it would be best if Zuri went with him, thus the reason why she’d quickly come down to help me with my hair before I teleported her back to the front of her dorm to get ready.

      This Winter Ball reminded me of prom, something I’d never gotten the chance to attend because I didn’t want to go alone.

      It was a stupid reason, but after my dad had passed and the fallout with Callister, I was in a dark mindset.

      Staying at home curled in a blanket reading my dad’s spell books seemed better than dressing up to attend a prom where everyone either hated me or was influenced by the rumors Callister had spread.

      “Perfect,” I whispered to myself.

      I began to fidget with my hands as I stared in the mirror, wondering if this ball would really be fun.

      “Mewr!”

      I blinked and looked to my vanity to see Star had poofed out of nowhere as usual, clearly due to my sudden anxiety.

      She stretched out and looked around, her interest going from me to the four glittering lip glosses I’d narrowed down for tonight.

      “Mewr!” She reached out to knock down the glosses.

      “Star,” I said firmly. She paused and slowly looked at me, her paw still in place. I sighed. “You’re going to knock them down anyway, aren’t you?”

      “Mewr?” She tilted her head and blinked her eyes as they shifted from pink to a vivid orange with hints of yellow.

      Yup. She’s totally going to do it.

      My statement became reality as she moved her paw and knocked the tubes down, the four of them rolling off my vanity and to the wooden floor.

      I rolled my eyes, but a wide smile formed on my lips. “At least that made me smile.”

      Looking back at the mirror, I stared into my blue eyes. “Silver. You can do this. You promised yourself you’d live a little. Enjoy this moment.”

      With a deep inhale, I let the air out and smiled. Slipping my heels on, I took one last look at myself and scooped Star up, pressing her against my chest.

      “Time to get the guys’ verdict,” I whispered to Star, who looked intrigued by my appearance.

      “Mewr.” She began to nudge my chest with her head, purring away in delight. I giggled. “That means you think I’m pretty.”

      Making my way out of my room, I listened in to the conversation as I headed to the living room where the others were.

      “I got the camera ready!” Wolfgang cheered.

      “You sound like a proud parent,” Yuriel muttered.

      “This is an important moment,” Wolfgang noted. “We may never get to see you in a white suit, pink tie, and your hair up in a ponytail again. This is a Kodak moment.”

      “Do people even use Kodak film anymore?” Dimitri asked.

      “I think the question is, does it even exist?” Ryuu elaborated.

      “Stop correcting me and come make sure Yuriel doesn’t run away or something,” Wolfgang huffed.

      “Blossom’s coming,” Dimitri announced happily.

      “Is she?” Wolfgang asked.

      “You can smell her,” Dimitri pointed out.

      “Of course I can, but her smell is nice and all over the place like a flower air freshener,” Wolfgang retorted.

      “And mint,” Yuriel added.

      “Don’t forget the vanilla,” Ryuu reminded.

      “Or you guys can listen to my heels clacking against the wood floor.” I laughed, entering the living room.

      Four pair of eyes landed on me, and they all gawked in shock.

      “Damn…” the four of them said in unison. My flustered cheeks felt like they were on fire at their sudden attention, but I stood my ground, even though deep within I wanted to hide.

      “D-do I look okay? I mean, if I look bad, you can tell me. I could just chan—”

      “No!” The four of them shook their heads and put their hands out in stop sign motion.

      “You look beyond gorgeous!” Dimitri praised.

      “Wow. It’s hard to think of words to even say how pretty you are, Silver,” Wolfgang confessed.

      “I’ve never seen a woman look so good. You should be a model, Silver,” Ryuu suggested.

      “If she was a model, then everyone would get to see her elegance. We want that for ourselves,” Yuriel acknowledged.

      “Right,” the other three agreed with nods. I shyly looked at each of them.

      “Really? I don’t look like I’m trying too hard?”

      “Not even!” Wolfgang smiled. “You’re going to be the belle of the ball, Silver.”

      Yuriel shuffled around the others until he was at my side. “But they can’t dance with you,” he muttered. “You’re ours.”

      Aww. Yuriel is so sweet.

      “That’s right, Yuriel. Protect her from all the thirsty men,” Wolfgang cheered.

      “Hmm. You know, we should have all dressed up so we could at least have a group picture,” Dimitri admitted, looking a bit disappointed at the realization.

      Ryuu blinked and frowned. “That’s a good point.”

      Wolfgang grimaced. “I don’t think I can strip fast enough. Plus, we don’t have suits. We’re lucky Professor Xin has the same build and height as Yuriel.”

      “True.” The others nodded.

      I looked down at Star, who blinked. “Mewr!”

      She hopped out of my hold and landed on the floor. Closing my eyes, I snapped my fingers and envisioned Dimitri, Ryuu, and Wolfgang in white suits. To add a pop of color, I gave each of them a different tie: Ryuu in teal, Dimitri in golden orange, and Wolfgang in plum.

      When the three of them gasped, I opened my eyes, noticing the glitter that was floating around them.

      Star was running around the four of them, glitter floating off her body.

      “We’re in suits!” Wolfgang smiled.

      “And they’re fitted,” Ryuu praised.

      Dimitri met my gaze; his eyes were sparkling with happiness.

      “This is the first time I’ve worn a suit since my mom’s funeral.” His voice was filled with emotion, and I looked at Wolfgang and Ryuu, who both nodded in understanding.

      “Yeah. Me too,” Ryuu whispered.

      “Me three,” Wolfgang added with a sad smile. Yuriel looked at each of them and stepped forward. “At least this time, we’re wearing them to celebrate our accomplishments.”

      They nodded in agreement, and I had to blink my eyes to make sure I didn’t cry.

      Who knew a simple piece of clothing could bring out those memories? I understood them. Since my father’s passing, I hadn’t gone to events and time simply flew by. To be able to stand here in a dress with my four boyfriends had me wishing my dad could see it all.

      I wondered about what he would say seeing me date four completely different shifters?

      “Let’s get some pictures before you guys go,” Wolfgang declared, picking up the camera again.

      All of us were back in high spirits, posing for the camera Wolfgang set up to magically stay afloat. We did solo pictures first then moved on to partnered pictures, and finally group pics.

      By the time we were finished, it was time for us to go.

      “Have fun, children.” Wolfgang dramatically sniffed, as if he were sending us off to boarding school. Ryuu chuckled, patting Wolfgang’s shoulder. “Stop being so overdramatic.”

      “He had a glass of wine when you guys were getting ready. Let him cry out his sorrows.” Dimitri chuckled.

      Glancing at Yuriel, I let go of his hand for a moment to give each guy a kiss. Their faces beamed at my little act of affection.

      “We’ll represent our team well,” I reassured them. “Make sure Ryuu doesn’t burn the house down.”

      “That was by accident!” Ryuu huffed. We chuckled at the memory, reminded that two weeks ago Ryuu had fallen asleep while cooking and almost burned the house down.

      Luckily, the four of us had just gotten back from the extra night class we took and stopped it in time.

      “Imagine if we didn’t get home on time after night class. You would have died in the blaze,” Dimitri noted.

      “The house is fireproof, remember?” Ryuu countered.

      “Doesn’t mean you are, idiot,” Wolfgang teased.

      “Whatever! You two better go before these guys try and delay you,” Ryuu ushered us to the door.

      “All right. We’ll text you if anything goes crazy,” I assured them.

      “Have your watches?” Dimitri inquired.

      Yuriel and I both raised our wrists to show them our watches.

      “Magic is wonderful.” I winked. Even if it was a ball, we couldn’t trust that it would go “smoothly”.

      “Mewr.” Star was nudging Dimitri’s leg, and he leaned down to scoop her up.

      “Star’s staying?”

      “Yes. She’ll have more fun here than at a crowded dance,” I replied as Yuriel slipped his hand back in mine. “Bye, Star. Be good to Dimitri, Ryuu, and Wolfgang.”

      “Mewr!” she replied, but was already focused on Dimitri’s tie.

      “Bye, guys.” Yuriel gave them a little wave. “Thanks for choosing me. I’ll keep Silver safe.”

      The others looked really pleased with their decision, and I swear they were doing some silent communication because they exchanged looks and all smiled.

      Men code? Hmm. Who knows?

      I snapped my fingers to summon my purse, remembering I’d left it on my vanity when I took Star. It poofed into my free hand, and I placed the red-pink chain over my shoulder.

      We headed out of our property, waiting for the gates to close before I noticed Yuriel’s motorbike.

      “We’re taking your bike?” I was excited, having missed the thrill of the last ride.

      “You mentioned a few weeks ago that you wanted to go on another ride. I figured everyone will be going in fancy cars or limos. I and the others talked it over, and I just wanted something that would take us there and be a little fun compared to a flashy entrance,” he explained, looking a little embarrassed.

      “I love it!” I exclaimed, squeezing his hand lightly. “That means you guys know me well,” I whispered. He blushed in response, and eventually gave me a little nod.

      “We do. We like making you happy,” he whispered. Tugging my hand, he led me to his bike.

      “I feel like I’m one of those extravagant princesses on a horse, sitting this way,” I noted, putting a quick spell on my dress to make sure it didn’t get dirty on our journey to the ball.

      Yuriel grinned, making sure all of my dress was gathered and wouldn’t drag along the road.

      “You are an extravagant princess tonight. The only difference is you get to ride a badass motorcycle while your hair blows in the wind, which, by the way, you should put a spell on to make sure it stays all curly. I like this style,” he complimented, rising up to brush a few strands away that fell from behind my ear.

      “Thanks,” I whispered. He leaned down and gave me a light kiss on my lips.

      “Hmm. No mark?” he questioned when his lips didn’t have glossy residue.

      “These are special lip glosses. I put a spell on them so they would be kiss proof.” I gave him a wink.

      “Handy,” he whispered and gave me another kiss that was longer than the last.

      My relationship with the guys had been really smooth lately. Ever since the day in the laundry room when I made the promise to breeze through the first semester and actually live, my school life had been far better than I’d imagined.

      Aside from school, I got to enjoy the evenings with the guys, and we’d gotten far more comfortable with one another these last couple of weeks.

      I didn’t panic anymore when I held their hands in the halls, and none of them hesitated to kiss me right out in the open.

      Even Ryuu had gotten over his nerves at being seen by other students, making the growth in our relationship even better.

      It still amazed me that our ‘on the spot’ agreement to date had led us to a solid thirteen weeks.

      Now I wondered if we’d go to the next level in terms of intimacy. I’m sure the guys were cautious because of my past, but I wondered if we’d do more than kissing.

      If we’d actually have sex.

      With one last check on me to make sure I was sitting securely, he waited for me to do my spell on my hair, and then handed me my helmet.

      He put his on and got on the bike, starting it up with ease.

      “Ready to go?” he asked.

      I wrapped my arms around his waist and nodded. “Yup!” It was an odd position with my legs on one side of the bike and my arms around him for security, but I did like the physical contact.

      With the roar of his bike, Yuriel pulled onto the quiet street and we headed toward the S.S.S. Academy Banquet Hall where the Winter Ball was about to begin.
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      “I thought for sure there would be some ambush of sorts,” Yuriel mumbled, finishing his non-alcoholic drink.

      “Me too,” I replied, my eyes on the dance floor as we watched students jumping up and down and dancing.

      The Winter Ball had been spectacular.

      The banquet hall was literally made of glass, and entirely decorated with various crystals. I’d wondered how such a place was kept off limits and clean for special occasions, but once we reached the main entrance, anyone could sense the prominent magic embedded in the structure.

      It didn’t need security. The magic within its transparent walls was enough to ward off anyone with evil intentions.

      Our professors were there for “extra” security, but they all looked like they were having a good time.

      Professor Xin had come to see the final results of Yuriel in his borrowed suit, and I underhandedly got a few pictures of them together.

      Not everyone was shocked to see the brothers, but we still got a few double takes when we walked into the main ballroom, hand-in-hand.

      There was a long speech by the current valedictorian of the semester, and then the real party began.

      We’d received a five-course meal, which had the best cake I’d ever tasted. I also found out Professor Xin hated sweets since he brought his plate to Yuriel, who happily accepted it.

      What was really moving was Yuriel was willing to share it with me, even though I knew he had a sweet tooth and really enjoyed the cake with how fast he’d eaten it, unlike other meals where his pickiness came into play.

      The two of us were now sitting at the open bar, as the dance portion of the night started. Yuriel admitted that he wasn’t the dancing type and would rather sit it out when it came to the bump and grind songs.

      I loved to dance, but with this being a school event, you never knew when you’d be judged for your behavior. Especially when it was a spy academy.

      Yuriel had been very protective of me throughout the night as well. He would keep his arm around my waist when we stopped to chat with students from our class and only left my side to get drinks when we’d bumped into Zuri.

      Even now, his hand was wrapped around mine as we watched the dance floor. His open affection combined with his quiet nature made my heart swell. It also left me wishing we could leave here and go home.

      Enjoy some time alone, just the two of us.

      That was obviously a dream since the others were waiting for our arrival once this was all done, but it was all good. A girl could dream, right?

      “Silver!” Zuri moved through the crowd of students seamlessly.

      For a shy girl, I never expected that she could dance the way she was on the dance floor. It could have been the alcohol since the two of us had some shots and glasses of wine but I could tell the alcohol was only half its usual strength.

      “Hey, Zuri,” I greeted.

      “Why aren’t you two dancing?” she questioned, looking at Yuriel, who shrugged. “Slower dances are easier.”

      “And we don’t know if the Professors are judging us either,” I pointed out.

      “Ah. I don’t think so. They do this type of ball once a year. They wouldn’t judge us for having fun!” She dramatically put her hands up.

      I smiled at her now-carefree demeanor. Zuri was 5’4”, with pale skin. She had a Korean background, though because she was a bunny shifter, her family apparently traveled a lot. I had no idea how traveling and bunnies connected, but given Zuri’s ability to speak many languages, it had really benefited her now that she was aiming to become a spy.

      She had short pink hair with hints of silver highlights, and her eyes were bright pink. She currently wore a short white dress that complimented her slim build.

      “Zuri. You move way too fast.”

      I moved my gaze to our left, noticing the 6’5” male breezing through the students. It was understandable since everyone moved out of his way. He wore a white suit with a gold tie, and his short blonde hair shifted to a light brown and was gelled back for the special occasion.

      I knew right away that it was Zuri’s boyfriend.

      Zuri twirled to face her boyfriend, jumping up and down as if she was trying to reach his shoulders. “You’re too slow, Xzavier.” she pouted to him. “Hug me!”

      “You drank too much,” he grumbled but hugged her anyway. Looking our way, he nodded. “Xzavier. Don’t think we formally introduced ourselves,” he greeted.

      “No, we haven’t,” Yuriel replied. “I’m Yuriel and this is my girlfriend, Silver.”

      I mentally squealed at his little display of ownership with him adding the girlfriend part. It always reminded me how my guys always took the opportunity to acknowledge our status, something Callister had never done.

      He nodded. “I know. Power harem.”

      “Harem?” I asked with a tilt of my head.

      Xzavier nodded. “That’s what many students refer to you guys as. A power harem because your team is in a relationship and are uniquely different but powerful. Lion shifters have harems as well. Very intriguing to see one among different shifter races. At least you two are angels,” he explained, looking between Yuriel and me.

      “Boring!” Zuri announced, looking up at Xzavier, who lowered his gaze back to her.

      “What?”

      “I want to go home and do other stuff.” She grinned proudly while Xzavier’s face grew red.

      Yuriel and I blushed, already knowing what she was referring to.

      Damn. I should be bold like that.

      “All right. Just hold my hand and don’t hop away somewhere,” Xzavier reminded.

      “Okay,” Zuri sweetly replied, hugging his bulky arm.

      Xzavier sighed but had a tender smile on his lips. The way he looked at Zuri, you could tell he was really in love with her. It was amazing how love could blossom between a lion and bunny.

      He looked our way. “We’re going home now, but try to dance at least once. There’s no traps or bugs tonight. Already did a search.” He gave us a wink.

      “Bye, Silver. Bye, Yuriel. Enjoy the bliss of love. Dance the night away!” Zuri sang while Xzavier literally carried her with one arm.

      “Bye.” I gave them a small wave and finished the rest of my drink.

      My ears picked up on the song change, the melody slowing down to a ballad.

      Looking at Yuriel, I smiled. “Want to dance? It’s a slow song.”

      Zuri and Xzavier were right. We should at least enjoy one dance to commemorate the night. Knowing there weren’t any hidden agendas on the academy’s side of things left me feeling more relaxed.

      Yuriel looked at the dance floor and back to me. “Okay. One slow dance won’t hurt.”

      We got off our bar stools and strolled to the middle of the dance floor. Yuriel faced me and offered his hand in an inviting gesture.

      “Care to dance, Blossom?”

      My smile wasn’t enough to portray the gleefulness within my heart. “I’d love to,” I quietly replied, placing my hand in his. His arm smoothly wrapped around my waist, pulling me close to him as we began to slow dance.

      I couldn’t help sliding my arms around his neck, the two of us staring into each other’s eyes while we effortlessly danced to the romantic rhythm of the song.

      I could smell the light cologne on Yuriel’s body while my eyes were lost in admiring his handsome features, which were illuminated under the crystal lights that shone from above.

      There was no denying the sexual tension between us. The way Yuriel’s eyes kept lowering to my lips, or how his inhales were quick. He did well to not show it, just as I did my best to calm the rapid beating of my heart.

      Yuriel’s fluid movements told me he was, in fact, a good dancer, every movement on the beat of the music as he took the lead. It felt like our bodies knew one another down to our skin as we relished in our combined energy.

      “You know,” he whispered. “I’ve never slow danced with someone I’ve had feelings for.”

      “You haven’t?” My low voice displayed my shock.

      “No. First Winter Ball, first slow dance, and you’re my first love,” he confessed.

      “Yuriel.”

      His honesty tore at me, leaving me wishing we’d met sooner rather than later. His apartment was in the same city as me, and yet I’d never once met him. If we had met back before I’d met Callister, would we have fallen for one another?

      No. I’m sure we would have walked right past one another back then. A witch and a fallen angel. You’d never expect them to connect, and I was too young back then, while Yuriel was working at the library. We surely wouldn’t have crossed paths.

      His arms held me closer, pressing me against him as our rhythm slowed, our lips just inches from one another as we continued our passionate stare.

      “My inexperience makes me hesitant about everything. Whether it’s the right time to speak, to dance, to hold your hand, or even kiss you.” His husky voice sent shivers through me. “I’ve never loved a girl like this. Where the mere sight of you makes it hard to think. When you walk into any room, whether it be the living room or a vast ballroom like this, my world seems to stop as I take in every inch of your beauty. You’re the first to make my heart skip. The first to treat me like a normal shifter regardless of what you discovered during our entrance mission, and thanks to you, I’ve found friends who get me. You’re like the light I always needed in my life.”

      He didn’t let me answer as his lips sealed mine.

      It felt like the world had stilled and the music had faded away, leaving only the raw emotion between us thrumming through the atmosphere.

      I couldn’t care less that we’d stopped dancing, as all the emotion poured into this deep kiss that seemed to light me on fire from the inside.

      My mind wanted more. To listen to his soft-spoken words and enjoy his hands along my bare skin.

      He released my lips and pressed his forehead against mine, the two of us catching our breath.

      “Can we go somewhere?”

      “Would your apartment be close by?” I questioned.

      “Yeah. Not too far by motorbike,” Yuriel replied breathlessly.

      I bit my lip to hide my knowing smile, but the sparkle in those navy blue eyes of Yuriel’s told me he realized where my thoughts were headed.

      “Let’s go,” he encouraged.

      With one last kiss, we pulled apart only for me to wrap my arm around his as he escorted me off the dance floor and toward the exit.
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      Yuriel pressed the black card against the side scanner; the click of the door unlocking echoed in the quiet hall of the private apartment complex.

      The apartment Yuriel owned was in one of the top five buildings in this area, with a soundproof interior and many extra benefits like access to unique services and places nearby.

      I was both excited and nervous, unsure how all of this would go. Callister wasn’t the best when it came to sex.

      Let’s be real. He focused on his own fulfillment and not his partner’s.

      Sex with him was really a pain, had no real emotional connection, and wasn’t all that pleasurable, aside from the few times he was able to make me cum.

      This opportunity to have sex with someone new had me aching in anticipation.

      Yuriel opened the door, ushering me in. As I walked in, he snapped his fingers, and the lights came on at a dim level.

      Yuriel closed the door and helped me take his coat off my shoulders. He’d placed it on me before we left, to keep me warm.

      I thanked him for his kind gesture, but my eyes were focused on how simple and clean his apartment was. I wondered if it was an angel thing, because even at our home in the academy, Yuriel was the neatest.

      His place wasn’t as small as I expected, and even with its simplistic appearance, was decorated nicely with black and white furniture and art pieces. It was well-balanced, bringing out a light and darkness vibe.

      I wasn’t sure if the theme was based on his dual nature of regular angel/fallen angel, but the combination complemented the space, creating a serene environment.

      “Your place is nice, Yuriel,” I whispered in awe.

      “Thanks. It wasn’t like this before, but I wanted to make it look more livable,” he admitted. He increased the light, but not to glaring brightness.

      We stood in the middle of the room, and Yuriel began to fidget. “I…don’t really know what else to say,” he mumbled.

      His shy behavior brought a realization to my mind.

      Hold on.

      “Have you never done it with a girl before?” I asked.

      His face went scorching red, and he glanced away from my shocked gaze. “I wasn’t into girls before.”

      “Were you into boys?” I asked.

      “No,” he replied. “I wasn’t into anyone. Up until recently, I never was intrigued by anyone.”

      He removed his hair tie, allowing his long tresses to fall. “I know. It’s embarrassing.”

      “No, it’s not.” I walked up to him and slipped my hand in his. “Why don’t we approach this differently?”

      “What do you have in mind?” He looked curious about my plans. I snapped my fingers and our elegant clothes were replaced with casual clothes from home.

      I now had pink shorts and a white tank top on, while he wore white shorts and a black T-shirt. He stared at his appearance for a few moments, lifting his gaze to reveal how lost he was.

      “I’m not following.”

      “Let’s just chill,” I concluded.

      “Chill?” he repeated.

      “Yeah. Let’s do something fun. Something you’d do if you invited over a friend,” I suggested.

      “Um…” Yuriel thought about it. “What if you don’t like what I like?”

      “You won’t know until you tell me.” I winked. He looked nervous, but a tiny smile graced his lips.

      “Have you ever played chess?”

      “I have,” I replied. “It took me a while to learn.”

      “There’s this new type of chess where the pieces are shifter monsters and come to life when you start. I’ve always wanted to try it, but my brother sucks at chess.”

      “Let’s try it then.” I clapped my hands. “Just to warn you, I’m rather competitive.”

      “Me too.” His smile widened, and his nervous expression faded. “Want something to snack on?”

      “Is it weird to have popcorn?”

      “Not at all. I actually have some.”

      “Popcorn and magic monster chess. Perfect combo!”

      He chuckled, moving to the kitchen cabinets to get a packet of popcorn. I walked over to where he stood, watching him remove the plastic and look at the instructions.

      “Have you had popcorn before?”

      “Yes, but my family used to make it. It would cheer me up when I was in a down mood,” Yuriel confessed. “Seems like I’m doing all my firsts with you.”

      I gave him a back hug. “It feels nice though, right?”

      Yuriel paused in reading the packet, placing it on the counter and turning to face me. “Yes,” he admitted. “It’s not as scary.”

      “Trying new things shouldn’t be scary,” I whispered. “I know that’s what it feels like. A nervous feeling revolving around making mistakes or looking bad in front of others. Making mistakes while learning things is what triggers fear. Not the actual action itself.”

      He lifted his hand to run it through my curly hair, trailing his fingertips down my back.

      “Is acting on what my body wants bad? Is it a mistake to want to do certain things…actions that you can’t do in public without consequences?”

      “It depends what the action is,” I whispered, slipping my hands beneath his shirt. I moved along his abs just slightly to make my point.

      “For example, placing my hands on your abs like this. I’ve wanted to feel the heat of your body since our dance, but it’s not something I can do in public. Now that we’re alone, I can. It’s not a mistake, but something that brings me pleasure…and hopefully is fine with you.”

      “I…like the feel of your hands there,” he whispered, leaning toward me. His hands were on the sides of my waist but slowly slid lower to my hips.

      “Silver,” he whispered, his lips barely touching mine while his once-moving hands paused. “Do you have certain triggers?”

      It was an interesting question. No one had ever asked me that.

      “I freeze up when something brushes the side of my thighs. I know you won’t hurt me, I just flinch from the movement. An automatic response.”

      He nodded slightly, moving his hands to that exact spot. My breath hitched, and I closed my eyes for a moment to calm down.

      “I won’t hurt you, Silver. I’ll never do anything you don’t want me to do,” Yuriel’s hot breath whispered against my ear.

      He pulled me into a hug, and I pressed myself against him.

      “I know. See? This is scary, but to me, it’s not because of the touch, but the fear of being judged for my involuntary reaction.”

      He pulled back and smiled, a flood of understanding glistening in his navy blue orbs.

      “I get it,” he whispered.

      This time when he leaned in, he pressed his smooth lips against mine.

      He moved us so my back pressed against the counter and his hands returned to a spot just above my hips.

      Our lips moved of their own accord, our kisses growing in depth and passion as we gasped and moaned at our intimacy.

      All of this was so different. The way my body responded to his kisses made it hard to think straight. He held me tenderly while his lips dominated my mouth in growing desire.

      The palpable tension between us was electrifying, and it seemed to make my urge for more grow with little patience.

      Before I knew it, I was lifting his shirt up, breaking our kiss to completely remove the black fabric over his head and arms.

      He didn’t hesitate to lift my shirt off, too, leaving me in my pink shorts and white bra. We kissed again, but the urgency in our union was undeniable as our hands roamed along each other’s feverish skin.

      One minute I was pressed against the counter with Yuriel’s groin firmly against my lower region, and the next I was sitting on the countertop with my legs wrapped around his waist.

      He moaned against my mouth, while his hips moved against me. The motion was making me wet, while my pussy throbbed.

      We were breathing hard, trying to maintain our heated kiss, but the urge to gasp for air was stronger, as the two of us pulled back to catch our breaths.

      Our eyes locked, and his lustful gaze darkened as his hands moved from my waist to my ass. I moved to press my lips against the side of his neck and was rewarded with a hefty moan.

      “Silver,” he breathed. “I…don’t want to stop,” he admitted.

      Pulling back, I kept my hold around his neck, waiting for his gaze to lower to mine.

      When it did, I whispered, “Then don’t.”

      Crushing his lips with mine, I hoped my intentions were clear. That I wanted us to go the next mile and not hold back.

      He lifted me up with ease, carrying me straight to the bedroom while we made out. Adrenaline coursed through me as we worked on removing the remainder of our clothes.

      I wasn’t in the mood for foreplay or my body to be slowly relished. I simply wanted the ache between my legs to be relieved, and only Yuriel’s cock could do that.

      We were both naked, and my eyes gravitated to the large rod between his legs. He maneuvered himself until the tip of his cock was gathering my wetness. He paused for a second, and I arched an eyebrow at him.

      “Please tell me you know what hole to put that in,” I teased.

      “I-I do,” he stuttered, but I couldn’t fight the snicker that escaped my lips.

      “Why are you stuttering?” I was fighting not to laugh, but his expression alone was as if someone had just caught him masturbating.

      “It’s just…this is so different from porn,” he muttered.

      I gawked at him before I burst into laughter. “What kind of porn are you watching? Please don’t tell me the long, over-exaggerated ones where it takes them forty-five minutes before getting some real action.”

      Here we were, butt naked and about to have sex and my poor Yuriel was thinking about how fast the process was.

      “I mean. I thought…ugh. Be lucky you’re hot as fuck naked or I would have walked away,” he grumbled, but I laughed even harder.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, my sexy angel. I just find this utterly hilarious! After this, I’ll show you the really good porn. You’ll be an expert in twenty-four hours,” I encouraged.

      He groaned. “This is awkward.”

      I tried to reply, but he slid his cock in in one smooth movement, cutting my laugher off as I gasped and moaned.

      “Holy crap. You gotta warn a girl when you’re going to be slick like that.”

      He leaned down and smothered my mouth with his lips. “It’s not slick if I warn you about it,” he growled against my lips. “And that’s payback for laughing at me.”

      “Admit it. That was amusing,” I purred. “And I’m glad my body appeases you.”

      He stared into my eyes for a long moment. “You don’t realize how beautiful you really are.” He kissed my lips tenderly, stopping me from questioning his words.

      Then he began to move, and my eyes fluttered closed as I moaned into his mouth. All I had to focus on was the pleasure our rhythmic movements were bringing.

      I’m sure Yuriel felt the same, allowing his body to guide him through this sensual unity.

      It was the first time I’d felt this emotional connection. To somehow feel Yuriel’s compassion and love for me through our bodies’ movements. Our moans and heavy breathing brought me validation and opened a box of emotions I’d thought I’d sealed up years ago.

      Each thrust contributed to the growing pleasure inside me. Our pace was even at first, but now as the urge to climax grew stronger, Yuriel increased his pace while I moved my hips to meet his rapid thrusts.

      “Faster, Yuriel. Harder. Oh, god…harder!” I demanded. We were both panting and the swell of his cock inside me made everything more pleasurable.

      “Silver…oh…shit,” he swore, feeling the tightness as my pussy fluttered around his throbbing cock. He leaned back so his hands glided down my sides and gripped my legs.

      He then picked up the pace, keeping me still as he fucked me hard and fast. The change in pace sent me into overdrive, my moans and pleading words a jumbled mess as I came closer and closer to climaxing.

      “Yes, Yuriel. Oh. Ah…don’t stop!” I screamed.

      “Keep begging, Silver. Tell me how much you want this.”

      “I want this. All of this. Keep…doing that…god! I’m gonna…” I trailed off, having to clench his white sheets as I braced myself for the wave of rushing ecstasy that was on the verge of crashing through me.

      “Cum, Silver. Let me hear you moan and scream,” Yuriel spoke through gritted teeth, sounding as though he was on the edge of his own climax.

      “Yuriel!” I screamed, reaching the brink.

      “Silver!” he groaned loudly, filling me entirely as his cock sank in all the way, undoing the last bit of restraint I had.

      My climax slammed through me, sending me into a pleasurable bliss. My body was frozen while I felt Yuriel’s release fill me. He slowly pulled out when he was finished, collapsing next to me as we fought to breathe.

      A smile tugged on my lips as I looked up at the ceiling. Whether it was the relief of cumming or the euphoria running through me, tears suddenly pooled in my eyes. I tried to blink them away, but a tear left my eye, running down the side of my face.

      Yuriel was hovering above me in seconds and I shook my head before he could try and question if he’d hurt me.

      “You didn’t hurt me,” I whispered with a sad smile. “It’s just…the first time I’ve really enjoyed sex.”

      He stared into my eyes as realization struck. “Not even once?”

      “Sex was one-sided. It was more of a tool to keep us together than one for pleasure. I know it’s not my first time having sex, but I felt every emotion. I would have never expected consensual sex could feel this good. To experience this connection with it. Sorry. I didn’t mean to cry or make this all sappy. You can laugh if you want.”

      “There’s nothing to apologize for, and I don’t think your realization of how you should have been loved and made love to is a laughable matter,” Yuriel whispered.

      He pulled me into his arms, kissing my right temple. “That was amazing, Silver. Thank you for giving me a chance,” he whispered.

      “It feels like a first to both of us. Minus the pain of being a virgin,” I admitted. “What do you wanna do now?” I asked.

      “Still wanna play chess and eat popcorn, but maybe after a hot bath?” he suggested.

      “With bubbles,” I whispered.

      “Sure.” He grinned. “Do you think we can go again, though?”

      “Are you still hard?” I asked.

      His cheeks were red, but he nodded. “It felt really nice. Far better than masturbating. The thought made me hard again,” he admitted.

      “Then we can go again and again until we’re both exhausted.”

      “Not too exhausted. I want to kick your ass in shifter chess,” he countered.

      “You mean I’ll kick your…ah,” I moaned when his hand somehow slipped between my legs and his fingers slid into my pussy.

      “I can’t let you jinx it,” he whispered into my ear before tugging it lightly with his teeth. “And I think we should have a night alone in the future to watch this amazing porn you speak of.”

      “Hmm. Another alone date,” I hummed and kissed him while his fingers began to move. “Fine,” I breathed.

      “Good,” he whispered. “In the meantime, I’ll teach you the few things I did learn from those videos.”

      I let my body relax as he pulled his fingers out and moved to the end of the bed. He spread my legs out until his head was between them.

      His eyes met mine, and I was a turned-on mess all over again, but this time, I was ready for the emotional rollercoaster we were about to ride.

      To think one night could have furthered my bond with Yuriel and healed up parts of me I’d forgotten were still hurting.

      Needless to say, that night was one with many firsts.
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      “We should go,” Wolfgang encouraged.

      “Have you ever been clubbing before?” Dimitri questioned.

      “No, but that’s why we should go,” Wolfgang defended.

      “Mewr.” Star began tapping my sheet of magic spells, breaking my concentration.

      I looked up from my work to see a shirtless Dimitri leaning against the kitchen counter with a beer in his hand. His arms were crossed over his chest while he swung the golden beer can from side-to-side and his amused expression and relaxed amber eyes were aimed at Wolfgang.

      He, too, was shirtless and was leaning against the fridge with a beer bottle in his hand. His short hair was still spiked up from our afternoon gym session.

      With the holidays approaching, everyone was getting in their last bits of training and finishing whatever assignments were given to us before we’d all go back home for two weeks.

      After my night with Yuriel, I’d slept over at his place and ended up spending a day there as well.

      It was awkward when Professor Xin passed by, but he saw me more as Yuriel’s girlfriend than a student. I really appreciated his change of outlook. It made me understand why he hadn’t cast Yuriel away, even if they were half-brothers.

      When we got back, the guys weren’t even fazed about it. Actually, they went all ‘we’re proud of you’ on him, patting his back and making him so red, I thought he was going to pass out.

      We all had agreed to have a big celebration tomorrow before we returned back home, but today was more of a catch up and pack day.

      Yuriel was helping his brother with something and would be back tomorrow.

      Ryuu said his parents would need help getting prepared for the holidays, so he was shopping around the academy and in the area to grab whatever they couldn’t get.

      That left me with Dimitri and Wolfgang.

      “Clubbing?” I asked. “I’ve never been either.”

      “Really?” Dimitri asked, looking at the both of us.

      “Have you?” Wolfgang questioned.

      “Yup,” Dimitri admitted. “The other me likes to dance.”

      “I’ve always wondered about that,” Wolfgang noted, taking a moment to drink more of his beer. “Does your split have his own identity or just come out when he feels like it or what?”

      Dimitri took a swing of his beer. “He does what he wants. When he comes out, I’m basically asleep until we switch again. Don’t think it’s the same for him, but I wouldn’t know for sure. I like clubs for their vibrant energy, but he loves music and dancing. We used to go a lot.”

      “By yourself?” I asked, intrigued by the conversation. Could also have been that I was curious if he’d dated someone before, but I wasn’t going to admit that part out loud.

      “Sometimes. I’ve dated a few girls in the past, but I never liked how they smelled.”

      “You’re not serious.” I gawked at him.

      Wolfgang, on the other hand, laughed. “Nah, he’s so serious.”

      “But, but. You mean they smelled bad or something?”

      Dimitri pushed off the counter and waltzed over to the island. I stared at the way his sweatpants hung a little too low, making it difficult to stay on topic with appreciating his lower ab lines.

      He came and sat on the stool next to me while Wolfgang moved to sit on the stool in front of me.

      “Shifters who have a hypersensitive sense of smell usually need to be with someone who has the right scent,” Dimitri explained.

      Wolfgang nodded. “It’s not their regular scent like what a human, witch, or other shifters may smell from passing by them in the hall or something. It’s deeper than that. It’s what guides us to who would be a good match or even mate. If the person’s scent doesn’t appeal to you, it proves you won’t get along.”

      “There’s a lot I still don’t know about shifters,” I admitted. “That’s something I wouldn’t have learned on my own.”

      “They don’t talk about it because unless you’re a wolf, hellhound, or other shifter with a strong sense of smell, it doesn’t affect you. We’re taught about it when we’re young so we know who to stay around,” Wolfgang explained.

      “That’s why I knew those girls weren’t long term. I was a teen and just wanted to live a little. It wasn’t anything serious and I made sure to let them know my intentions. I had one main relationship, but once my mom passed, we broke up,” Dimitri explained.

      “Did you break up with her or did the other you do it?” I asked out of curiosity.

      Dimitri grinned. “Other me. Sometimes I can recall what happens. Other times I have no idea until the other person confronts me. In my ex’s case, the bartender of the club told me I said she smelled like a sewer and proceeded to pour the rest of my beer on her. At least it explained why my cheek was bruised up.”

      “You sound happy,” Wolfgang shook his head. “Your other side is a player.”

      “Maybe,” Dimitri shrugged. “I know he likes Silver, though.”

      “He does?” I asked.

      “Yeah. He’s the one always sneaking into your room,” Dimitri acknowledged, taking another swig of his beer.

      “You mean when you’re in hellhound form?” I inquired.

      “Yup. I’m a deep sleeper most of the time. Back in my country, my other side gets his outdoor time by shifting and just running around. I thought he’d do the same here, but clearly, he’d rather cuddle you than roam around.”

      “Well, you both snore,” Wolfgang huffed.

      “You do too, so shut up.” Dimitri laughed.

      I smiled at both of them. “I’m glad I don’t smell like a sewer and I’m cuddle friendly.” I winked. They both nodded, and Wolfgang finished his beer.

      “C’mon. Let’s go. Tomorrow’s going to be just our team celebrating and eating lots of cake and drinking loads, so we won’t be able to go then. They’re only opening the club until tomorrow night.”

      “I guess it doesn’t hurt,” I admitted.

      “That means I have to put a shirt on,” Dimitri mumbled.

      “If I have to put pants on, you have to go above and beyond and cover your sexy chest,” I teased, slapping his chest for extra emphasis.

      “Ugh. Fine.” Dimitri sighed. “Don’t want anyone seeing your sexy bare legs anyways.”

      “Don’t forget her plump ass,” Wolfgang added with a seductive grin. I flustered under their gaze and groaned.

      “Selfish boyfriends.”

      “You love it. Admit it.” Wolfgang laughed.

      “She does,” Dimitri added. I rolled my eyes and scooped Star from the island. “Go get ready. Seeing as we’re going to get sweaty, I’ll shower when we get back.”

      “So thirty minutes to get ready instead of an hour and a half. Got you,” Dimitri concluded.

      “It does not take me that long to get ready.”

      “She only took that long last time because she was doing other things in the washroom,” Wolfgang practically sang.

      I froze, my whole face growing red as I looked over my shoulder. “What?!”

      “You shouldn’t have pointed that out,” Dimitri warned, sliding off his stool. “I’m going to run away now before she kills you. I don’t want your murder on my head.”

      “What?! It’s not my fault. Our rooms are close by, and I came to check if she was in the shower already. I didn’t know!” Wolfgang argued.

      “And whenever Ryuu hears you masturbating in the washroom, what does he do? Ah, he walks away and tells us not to disturb your sexual time while you dream about Silver.” Dimitri grinned in amusement while Wolfgang gawked at him in horror.

      “T-that…how does he know that?! NO! Why the fuck is he telling you guys shit?! And I’m allowed to masturbate whenever I want. I’m a grown ass man with needs!”

      “So you are dreaming about our Silver. Ah. Good to know.”

      “I didn’t say that!”

      “You didn’t say it but you didn’t acknowledge it to be a lie.” Dimitri chuckled and swiftly moved to where I stood. He kissed my cheek and whispered. “He says your name in his sleep, too.”

      “Dimitri!” Wolfgang roared, running toward us. Dimitri howled in laughter, racing up the stairs. “Go get ready, Silver. I’ll try not to die in thirty minutes!”

      “I’ll murder you by then!” Wolfgang snapped.

      He skidded to a stop when Dimitri vanished, leaning over to give me a peck on my lips. “Masturbation is acceptable behavior for both men and women. Don’t be embarrassed by it.” He winked and jolted up the stairs, leaving me and a quiet Star in bewilderment.

      “Mewr?”

      I looked down to my uni-kitten, who looked confused. “I’m just as confused as you, Star.”

      With a sigh and wide smile, I headed up the stairs to get ready for the night.
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      I ground against Dimitri as we danced, his arm hooked possessively around my waist while his groin pressed against my ass.

      His hot breath brushed against my neck, and he occasionally kissed me, making it hard to not be completely overwhelmed by his advances.

      I couldn’t forget that Wolfgang was dancing in front of me, our bodies just as close, with the occasional kisses and neck nibbles he’d deliver while I danced between them.

      We’d made it to S.S.S. Status-Q Nightclub and were able to dodge the line because of our recent test scores. Those waiting either got S or SS and had to endure the 60-90-minute wait time to get into the elegant club.

      For my first time going clubbing, this place was the icing on the cake. It was full but had a clean, energetic vibe to it. Dimitri had called ahead of time, reserving us a private booth where we could eat dinner, drink any of their two hundred special drinks, and sample their dessert menu, which was off the chart with the craziest combos of ice cream and cake I’d ever heard of.

      I wore a short silver dress that was completely blinged-out from head to toe with rhinestones. It was long enough to cover my ass, but with my current dance position, I knew it rose up.

      That was fine with how close Wolfgang and Dimitri were. With one guy behind and the other in front, only they would get the private show of my thighs and even bit of my black lace panties.

      My heels matched my dress and had chain straps that wrapped around my leg. I knew the ties were loose and could untie at any minute, but I was far too into the music to think about it.

      Now that I had experienced the energy that seemed to consume you on the dance floor, I totally understood how addicting this lifestyle could be. It was one of the few times I could let go of my worries and insecurities and just dance.

      There was no need to worry about anyone seeing me or judging me. I could shake my waist, move my hips, twirl and grind against my men, and no one would bother me about it.

      Dimitri was wearing all black, and his skinny jeans fit him perfectly and went well with the black dress shirt he’d unbuttoned when the heat of the club worked its magic.

      He accented the outfit with a simple gold necklace and had left his hair down, so that now a few wet strands stuck to his face.

      Wolfgang was wearing white jeans and a white polo shirt printed with a large wolf head that howled upward to the sky and was designed with little gold and purple sparkles. His hair was spiked up and he wore a purple chain around his neck.

      By the time the beat slowed down, we were sweaty and starving. Wolfgang moved in so Dimitri and I could hear him over the music.

      “Let’s go back to the booth and get some food and drinks?”

      “Sure,” I replied. Dimitri nodded, and I turned my head to look into his molten red eyes. “Are you switching out?”

      He smirked and took advantage of my question by kissing me. “I’ll be nice tonight.”

      With a few blinks, Dimitri’s usual lava amber eyes returned, and he smiled when his eyes locked on mine. “Whee, my turn.”

      I giggled and gave him a kiss. “Back to the booth for drinks and food,” I repeated, so he’d be on the same page.

      “Okay,” he replied, noticing Wolfgang was waiting on us.

      “Welcome back,” Wolfgang greeted with a wink while taking my right hand. Dimitri’s hand slipped into my left while he nodded to Wolfgang. “Thanks. At least I’m not missing all the fun.”

      Wolfgang led the way and when we reached the booth, he sat down and slid along the circular bench.

      Dimitri ushered for me to go next, so I could sit in between them.

      We sat down and began to look at the menu while waiting for our waiter to arrive.

      “This says they have water that’s from the Atlantic Ocean where mystical mermaids live,” Dimitri announced, reading the description to us.

      “You’re telling me they actually swim out there just to retrieve water harvested by mermaids? That just sounds like a hassle.” Wolfgang chuckled.

      “Just to swim that far out would be hard,” I commented.

      “Not for an Olympic swimmer like me,” Wolfgang complimented himself. “Ryuu says all the time that if I wasn’t a wolf, I should have been a dolphin shifter or merman. I love to swim. I’m super fast and can hold my breath for thirteen minutes.”

      “Thirteen,” Dimitri and I said together in astonishment.

      “Yup. Trying to reach fifteen this year, but we’ll see.” Wolfgang grinned with pride.

      “I can’t swim for my life,” Dimitri groaned. “I’ll have to learn. My other side probably knows how, but I’d rather try that out in the kiddie pool.”

      “We can teach you,” I suggested. “Maybe once the first year is over, we can go to a beach house in the summer or something.”

      “Beach house?” they said together.

      “Yeah. My family owns a beach house and cottage. They’re both on private property which means the beach is all ours. Maybe during the summer, if we all have time, you guys can come over.”

      “That would be awesome.” Wolfgang beamed.

      “As long as I get to just suntan with you on the beach,” Dimitri concluded.

      “We’re so swimming, buddy.” Wolfgang chuckled. “We’ll get you those arm floats.”

      “Ugh,” Dimitri groaned. “I hate those.”

      “It would be good for you to learn how to swim, though. We don’t know what to expect when year two starts,” I admitted.

      “That’s true, Dimitri. Next semester is still all training, trials, and written exams, but year two is where the real shit goes down. You’re lucky we didn’t have the same test Ryuu and Silver had on the first day of class,” Wolfgang acknowledged.

      “Hmm. Fine. I’ll learn during the summer,” Dimitri grumbled.

      “Make sure you tell Yuriel and Ryuu. Just in case you guys have a class involving water,” I stressed. Dimitri gave me a look, leaning in until his face was inches from mine.

      “Why, Blossom? Worried about me?” His husky voice made my stomach flip while I pressed my thighs together.

      “N-no!” I lied. “Jeez, so close.”

      He smirked. “My closeness never bothers you.” He tugged my bottom lip with his teeth, his hooded eyes locked onto mine. “Unless you don’t want to acknowledge the truth.” He kissed me and I closed my eyes, responding to our connection.

      “I should have booked you two a room,” Wolfgang noted.

      My lips couldn’t help but smile against Dimitri’s, breaking our kiss. I looked to Wolfgang’s playful look. “You said that on purpose.”

      “I did, but look. It got you guys separated.” He winked. “Which reminds me. Did you tie the straps of your shoes, Silver?”

      “Huh?” I looked under the table, noticing that both my heel straps were undone. “Oops. I didn’t realize.”

      “Hold on, I’ll fix it.” Wolfgang was about to kneel under the table, but Dimitri spoke. “What are you ordering?”

      “Pasta with loads of cheese,” Wolfgang replied and went beneath the table.

      “Why did you ask?” I questioned. He shrugged but didn’t answer me because the waiter arrived.

      “Good evening. My name is Alfredo. I’ll be your server for the evening. What would you like to order?” he politely inquired. I gave Dimitri a look, but his focus was on the waiter while his arm moved from my shoulder to my waist while his hand was on my front thigh.

      “Actually, table for three. Our partner went to the men’s room. He’ll be having the pasta special with extra, extra, extra cheese. In terms of drinks, can we start off with two beers and a bottle of iced Rosé?” Dimitri began ordering.

      Wolfgang didn’t go to the wash…

      My thoughts were cut off when I felt Wolfgang’s hands on my left ankle. He was fixing the first tie of my heels but was clearly multitasking by placing his lips against my flesh.

      I realized the waiter wouldn’t be able to see him because of the black tablecloth that draped over the front-facing part of the table.

      The realization made my body grow hot while I tried not to pay attention to the way my pussy clenched at the way this could potentially play out.

      Dimitri was sliding his hand up and down tenderly while he was finishing up our order. “I think that’s it for now.”

      “Excellent. One of the female servers will bring the drinks first. I’ll be back with the food.” He bowed his head and walked away, leaving us alone.

      By now, Wolfgang had finished retying my straps but was leaving soft kisses along my legs.

      Dimitri gave me a saucy smirk. “Looks like Wolfgang is taking his time down there. I wonder if he’s waiting for some instructions as to what our Blossom wants?” he whispered.

      I parted my lips to speak, but Dimitri kissed me passionately.

      From his alter ego to now, I could tell the tension between us was mind blowing. It had never been this intense before and adding Wolfgang to the mix was leaving my body in a quaking mess of excitement.

      I spread my legs out, needing to break the kiss to maneuver myself. I peeked under the table with my eyes to see Wolfgang’s golden ones.

      They looked to be almost glowing, and he didn’t hide his anticipation while his tongue slowly licked his bottom lip.

      I’ve never experienced someone sucking my pussy in public.

      The sheer thought made me shiver, and I noticed Wolfgang’s smile. He could tell I was considering it, but he must have wanted to get my permission first.

      “Can…you do what I think you’re thinking without getting caught?” I asked him.

      “Wolves are silent predators when they have to be.” He winked, but didn’t move. I bit my lip and looked at Dimitri, who lifted his hand from my thigh to run through my hair.

      “Only if you want this. Not something you’ve done before,” he whispered to me. His voice was soothing and filled with concern. It made me relax as I came to my decision.

      “I want to try this. It’s…daring and different, which makes me even more excited,” I whispered.

      “Then let’s not delay,” Dimitri whispered, kissing me once again. I did my best not to wiggle when Wolfgang’s fingers moved the lace of my panties to the side.

      I could feel his hot breath against my pussy folds, and I’m sure he noticed I was aroused from our intimacy throughout the night — and especially during this moment.

      Dimitri’s tongue dipped into my mouth, and he took his time to explore every inch of my mouth while his fingers played with my hair and tilted my head to give him the best angle.

      All of this happened while Wolfgang was working down under, his tongue gliding along my entrance, which sent little bolts of sensual electricity through me.

      The whole experience was electrifying, making it hard for me to grasp it all at once. I was beginning to fall into the void of pleasure as my body quivered when Wolfgang slipped his tongue into my pussy.

      My quiet moan echoed in Dimitri’s mouth, and I felt his other hand land on my breast and gently squeeze it.

      In the back of my mind, I thought I’d panic from the multiple sensations and the unpredictable moves either of them could make, but I was calm and not a hint of fear lingered inside me.

      My legs began to tremble as Wolfgang picked up the pace of his tongue, sliding it in and out of me.

      My moans and gasps were muffled by Dimitri’s mouth that continued to dominate me.

      I was on cloud nine right now, and ready to experience a wild orgasm. Wolfgang ravaged me until my climax soared through my heated body. I broke the kiss to gasp, pressing my forehead against Dimitri’s chest as I trembled through my orgasm.

      Wolfgang didn’t move until he’d licked all my juices up and slipped my panties back in place.

      My face was surely flushed.

      Wolfgang moved out from the table, licking his lips and leaning back.

      “Good appetizer before drinks,” he praised.

      “I can’t believe that just happened,” I whispered. I reached for the menu to fan myself.

      Dimitri chuckled, taking the menu from me to be my manual fan. “You enjoyed it?”

      “Yes,” I shyly admitted. “If we hadn’t ordered food, we could go home.”

      “We’ll just have a rain check.” Dimitri grinned. “There are always opportunities for us to be more intimate with you, Blossom.”

      “It’s nice to know that.” I smiled back and gave him a kiss. Wolfgang slid back to my side, and I kissed him. He looked surprised but kissed me back.

      “I was gonna wait till I had my drink,” he admitted.

      I shrugged. “I was intrigued.”

      “She wants to know how sweet she tastes,” Dimitri smoothly stated.

      “I do not,” I argued, my face scorching hot all over again.

      “Sure,” he replied. “Yuriel got to enjoy you, didn’t he?”

      “How would you know?” I groaned.

      “Hahaha. We pestered him when you went to shower yesterday,” Wolfgang announced. “Guys talk, you know.”

      “I don’t even want to know.” I shook my head.

      They both chuckled. Wolfgang relaxed and put his left hand on my upper thigh while Dimitri slid his arm over my shoulders. This felt so natural and perfect, I couldn’t have been happier.

      Nothing can ruin this.

      Our drink server arrived, and I had to fight not to gasp. As I got over my initial shock, the female lifted her eyes to meet mine. A flood of dread and hint of annoyance took over her expression.

      “Two orders of beer and a bottle of chilled rosé wine,” Nikko muttered. Dimitri had a sly grin on his lips, and I realized his eyes were now red.

      “Correct. Though I’d love three glasses of ice water as well. Also, your finest bottle of wine. We’d like to celebrate our girlfriend’s amazing performance during our exam.”

      Nikko bit her lip but slightly nodded. “Just to make note, the fine wine is extremely expe—”

      “I think my buddy knows the definition of fine wine and it’s not some cheap bottled beverage. We want the finest. I suggest you keep your unnecessary advice to yourself. You wouldn’t be working here unless you got a horrible score, but not low enough to be kicked out.” Wolfgang’s grin could send chills through you.

      His golden eyes alone had a deadliness to them, matching Dimitri’s alter ego’s dangerous ones. Dimitri chuckled and nodded.

      “I thought that was a rumor. Never thought the academy gave extra chances to those who had connections. Wonder if that Callister prick worked his magic so your punishment would be to work here over the holiday break instead of losing your shot?”

      I couldn’t hide my surprise, and I looked back at Nikko, who didn’t hide her embarrassment. I know she wanted to scold my men, but in the position she was in, I knew she couldn’t.

      A part of me wanted to feel bad for her, but the other part wanted to rub it in her face that I’d not only passed but was in a better relationship than she was with Callister.

      I sweetly smiled and dramatically sighed.

      “That’s a shame. I never knew you could sneak your way around the system, but I’m not surprised. The desperation is real sometimes. At least we got triple S scores and the Winter Ball was a blast. I can’t wait for all of us to celebrate before enjoying the two-week break,” I purred, leaning over to kiss Dimitri.

      The kiss was deliberately slow, and I did the same to Wolfgang, all while Nikko watched. I smiled at each of them. “It’s nice to be in a loving relationship with men who encourage me to do well. I wouldn’t want a man who only helps me in a jam. Shows he doesn’t want success for me, but that’s my opinion. Ah, I’m thirsty.” I reached for the bottle of rosé, but Dimitri stopped me while Wolfgang chuckled.

      “Blossom, let the server open it for you. That’s why they’re here.”

      “Oh,” I replied, and Dimitri gently nipped my neck.

      “Just relax, Blossom. We’re celebrating, remember?” Dimitri’s soothing voice had the perfect effect on me.

      “Right,” I whispered so low it was like a quiet moan.

      Nikko was silent, but I swore if she had the ability to stab me with her looks alone, she would have. She opened the bottle of rosé and poured me a glass. Dimitri reached for it, swirling it around a few times and sipping first.

      “Ah. Not a bit of poison in it. Good to know the employees are loyal.” Dimitri lifted the glass to my lips and I let him aid me in drinking the sparkling pink beverage.

      “I heard they can’t. Don’t want to be caught and sent to hell to serve your time,” Wolfgang acknowledged.

      Nikko looked surprised by his words, and she straightened her back a little more as if she’d been thinking of doing something harmful.

      “Is there anything else?” she asked.

      “Nope. Just your finest wine and the three cups of ice water,” Dimitri replied. Nikko nodded and walked away.

      Once she was out of our sight, I looked at both of them. “I can’t believe you guys went along with that!”

      “You’re super hot when you’re bitter.” Wolfgang chuckled.

      “Can I get a recap?” Dimitri asked. We both realized he was back to his usual self. “It cut off when your ex-friend said ‘Two orders of beer’.”

      “We’ll explain, but we need a toast.” I giggled.

      “For?” Wolfgang asked.

      “For my two amazing boyfriends hopping on the savage train and supporting me. Are you sure she won’t poison our drinks?” I asked.

      Dimitri gave me my glass of wine and Wolfgang reached for their beers, passing one to Dimitri.

      “If she wants to serve years in hell, she can try,” Wolfgang replied.

      “Is that even true?” I asked.

      “Ask Dimitri. I’m positive he’d be the one to put her in hell. Not the academy,” Wolfgang praised.

      I gawked and looked at Dimitri, who shrugged. “He’s not wrong.” He lifted his beer and grinned. “To savage payback.”

      “To savage payback!” Wolfgang and I cheered, clinking our drinks together.

      We definitely have to go clubbing again.
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      “Dimitri?”

      I poked my head into his room, realizing he was fast asleep on his bed.

      A light smile cloaked my lips as I walked over to make sure he was comfortable. He was sleeping on his back and was still in his black jeans. He’d removed his dress shirt and tossed it in the laundry bin.

      Moving the light sheet to cover him, I gave him a kiss on the forehead.

      A dreamy smile formed on his lips.

      “Blossom.”

      I tried not to giggle, my eyes taking an appreciative moment to gaze at his peaceful expression. Walking out of his room, I closed the door and headed to check on Wolfgang.

      He too, was asleep, having managed to take his clothes off down to his white boxers. He was in bed but had fallen asleep before he covered himself with a sheet.

      I knew from the last few weeks of rotating our sleeping arrangements that everyone but Yuriel ran a little warm at night.

      It could have been due to their shifter types, but they either slept in just their boxers or with a thin sheet. Seeing as the weather was getting colder, I preferred they slept with a sheet.

      I slipped the white material onto his lower half, knowing he only liked to be covered halfway. I gave him a kiss on his cheek since he slept on his stomach and moved a few strands of his hair from his face.

      With a silent nod, I left his room, leaving the door slightly open for when Ryuu arrived.

      We all had our own rooms, but Ryuu always checked on Wolfgang before he went to bed. It was like a habit for him, and I loved the thoughtfulness with his nightly routine.

      Yuriel had texted saying he was staying the night at his bro’s place but would be back in the morning. Ryuu had called and said he’d be home shortly.

      We’d just gotten home, after far too many drinks. I had to use magic to snap me out of my drunken state before we had a threesome right there and then.

      That excited me, but I didn’t want to give Nikko the chance to kick us out.

      It felt so good to rub it in her face that I’d done well and was in a solid relationship with my four boyfriends. Seeing her with Callister had dug deeply into those wounds I tried to keep hidden, but as the weeks had gone by and I learned more about each of the guys, I noticed the pain in my heart wasn’t as present.

      My wounds were healing slowly, and the fear and sorrow surrounding my heart and troubled mind were fading away.

      I reached my room and began to clean up the mess made from trying to find a decent outfit and doing my makeup for the night.

      After I put the outfits I hadn’t worn back into the closet, I gathered my makeup, placing items in their coordinated sections in my drawers.

      Sitting down on the stool cushion in front of my vanity mirror, I checked out at my overall look one last time before I’d have to wipe it away.

      Clubbing had been such a simple outing, but it was fun and I felt so alive.

      Aside from the slight exhaustion in my eyes, I still had a bright look on my face. I took in my facial features, admiring how much prettier my reflection had become over the last couple of weeks.

      It wasn’t as though I’d changed my skincare routine or made the makeup on my face permanent, but I genuinely considered myself prettier as of late.

      I carried a sense of confidence that seemed to show on the outside. If I had to appear like a badass witch, I would portray that, but deep inside, I had always questioned my looks.

      To look in the mirror and be happy with what I saw was a huge improvement, especially compared to all previous times when no matter how much makeup I put on, I still felt incomplete and generally not enough.

      Not anymore. I am enough. I’m loved and appreciated.

      With a wide smile to my reflection, I reached for the makeup wipes to remove my makeup and take a quick shower before bed.

      “Mewr.”

      “Hey, Star.”

      I looked over my shoulder to the door, listening to the shuffling footsteps before a quiet purr floated into the air.

      “What are you doing roaming around, hmm? You’re usually asleep with Silver.” Ryuu’s quiet voice had me smiling from ear to ear. His tender voice always gave me goosebumps.

      His footsteps grew closer and soon enough, he was at my door, holding Star in his hands. He wore just a pair of red shorts, and his hair was down, though it had been in a ponytail when he left.

      “Welcome home,” I greeted with a sweet smile.

      Those orbs of his softened when they landed on me, slowly trailing down my body as a slight grin formed on his lips.

      “Thanks, Silver. You guys went out?” he asked, walking into the room and closing the door gently.

      He lowered Star to the ground and she raced to the bed, where she’d hide one of her many toys under my pillow.

      “Yes. We went clubbing,” I replied. “Like what you see?”

      I was only playing around, but his sly grin made my stomach flip as he approached me.

      Without missing a beat, his lips were on mine in a loving kiss. I lifted my hand up slightly, pressing it against his cheek as I deepened our connection.

      When he finally released my lips, I needed a second to catch my breath.

      God. He’s such a good kisser.

      I had no clue whether Ryuu or Dimitri was more experienced, but their kisses were fierce, unlike those from Wolfgang and Yuriel, who would start off slow unless we were in a rush.

      “I love what I see,” he whispered. “I’m sad I missed the fun.”

      “You were being an awesome son running around to get stuff for your family. Next time we’ll go together,” I reassured him.

      He glanced at where I sat and pointed at my seat. “Stand up for a second.”

      “Why?” I asked, but stood up anyway. “Something on my seat?”

      “Nope,” he replied, moving to sit on my stool. With a pout, I looked back at him and he smirked while patting his lap.

      “Come sit.”

      “I was planning to take my makeup off,” I noted.

      “Yes, which you can do sitting on my lap.” He winked.

      “Did you drink this evening?” I asked but gave in and sat down on his lap. He secured an arm around my waist, and I looked into his eyes, admiring the warm tones in his right eye and the cool tones in his left.

      “A little,” he admitted, nestling his head between my neck and shoulder. A light giggle escaped me while I tried to wiggle away from his hold, but he held me tightly, sucking my flesh and nipping it with his teeth. “I missed you.”

      “You’re very honest when you’re tipsy,” I complimented.

      “Hmm,” he replied, returning to lavishing me with kisses.

      “I can’t take my makeup off when you’re kissing me.”

      “Can’t you use magic or something?” he muttered.

      “I could, but I’ll be tired.”

      “But you’re going to sleep anyway.”

      “I have to shower first,” I pointed out.

      “So do I.” His husky reply was really working its magic on me.

      Sitting in his lap was making me horny, which was a little surprising given the fact I had my sexy time with Wolfgang and Dimitri earlier.

      There isn’t a limit to getting horny, right?

      “You have to tell me how your day was first,” I suggested with a low purr. He gave me one last suck and moved his head so our foreheads pressed together.

      “Well, I went back home. My parents were there with my sis and Guardia, who was giving me dirty looks the entire time.” I could see his amusement in his eyes.

      “Does he know we were the ones who snuck in?” I questioned.

      “No. My dad hasn’t mentioned the ring swap either. They’ve been busy getting ready for the holidays. We get a lot of dragons from various clans that come down to the mountain,” he explained. “My sister said she wants to see you, though.”

      “How did she say that without getting you in trouble?” I wondered more to myself than Ryuu, who chuckled.

      “My sister has a bit of foresight. It hasn’t developed strong enough for her to see the future upon request, but she does have dreams. She told me I’d get into S.S.S. months ago.”

      “That’s an amazing gift. With witches, we have spells to help us, but it’s really hard and magic-consuming. Only a few witches who have seer qualities can do that without exhausting themselves,” I replied.

      Ryuu lightly nodded his head. “She said at dinner that my girlfriend is a pretty princess with white wings, two doggies, and could breathe pink fire.”

      I blinked in confusion. “She lost me at the two doggies.”

      “Not the pink fire?” Ryuu hummed.

      “No. Pink fire sounds cool as fuck,” I praised.

      Ryuu pressed his lips to my forehead. “I really love you.”

      “There you go being honest again. You’d get flustered if I recorded all of this.”

      “Maybe,” he mumbled, hugging me against him.

      I didn’t fight his affection. I’d never had quiet time like this with Ryuu. Even with the others, we’d been so busy recently that the little time we did get together was to quickly make out and grab our stuff for the next class or training session.

      I was pleased with the time we did have, so I really couldn’t complain, but I hoped once we graduated, we’d be able to have some more downtime like this.

      “You think the wings means Yuriel? The two doggies are a metaphor for Wolfgang and Dimitri, and the pink fire means you?” It was just a random thought, but it made me wonder.

      “Probably. I told my parents I’m interested in someone.”

      “Y-you did?” I gasped, leaning back to look at him. “What did they say?”

      “You should come over. I’m sure we’re all pretty tight in our schedules this Christmas, but maybe in the summertime. My mom would love to meet you. My dad’s pretty chill.”

      The thought sparked a memory of when we’d met his sister in the hall.

      “Ryuu?”

      “Mhm?”

      “Your older brother. The one who abandoned you. How did he tie into things when…you know?”

      “When we lost our parents and baby brother?” Ryuu clarified.

      I nodded, giving him a sympathetic smile. “I don’t mean to intrude, it just popped in my mind.”

      “No, it’s okay. To be honest, my memories are still a blur from when we found Wolfgang and the realization that we were orphans began to sink in. During that time, my brother had received his first rank up. If he had paused to mourn our parents’ and brother’s death, he would have lost that opportunity. Dragons value rank and power. If a dragon has to choose between a swearing-in ceremony to be a part of a battle rank and going to their own parent’s or even partner’s funeral, they would choose the rank ceremony. “

      “What? But that’s horrible,” I exclaimed.

      “I agree. It’s only as of late with the growth of our kind and learning from other shifters and cultures that we’re trying to change that. I’ve despised my brother since then. Even when the spell was lifted on my sister, he didn’t care, nor did he care if I ended up homeless. It’s one of the reasons why Wolfgang does his best to be like a brother to me. He jokes a lot and does his best to appear happy because that was his way of cheering me up. He is far more selfless than my brother ever was.” Ryuu closed his eyes for a moment, taking a deep inhale and letting it out.

      “It makes me mad that Wolfgang had to fill that void. He was dealing with so much, but I needed that brotherly attention. Even now that we’re both grown, I do my best to return the favor, even if I may not always do it face-to-face.”

      “Like how you always check on him before you go to bed,” I whispered.

      His cheeks reddened slightly. “How do you know that?”

      “I like to observe,” I replied, giving him a light kiss. “Thank you for sharing with me. I know it was off topic.”

      “Hmm. You’re welcome. I don’t mind telling you. It feels nice.” His comforting smile made my heart flutter in awe.

      “We should shower,” I whispered.

      “We,” he emphasized, his eyes darkening with longing. “I thought you had to remove your makeup first?”

      I snapped my fingers and waved my hand in front of my face, moving upward first, then downward.

      “Voila. Makeup-free,” I dramatically announced, placing my hand on my chin to pose.

      “You should be on those commercials where they advertise those magic wands that work miracles on your skin,” Ryuu teased.

      “I’d be marvelous,” I declared, giggling as Ryuu tickled me.

      “I have no doubt, Ms. Ticklish.”

      “Hey! Stop!” I giggled with no restraint.

      His muscled arms wrapped around me while we shared a gaze.

      “You know…” Ryuu quietly began. “We’re going to miss you during the break.”

      “‘We’ as in the four of you?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” he confessed. “You’ve made our lives really fun the last couple of weeks. School is hard, but…it’s nice to have a class with you,” he whispered and kissed me.

      “And lunch.” Another kiss glazed my lips.

      “When we walk home.” The next kiss was longer.

      “Or those occasions where we’re exhausted as fuck and you teleport us home.” I moaned with the next kiss, which was deeper.

      It took a few breaths before he finished.

      “To be able to come home, and eat together, do homework, and to rotate sleeping with you in our arms…it’s really comforting and makes this academy journey easier.”

      He stroked my cheek with his thumb, nipping my swollen bottom lip.

      “It takes me a while to invest in someone because when I do…it’s a crash course and that scares me. I never thought I’d have other friends like Wolfgang, or experience what loving a female was really about. I’ve had my share of female dragon shifters, but they never created a spark like you do. They never made me want a relationship to stick.”

      I kissed him before he could kiss me, his words tugging at my heart. If only he knew how he and the others had changed me. If just one semester could bring such progress and growth, I couldn’t imagine what the remaining three and a half years would lead to.

      “If we ever do anything to hurt you, tell us, okay?” he whispered.

      “I’ll let you know,” I assured him. “Same goes for me.”

      We kissed again, and he scooped me into his arms while he rose up. I wrapped my arms around his neck, slipping my tongue into his mouth and enjoying the lingering fruity taste.

      “You’re so addicting,” he growled against my lips.

      “Likewise,” I replied and kissed him fiercely. I felt my magic bubble inside me, answering my mental craving to be out of my clothes.

      Ryuu walked us to the washroom, closing the door with his leg. When we paused to catch our breath, I realized I was only in my black lingerie.

      “I thought you were tired?”

      “I am, but the faster my clothes are off, the sooner we can get into the shower.”

      He lowered me to the ground so I could stand, and I pressed my body against him while he slid his hand up my back.

      “Then you really don’t need this.” He unhooked my bra, releasing my breasts from the wired lace fabric.

      My eyes never left his as he dropped my bra and slid his hands down my ribs to the waistband of my panties.

      “Or these.” He slid them slowly past my hips until they fell to the ground thanks to gravity. I lifted my feet, one after the other, and slid my panties to the side, while my hands reached for the waistband of his shorts.

      Tugging on them lightly, I slid them and his boxers down, releasing his enormous cock that appeared to be more than ready for some action. His thickness was enticing and my pussy clenched, ready to have his manhood deep inside.

      Leaning back up, I watched him copy my previous movement, side-kicking the material onto the tiled floor.

      His arms wrapped around my waist, pressing me against him while he slammed his lips against mine in urgency.

      “Fuck, you’re so delicious.” he grunted after he broke the intense kiss.

      I placed a few kisses on his neck, enjoying the quiet serenade of his moans and gasps.

      Once I’d left enough hickeys, I slipped my hand in his, leading us into the shower. I turned the water on hot, grinning at Ryuu’s curious expression. “That’s a tad too hot.”

      “Does it bother you?” I questioned with a hint of mockery, the two of us allowing the steamy spray to drench both of us.

      “Not a bit,” he whispered, maneuvering me until my back was pressed against the glass. “I’m worried about you.”

      “Hmm. I’m a pretty talented witch who can control her body temperature with ease,” I purred.

      “Say my name with that sexy voice,” Ryuu demanded.

      I purposely bit the corner of my lip, leaning in to whisper in his ear. “Ryuu, my king. Fuck me.” My voice was breathy but filled with enough desire and possessiveness that he didn’t delay in claiming my lips while one of his hands slipped between my legs.

      I moaned against his lips, gasping when his fingers slid right between my folds. I was already wet, and the swift action only brought immense pleasure as I broke the kiss and rested my head back against the glass.

      “Oh, Ryuu,” I moaned.

      “Nice and wet for me,” he growled against my wet skin. Pulling his two fingers out of my pussy, he replaced them with his cock. I moaned loudly at the wholeness his manhood delivered, needing a few seconds to adjust to his thick cock.

      I knew my vocal expressiveness was turning him on, feeling his cock twitch in impatience.

      “Silver.” Ryuu kissed me hard, pouring every bit of emotion through our connection. I slid my hands into his wet locks while I moved my hips just slightly to tease him into moving.

      I wanted him now and he knew it. I was positive that he felt my need for him to begin this pleasurable journey toward ecstasy.

      The shower was full of steam, and I looked into Ryuu’s eyes as they seemed to spark with an idea.

      “What are you thinking?” I whispered.

      “I want to take you pressed against this glass.”

      “I’m already pressed against it,” I pointed out. He smirked, pulling his cock out. In a fast movement, he somehow spun me around and my breasts pressed against the misty glass.

      Before I could comment, his cock was sliding inside me from behind, leaving me a moaning mess as I arched my back in pleasure.

      “That’s better,” Ryuu groaned against my neck before sucking on it. “How many times I’ve masturbated with this desire to fuck you from behind.”

      My body was on a rollercoaster of emotions, but the desperate need to be fucked by him overpowered me like no other.

      “Ryuu. Fuck me,” I begged, unable to hide my impatience any longer.

      His cock felt so good inside me, far too pleasurable to keep still. He needed to move and make the nagging ache go away.

      “Yes, my queen.” His dominant voice sent shivers through me. He began to pump in and out of me, my hard nipples pressed against the glass, which felt glorious with each thrusting movement.

      My imagination was adding to the wonderful stimulation, making me wish there was an audience to see my naked, wet body pressed against the glass like it was a store window for anyone to see.

      “Fuck. Yes, yes. Ryuu, fuck me,” I moaned, unable to control myself. My body felt like it was on fire, and I needed that relief only his cock could deliver to me.

      “That’s it, Silver. Clench my cock just like that. Moan for me with that delightful voice. Tell me how much you love this.”

      “I love it. So much. Ryuu, more.” I wasn’t going to go against anything he asked me to do or say. He was fucking me so well. He was bringing me the pleasure that I’d dreamed of experiencing during my teen years.

      He shifted his position and was really hitting my g-spot, something I never thought a man could do to me. It drove me to the wall, my lids fluttering closed while my eyes rolled back, and I moaned louder and louder.

      I didn’t care if I woke up the others, but I knew Dimitri and Wolfgang were deep sleepers.

      If they woke up, it wouldn’t matter, for I was sure they would want to join in on the action and it excited me even more.

      My head leaned back, and somehow, Ryuu was still able to have his cock balls deep inside me while kissing me senseless.

      My climax was closing in on me, and I didn’t know if I’d be able to hold it so we’d cum together.

      I whimpered against his lips, breaking the kiss to control my labored breaths.

      “So close, Ryuu. I’m…going…to cum, my king.” I had no clue why these king and queen terms had popped up, but I was loving it.

      “Let’s cum together, my queen,” he whispered, speeding up his thrusts until his balls were slapping against my ass. I inhaled sharply, my whole body growing rigid from my toes all the way up to my head.

      I arched my back and froze completely when my orgasm slammed through me.

      “RYUU!” I screamed in bliss, riding every wave of pleasure that followed. It took three more thrusts before Ryuu screamed my name.

      “SILVER!” He stilled, his cock buried into the deepest parts of my clenched pussy and he released his load in me.

      Shot after shot, his hot cum pooled, and I was overtaken by a second orgasm that hit me so fast, I couldn’t even scream.

      Ryuu slid a secure arm around my waist to hold me from collapsing as I shuddered uncontrollably.

      He waited until my labored pants slowed, slipping his cock out and pressing me against him.

      “You did amazing, Silver,” he whispered, lifting my head with his free hand and kissing me tenderly.

      I was drained, and my body felt like noodles, but I kissed him back slowly. “How are we going to shower? I can barely stand,” I confessed, doing my best to fight the urge to kneel down. My legs were still shaky.

      He grinned, and with ease, scooped me up. “I figured this would happen.”

      I gave him a judging arched eyebrow, but he merely grinned with pride, using magic to shut off the shower.

      He carried me out, and I now noticed the bath on the other side of my master washroom was filled with steamy water. What was even more surprising were the red petals floating on the surface.

      “Dragon shifters lose control when we fuck, and I was a little worried I’d be too hard on you. Baths with special salts and rose petals help soothe a woman’s body while they come down from their high,” he explained, managing to get us both in the bath with ease.

      He soaked us both in the comforting warm liquid and I sighed. Just submerging in the water was working its magic in relaxing me.

      “Ryuu, you’re a genius,” I complimented.

      “Thanks, Blossom.” He used my nickname with a boyish grin, appearing beyond proud of his considerate thinking. “Now let’s relax before we head to bed.”

      “Mhm,” I agreed.

      Steamy showers are definitely better with company.
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      ~THREE WEEKS LATER~

      

      
        
        Semester Two - Week One

      

      

      “Blossom.”

      I kept walking, my mind focused on the repetitive pounding in my head and how hot it was even though we were in the middle of winter.

      A tug on my hand forced me to stop, leaving me in a confused state as I looked over my shoulder to see Dimitri was holding me back.

      “Silver.” He had a stern look on his face. I frowned in return, unsure why he was wearing such a serious expression.

      “Dimitri? We’re going to be late. Yuriel and I have a test and I’m sure Professor Xin isn’t going to be nice to me because I’m dating his younger brother,” I explained.

      My voice was a little out of breath, but I blamed it on our fast-walking from third period.

      This semester our classes had been switched, but only in terms of order. Instead of having first period with Dimitri, we were switched to third and I had my first with Wolfgang.

      Our other two classes remained the same, probably to ensure we had a break between courses when magic and skills were involved.

      “We have a few minutes, come over here for a second,” Dimitri encouraged, tugging me away from the crowd of buzzing students who were racing to their next classes.

      This semester the halls weren’t even half as crowded as the beginning of the school year.

      Even our classes looked as though they had been cut in half. It was really noticeable in my class with Ryuu, and I was positive fourth period would be similar.

      Dimitri directed me to rest against one of the outdoor pillars. He immediately pressed his hand against my forehead.

      “You’re burning up, Blossom. I should be taking you to the nurse’s office,” Dimitri scolded. “You’ve been unwell since the holidays.”

      “I’m fine,” I muttered, but slipped my arms around his waist to rest against his warm body. It was weird how hot I felt but at the same time, my body was trembling and my hands were freezing.

      He groaned but hugged me tightly. He took most of my weight, and I allowed myself to enjoy the precious seconds I’d have before we’d have to make the rest of the way to our classes.

      The holidays were definitely interesting.

      After our Christmas party, we packed and said our goodbyes. We promised to text each other every day, which we did, but I’d found out the day before Christmas that Dimitri was back at our dorm at the academy.

      He’d gone to check in on his village but didn’t have any family to spend the holidays with.

      He’d returned to the academy to spend them alone and train, but once he told me, I couldn’t dare let him spend Christmas alone.

      He came down to our house and spent the remainder of the holidays with us. It was the first time I’d actually been comfortable bringing a guy over to my place.

      Callister had made it as far as the porch. My house wouldn’t let him enter, no matter what spells or pleading I did.

      Guess she could sense Callister’s intentions.

      Dimitri, on the other hand, was welcomed with open arms, and Scarlet loved him immediately. I got to introduce him to Mom too, and they didn’t mind Dimitri sleeping in my room.

      We didn’t even need to have separate beds.

      The two weeks we had together were spent studying, training, and simply hanging out. I showed him the coffee shop that I managed, and he even volunteered to help over the summer if I needed an extra pair of hands once we were on break.

      He also took care of me when I got sick with a cold. I was still recovering from it, but I couldn’t figure out a spell or remedy to help me out.

      We came back to school right on time, but the others were just as worried as Dimitri with how unwell I looked.

      During classes, I did my best to up my mana usage to alter my appearance, so I didn’t look like a mess, but it was getting harder to keep even that up.

      I wished school was done and I could go home and sleep.

      Two more classes. I can last that long.

      “Blossom. You’re not going to the last two classes,” Dimitri quietly whispered in my ear.

      “How did you know what I was thinking,” I mumbled dreamily. I was trying not to drift off.

      “You said that out loud, Silver,” Dimitri noted.

      “Oh,” I replied. “I can last.”

      “Uh huh,” Dimitri replied. He tilted my head up so he could look down at my weak eyes as I opened them. “You look like a zombie in that walking show.”

      “Walking show?” I inquired.

      “Walking Sick Silver, season one,” Dimitri mocked.

      “I’d be an awesome main character.” My voice was weak.

      “Silver. You need to go to the nurse’s office,” Dimitri concluded.

      “I can’t miss the test, stalker,” I mumbled, with a sad face.

      He bit his lip, conflicted. “After the next class, you’re going to the nurse’s office. I’ll explain to the teacher you aren’t feeling well. Can you survive one more class?”

      I slowly moved back against the wall to kind of prove I could support myself. With a weak fist pump, I whispered. “Y…a…a.”

      “That was a horrible reply.” Dimitri looked helplessly at me.

      “Dimitri? Silver?”

      We looked to our left to see Yuriel approaching us. One look at me and his calm expression fell to a worried one. “Why does Silver look like she’s dying?”

      “I’m not dying,” I grumbled, but shuffled to him. Giving him a hug, I relaxed against him. “Hi.”

      “Yup, she’s dying,” Yuriel concluded. “We should have forced her to stay home when you two arrived back.”

      “She didn’t look that bad then, but I think she was using magic to make herself not look like she’s a zombie,” Dimitri explained. “You guys have a test, though. She can’t bail out of it.”

      “No. Not without a class notice. My brother may be kind, but if he’s not as strict with Silver, he’ll be called out for it,” Yuriel admitted. “Silver?”

      “Mhm?”

      “Can you last for one more class?” Yuriel gently stroked my head.

      “Yeah…ace…this damn…test,” I mumbled.

      “Not reassuring at all,” Yuriel mumbled, while Dimitri sighed. “This may help her a little bit, but it’ll only give her enough energy for one class.”

      “What?” Yuriel asked.

      I lifted my head and slowly glanced to my right to see Dimitri was standing next to us. He held my chin and pressed his lips lightly against mine.

      My eyes automatically closed, while my lips pressed back against his as they grew really warm. It reminded me of when Ryuu had kissed me to give me a bit of his flame.

      I wonder if that’s what Dimitri’s doing? But he’s a hellhound.

      He released my lips, but I felt a warm tingling trickle through me. It started from my head and went down to my toes. My chest especially felt really warm, as well as the band on my ring finger.

      It took a full minute for the tingling to stop, but my mind was less fuzzy, and I didn’t feel like I was dying. “What did you do?” I asked in shock.

      “Hmm. It’s similar to what dragon shifters do when giving their mate or loved one a bit of their flame. Hellhound flames are from the depths of hell, but when it comes to our mates or those we truly love, the effect of our flame can be a positive energy boost. I know how to use it since it’s a required skill hellhounds learn as kids, but I haven’t performed it until now. I’m unsure how long it’ll last, but it should give you a good boost to focus on the test and the rest of your class,” Dimitri elaborated.

      “How are you feeling now, Silver?” Yuriel asked.

      “Better than before. My body still aches and I’m a little warmer than before, but I don’t feel lightheaded and my headache seems tolerable,” I confessed.

      “Enough symptoms to tell us you’re sick,” Dimitri concluded.

      I gave him a shy smile. “We should go. Class is about to start.”

      Dimitri sighed but pressed his lips to my forehead.

      “Don’t push yourself. After class, the rest of us will come over and we’ll take you to the nurse’s office together before gym. Just to get checked. If the nurse thinks you need rest, she can write a note to excuse you,” Dimitri suggested.

      “All right,” I replied. There was no point in arguing.

      Yuriel slipped his hand in mine. “I’ll watch her during class.”

      Dimitri gave him a firm nod. “Thanks. I’ll head to my class. I should make it before the bell.” He patted Yuriel’s shoulder and gave me one last look. “Good luck on the test.”

      “Thanks, Dimitri,” I replied, giving him a small wave.

      We watched him run off in the other direction and I moved my attention to Yuriel, who was eyeing me carefully.

      “What?”

      “If we had more time, I’d try to heal you,” he whispered. “I wish I could do more, like what Dimitri did. Give you a boost too,”

      I gave him a relieved smile, leaning up to kiss him gently. “If I kiss you, that gives me a boost,” I whispered. “Though…won’t I get the both of you sick?”

      “No.” He gave me a small smile. “Shifters have strong immune systems. I rarely get sick. Hellhounds don’t get sick often either.”

      “I need to find a spell to heighten my immune system,” I grumbled.

      “Could it be your recent usage of magic?” Yuriel suggested.

      “I haven’t done anything differently. Sure, I trained over the holidays, but I used to go through twelve hours of magic school with no problem,” I explained.

      “You just need a break. Let’s get this class over with and then get you checked,” Yuriel encouraged.

      “Okay,” I replied, giving him one last hug. “Having you here is a nice boost, too. Thanks for caring.”

      He kissed the top of my head, his hand rubbing my back lightly. “Just a little longer and you can rest, all right? Sorry I can’t take your pain away. Mages are a lot more complicated for me than shifters.”

      “Don’t apologize, silly. You caring is more than enough,” I assured him.

      We leaned back and exchanged a final kiss before we held hands and made our way to our next class.
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      “Pencils down. You may leave your papers on the desk and head to gym class. I’m allowing you all to leave fifteen minutes early. Don’t arrive to gym late, because I’ll be conducting today’s class,” Professor Xin announced.

      Various students said their thanks while others groaned at their test papers. I let out a weak sigh, my eyes barely staying open as I put my pencil down.

      The test wasn’t hard at all, but I had finished it twenty minutes ago and wished I could have left to go to the nurse’s office then.

      Now I just felt like shit.

      Yuriel slipped his hand on my back, rubbing it gently. “Silver?”

      “I’m all right. Although, I think I’ll take your guys’ advice and go see the nurse. I feel horrible,” I concluded.

      “Let’s wait till everyone else leaves,” Yuriel whispered. Obviously, I didn’t want anyone knowing or getting an idea that I wasn’t feeling well. Even though I felt like shit, I was fighting with the little energy I had left to keep my “healthy” appearance.

      I simply nodded, placing my head down on the desk. The throbbing in my head had returned with a vengeance, and it was already hard to keep my eyes open, let alone deal with how bright the lights were.

      I wasn’t sure if I completely zoned out, but I felt a nudge on my shoulder.

      “Silver?”

      “Why did she come to class when she’s in this condition?” Professor Xin’s voice sounded a tad upset.

      “This is S.S.S. Academy. Even if you guys are kind at times, it doesn’t mean we can get away with being sick and missing class. If this was a mission, none of you would feel sympathy and tell us to stay back,” Yuriel defended.

      I heard a sigh. “Even so, this is different.”

      “That’s favoritism in other people’s eyes,” Yuriel noted.

      “Yes, but when you’re a student or even a spy getting straight triple S scores, I believe you deserve a sick day. Better than her being dead, don’t you think?” Professor Xin argued.

      Yuriel was quiet, and I finally lifted my heavy head to look at him. He had an angry expression on his face, unlike Professor Xin, who was calm as usual. I must have missed something in between.

      “I don’t get why you two are angry…but…I’m fine. I’ll be on my way to the nurse’s office…and then go to gym class,” I announced. Pushing my chair back, I rose up and began to gather my stuff.

      “Silver, stop. You’re not going to walk to the office,” Yuriel huffed.

      “My head hurts too bad to teleport, and I won’t have you carry me. This is a spy academy. People see weakness and will take every bit of advantage and try to jump us or some stupid nonsense,” I rambled all in one breath, feeling a little irritated.

      “We’ll figure something out, but sit back down,” he ordered.

      “I don’t need to listen to you,” I huffed back, feeling even more annoyed.

      “You’re sick!”

      “I’m not sick!” I snapped back. “I don’t need you to tell me anything. I’m going to go to the nurse and then class! I don’t even know why the hell you’re mad.”

      “Because you’re unwell and won’t listen to me to sit back down.”

      “Bullshit,” I argued back, pointing my finger in his face. “I’m not blind. A little blurry vision, but I can see right through you. You’re upset over something stupid and just want me to listen to you,” I barked.

      Yuriel gritted his teeth, his eyes darkening to pure black that flooded the tiny silver stars that usually reflected within.

      Professor Xin sighed. “Enough, you two. Brother, stop. I get you’re worried about Silver and upset because you can’t exchange energy with her but that doesn’t mean you should be yelling at her.”

      He then turned to me. “And Silver. You. Are. Sick. I can’t believe you didn’t stay home to begin with. Sit down and wait for the others.”

      “I don’t need to listen to you either,” I huffed, moving my accusing finger to point it right in his chest. “I don’t care if you’re my professor. I won’t fucking listen to you. I’m healthy. I’m strong. I’m not sick!”

      He blinked a few times, staring at me with a slightly shocked expression. The door opened, and I noticed out of the corner of my eye that Wolfgang, Ryuu, and Dimitri had arrived.

      They closed the door and froze.

      “Um…is there a confrontation going on?” Wolfgang asked.

      “Is Silver even allowed to have her finger pointing to Professor Xin’s chest like that?” Ryuu inquired.

      “Silver. You look horrendous. Why have you guys not taken her to the nurse’s office?” Dimitri demanded.

      “We’re trying to,” Professor Xin sighed.

      Yuriel stood up. “It’s because she won’t acknowledge she’s sick!”

      “I’m not sick!” I snapped, a gust of wind rushing out of me and sending Professor Xin and Yuriel flying.

      Yuriel cursed, and in seconds his wings were out to stop him from crashing into the walls. Professor Xin didn’t go as far, stopping himself with what I’d assumed was levitation magic.

      I bit my lip, fighting back tears as I gathered my remaining stuff. “Leave me alone. I’m not sick. I can go to the nurse’s office myself…and…just get a checkup…or something!” I breathed, my whole body trembling.

      I’m not sick. I can’t be sick. Nope. Not me. Dad was sick and look what happened. I’m perfectly fine. A checkup and a good night’s sleep will heal me right up. I don’t need anyone’s help. No need at all.

      Yuriel took a step forward, catching my attention. A sound rumbled inside my throat, and they all froze as I glared at my four men.

      “Shit…uh…are angels’ eyes supposed to be pure white like that?” Wolfgang questioned.

      “And are they supposed to growl?” Ryuu asked.

      “Or is this a whole mage thing we missed out on?” Dimitri questioned hesitantly.

      Yuriel was silent, his eyes still locked on mine. I could see how upset he was, but I also saw past the anger.

      The worry, pain, and desire to help me.

      I knew they wanted to ease the pain pounding in my head and the aches taking over my body, but there was no possible way I could fall ill. I wasn’t going to let a cold or whatever was going on with me stop me from this one dream.

      It was the first day of second semester. I had to do well if I wanted to make it to the finals and second year.

      I won’t let this stop me. Just…focus…on…getting out of here.

      Lifting my bag onto my shoulder, I moved my gaze to the floor, noticing that Star was quietly sitting at my feet.

      “Mewr?”

      I blinked and stared at her. She knew what my fear was. What I was trying to hide with my short temper. I crouched down and scooped her up, pressing her to my chest.

      You understand me, right, Star? You get it.

      “Mewr.” She snuggled against me, nudging me with her head and rubbing it against my chest. I fought with every bit of strength to rise back up, ignoring the dizziness that plagued me.

      “I’m going…to the nurse’s office,” I repeated.

      I took a step forward, or I thought I did. My body crashed into someone, but from the foreign scent of cologne, I automatically knew it wasn’t one of my men.

      “Shit, Silver,” Dimitri shouted.

      There were shuffling noises around me, but the world was spinning, and my head felt like weights were on it. I simply couldn’t open my eyes.

      “Fuck, she’s burning up,” Wolfgang cursed.

      “Move. I can cool her down,” Ryuu announced. My body felt like I was lying in someone’s embrace, my back against their chest while a hand pressed against my forehead.

      I tried to move, but my body wouldn’t budge. That left me in intense fear, and I muffled a sob. A hand held mine. “Shh, Blossom. You’re okay. We’re right here,” Dimitri’s tender voice whispered into my ear.

      “Daichi. What’s going on?” Yuriel questioned, his voice filled with worry.

      “You guys have had no time to check into the ring still.” Professor Xin sighed. “Silver is half shifter right now. Can you recall one time she’s used healing magic or even attempted to do something angel-like? Has she summoned her wings at all?”

      The room was silent until Yuriel quietly cursed. “Shit.”

      “It’s a side effect of her not using her angel powers. The ring is what granted her the camouflage of being a shifter, but she hasn’t used the power in return.”

      “So instead, she’s been using more and more magic for training, but her shifter energy is simply sitting there,” Ryuu mumbled.

      “Which is why she’s overheating. Her body isn’t used to shifter energy like us. It thinks of it as something foreign,” Dimitri mumbled.

      “Shifter energy and Witch magic are two different types of powers. Yes, Silver is able to handle the ring’s magic due to her being chosen by it. Her high magic capabilities and mana storage also assist in keeping the balance. However, with how things have gone throughout the semester and with her training over the holidays, her body hasn’t been given enough time to recuperate,” Professor Xin noted.

      “Can’t Yuriel just transfer energy to Silver? Like how I can transfer a bit of my flame?” Ryuu asked.

      “I gave her a boost before class as well,” Dimitri admitted.

      “Yeah. If Yuriel does it, wouldn’t it be more productive in giving her a temporary boost until we can restore her magic levels?” Wolfgang suggested.

      “We can call her sister. I remember she said she’s off until next week. She’d come here in two seconds to help,” Dimitri explained.

      “I can’t,” Yuriel whispered.

      Everyone else was silent for a long moment, and I felt something lick my cheek. I fought to open my eyes, getting only a squint of vision that was blurry and spinning. I could see that Ryuu was kneeling down next to me on my right and Dimitri was on my left, still holding my hand. Wolfgang was at my feet and seeing as Yuriel was standing where his desk was, Professors Xin was definitely the one cradling me.

      I stared at Yuriel’s feathers, unsure why they were black now when my spell had worked like a charm.

      Is it because I barely have any magic left? No. Star’s still here. Why aren’t they white? Is that why he’s mad at me?

      “Why not?” Wolfgang asked. “You’re an angel shifter.”

      Yuriel didn’t reply and I heard a soft sigh from behind me.

      “Silver’s half shifter form is a regular angel shifter. She can’t be treated by Yuriel.”

      “Why? Because he’s a fallen angel?” Wolfgang asked.

      I was shocked by Wolfgang’s question, and I wished I could see the others’ expressions at his statement.

      No one said a word until Yuriel whispered. “You…know?”

      “Was it supposed to be a secret?” Wolfgang questioned, looking over at Dimitri and then Ryuu. The two of them shrugged.

      “We knew that a while ago, Yuriel,” Ryuu announced.

      “I mean. Your wings are black. Or at least they have been for a while now. During our entrance exam they were white, but after a while, they were black to me,” Dimitri confessed.

      “Me too,” Ryuu agreed.

      “They were black from the get-go to me.” Wolfgang shrugged. “I figured you were a fallen angel, but I didn’t see the big deal about it. When Ryuu and Dimitri mentioned they were white, I simply assumed you did some spell of some sorts. I know some shifters place spells to protect themselves and those around them only see their true form when they’ve accepted them for who they are.”

      “Hmm. Is that why you and Silver took so long in the vent?” Dimitri asked.

      “She found out and put the spell on you so no one would pester you about it?” Ryuu suggested.

      “Yes…” Yuriel whispered. I couldn’t keep my eyes open anymore, letting them fall as I did my best to fight the urge to sleep.

      Professor Xin cleared his throat, grabbing their attention. “Why don’t we continue this later? Now that you’ve figured out the details, let’s get Silver to the nurse’s office. Dimitri. Contact Silver’s sister. It’s a good idea to have another witch boost her up.”

      “Yes, Professor Xin,” Dimitri replied.

      “You have her number?” Ryuu asked.

      “Yeah. She gave it to me for emergencies when I stayed over during the holidays. Her mom expressed that she always worries about Scarlet and Silver because of how her husband died so suddenly,” Dimitri admitted.

      Mom…

      “That’s why Silver freaked out,” Ryuu whispered. “She could be scared of falling ill like her Dad?”

      “That and the fact we just started second semester. Silver’s dreamed of being here. If she misses too many classes and falls behind, she’ll either be kicked out or have to use one of her strikes to restart.” Dimitri sighed.

      “She doesn’t want to lose this chance…and I’m sure she wouldn’t want to be left behind,” Wolfgang mumbled. I heard footsteps and a heavy sigh.

      “Let’s get her to the nurse’s office. I don’t care what happens. As long as Silver gets better, I’m staying by her. Even if it means we potentially have to use our strike to start again next year,” Yuriel declared.

      “I still got two strikes. No problem there,” Dimitri replied while I heard a dialing noise.

      “We’re both down,” Ryuu declared.

      “Yup,” Wolfgang agreed.

      “Your four are really something,” Professor Xin muttered. “Stay close. I’m about to teleport us.”

      Something gently laid upon my cheek, lightly stroking it. “It’ll be okay, Silver. Rest.”

      Yuriel’s soft voice caressed my ears. My mind immediately began to drift, until the world went dark.
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      “Silver?” Scarlet’s quiet voice pulled me out of the dream I was having. It was a memory from the past, but I couldn’t remember exactly what. I opened my eyes slowly, and the blurred image of someone looking down at me began to come into focus.

      Blinking a few times, I realized Scarlet was looking down at me. “There’s my baby sister,” Scarlet sweetly announced.

      “Sis? What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “Your stalker boyfriend called me,” Scarlet smiled.

      “I’m not a stalker.”

      I slowly turned my head to see Dimitri’s pouting expression.

      He was sitting next to Yuriel, who looked to be asleep. I glanced over to the end of the bed where Wolfgang and Ryuu both were, their heads resting on their crossed arms.

      Professor Xin was leaning against the wall to my left. His eyes were also closed, leaving me to wonder if he was asleep.

      Within a few seconds, I realized I was in a medical bed, similar to a hospital one but without the fancy gadgets.

      A woman with short blue hair and golden cat ears smiled at me as she walked over to stand next to Scarlet, who appeared relieved.

      “That did the trick. I knew with a boost from you and Daichi would restore her balance, Scarlet,” the woman in a pink uniform announced.

      Her voice was really high-pitched, but not enough to annoy my ears.

      The woman was 5’7” and wore a white coat with the S.S.S. Academy logo on it. I noticed the other side of the coat had NURSE embroidered in pink lettering.

      “You’re right. I’m glad I didn’t have work this week. Mom would have freaked out.” Scarlet sighed, swiping the small beads of sweat off her forehead. “How are you feeling, sis?”

      I frowned and looked between her and the nurse. “Fine? Wait, was I sick?” I asked, suddenly unsure how I even landed here.

      “Ah.” The cat lady scratched the side of her face with her hand like it was a paw. “She’ll need a few minutes for her memories of it all to come back. We give all our clients temporary amnesia for the first twenty-four hours. It helps so they don’t freak out upon awakening.”

      “What happened?” I asked, looking from one side to the other.

      Dimitri reached out to hold my hand.

      “You had an imbalance of a sort,” Dimitri admitted. “It was as though you were coming down with a cold or the flu. We tried to convince you to go to the nurse’s office, but you freaked out when we kept saying you were unwell. You passed out and Professor Xin caught you. He teleported us here after Ryuu cooled your body temperature down and we figured out the problem. I called your sister because you needed a magic boost from a witch. Your angel energy was too high and the culprit of the disturbance.”

      “That’s…a little confusing,” I confessed. “My angel energy? As in the shifter half of me? Wait…am I supposed to say that?” I asked, looking back at the cat lady.

      She smiled while Scarlet reached out to ruffle my hair. “Aside from those in the room now, no one else is here and I’ve made sure the room is spelled to keep our words in here.”

      “That’s my sis for you.” I sighed. “It’s okay for the um…you’re the nurse, right?” I asked the cat lady.

      “Right. I’m Mitten, Nya. I’m the head nurse here. Don’t worry about your confidentiality being breached. All cases are protected and in no way am I allowed to tell anyone about your witch status. I was informed at the beginning of the year,” Mitten assured me, bowing her head slightly.

      Nya? I wonder if she adds that to the end of sentences?

      Her ears twitched and she looked back at Profession Xin, whose tired eyes slowly opened. He blinked a few times and yawned.

      “Only you could sleep standing,” Mitten noted to him. Professor Xin frowned, giving her a tired look. “I wasn’t sleeping,”

      “Sure, Nya.” Mitten shrugged. “If you were awake, you’d know your student woke up three minutes ago.”

      Professor Xin turned his attention to me. Relief formed on his face, reminding me so much of Yuriel that I had to blink a few times.

      “Good to see you’re okay, Ms. Solange.”

      “Thank you,” I replied, giving him an appreciative nod.

      “You know, school hours are over. You can just call her Silver,” Mitten noted. Professor Xin’s cheeks began to grow red and he side-eyed Mitten.

      “You always pester me.”

      “I pester you because you’re so by the book, Nya. You were fine saying her first name when she was asleep,” Mitten countered.

      “That’s because I was talking to her sister,” Professor Xin argued.

      “If you say so, Daichi.” Mitten smiled sweetly. “Now, come help me fill out forms! I already informed the dean that you had to assist a student and that Ms. Nutella had to cover for you, Nya.” Mitten walked over to him, slipping her hand around his arm.

      His face grew even redder, and he groaned. “You’re too touchy. Students are watching,” he scolded.

      “Uh huh. To the report room, Daichi, Nya,” she cheered.

      “So annoying,” he grumbled but snapped his fingers. They were gone in a flash, leaving Dimitri, Scarlet, and I in a confused moment of silence.

      “Those two are so dating,” Scarlet and I said in unison.

      “Hmm? Isn’t that obvious?” Dimitri asked.

      “You think that’s obvious?” I questioned.

      “Well, you were asleep, but Professor Xin kept watching Mitten work the whole time she was taking care of you. He also asked her quietly if she’d taken a break today or if she needed any more assistance,” Dimitri explained. “I see something there, but we can ask Yuriel when he wakes up.”

      “I’ll go call Mom and tell her you’re okay. She was home when Dimitri called, and I couldn’t explain what happened. Don’t want her flooding the house with her tears,” Scarlet announced. She leaned over and gave me a kiss on the cheek. “I’m happy you’re okay, sis. Just next time you’re feeling unwell, come straight here and see Mitten, all right?”

      I looked back and saw a hint of fear in her eyes. She wasn’t asking me. She was begging me to seek help when I needed it.

      “All right. Sorry for worrying you,” I apologized. She gave me a small smile and headed out of the room. I let out a long sigh.

      “Sorry for causing you guys trouble,” I whispered to Dimitri. He placed his hand on my cheek, stroking it lightly.

      “It’s all right. We were a bit afraid, but Scarlet and Professor Xin worked super fast once Mitten assessed you. Professor Xin was able to transfer a boost to Mitten and then she was able to morph it into an orb of energy. Scarlet gathered her magic in an orb and they combined the two. Then Mitten slowly administered the energy into you in stages.”

      “That sounds complicated,” I admitted.

      Dimitri nodded. “Took a while. The others tried to stay awake but dozed off. Professor Xin ended up falling asleep since he used quite a bit of energy to create the orb.”

      “Why did he do it when Yuriel can?” I asked.

      “Ah, you were out when we talked about it. Yuriel’s a fallen angel. You, on the other hand, are a regular angel shifter, or that’s what the ring granted you. The energies are different. Therefore, it wouldn’t benefit if you received a boost from Yuriel. Professor Xin couldn’t give it to you directly, if you know what I mean,” Dimitri elaborated.

      “Yeah. That makes sen…wait! Y-you guys know? That Yuriel is…you know?” I had to lower my voice near the end, noticing Yuriel tense up for a few seconds. We waited to see if he’d wake, but seconds passed and his body relaxed, his breathing still at a slow pace.

      “We’ve known for a while, Silver. We kinda figured it out before we brought you to the nurse’s office, but we told Yuriel we knew he was a fallen angel ages ago. Wolfgang knew right away, and Ryuu and I noticed the shift in his wings from white to black later on but didn’t see the need to bring it up.”

      “Oh…” I trailed off. “Yeah. I cast a spell to hide the blackness of his wings. Unless the person peering at him won’t judge him, his true form will stay hidden.”

      “We figured. Took us a bit after you were stable to assure him that we still wanted to be his friends. He thought we’d want him out of the harem,” Dimitri admitted.

      “Out of the harem. I guess that’s what we are, but he can’t leave. He’s one of my boyfriends,” I mumbled.

      “He’s not going anywhere. We called him an idiot and said he’s stuck for three and a half more years.” Dimitri beamed proudly.

      “Thank goodness,” I whispered. “Do I have to stay here?”

      “No. Mitten said once you woke up and she finished reports and did a quick check on you, we could go home,” he replied.

      “That’s good. I don’t like being in rooms that remind me of the hospital,” I admitted.

      “We get it,” he whispered. “You panicked because of what happened to your dad, right?”

      “Yeah,” I whispered, the memories slowly coming back to me. I recalled everything in a flash and groaned.

      “Are you okay?” Dimitri asked.

      “I just remembered,” I confessed, giving him a pitiful look. “I’m so sorry. I have to apologize to the others and Professor Xin. I caused so much trouble. I’m also the reason why Yuriel’s wings came out.”

      “It’s all good, Blossom. You didn’t hurt anyone, and again, we knew about Yuriel. Don’t stress about it,” Dimitri comforted, slipping his hand back in mine.

      “Thanks for being understanding.” I gave him a relieved smile. He returned my smile with his own and leaned over to give me a kiss on the cheek. “Just be careful. I get the situation we’re in with school…but we’d be in big trouble if you got seriously hurt or ill. Don’t sacrifice your health over the academy. If we have to, we’re willing to pause our studies so that we can continue together.”

      “You shouldn’t need to,” I whispered.

      “We are a team, remember? We promised to be your boyfriends and that promise still stands. We all have strikes to spare. If we have to start all over again to ensure we graduate together as a team, we certainly will.”

      “I really wonder how I got so lucky in meeting the four of you,” I whispered.

      Dimitri chuckled, and I looked at him right when he claimed my lips.

      We stared into each other’s eyes and I allowed mine to close. Our kiss was deliberately slow, and I enjoyed every bit of it.

      He released my lips and whispered, “We’re just as lucky for meeting a woman like you. We never would have met if you hadn’t had the courage to apply.”

      He stroked the palm of my hand. “Now rest a little while we wait for Mitten and Professor Xin to come back. Professor Xin said we’d have to start training you on how to activate your angel attributes.”

      “Would that help so this doesn’t happen again?” I asked, resting against the pillows behind my head.

      “Yes, and we may need it for the final exam. You’re going to have to demonstrate a shifter quality. All students are required to. It won’t be an on-the-spot display, but throughout the mission at some point.”

      “Great.” I sighed but nodded my head. “I’ve been able to conquer everything so far. This should be a piece of cake. Maybe I’ll learn how to fly!” I happily suggested.

      “That’s all Yuriel, but Professor Xin said he’s willing to help too. As long as it’s off academy property.”

      “That’s nice of him.”

      “I think it’s because of your impact on Yuriel. He mentioned when Yuriel fell asleep that he hasn’t lost his cool like that in a long time. He only does when he’s super upset or extremely worried,” Dimitri admitted.

      “He was mad that he couldn’t help me with the boost.”

      Dimitri nodded. “Give him some time. I’m sure he won’t worry too much about it now that you’re better.”

      I nodded, closing my eyes for a moment. “Guess when we go home, I’ll be forced to sleep.”

      “Yes, but we could enjoy some time in the hot tub, too.”

      “All of us?”

      “All of us,” he repeated.

      I opened my eyes slightly to see his mischievous grin. “No fluffy stuff.”

      “I don’t know what fluffy stuff you are referring to.” He acted all innocent with a wide smile.

      “Sure.” I quietly giggled but squeezed his hand as my eyes fell to a close once more.

      “You guys are the best boyfriends I could have ever asked for.”

      I meant every word.
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      “NOPE! This is a bad idea. Yuri-EEP!”

      I shrieked when he tossed me off the cliff, sending me plummeting into the vast water below. My body crashed into the water, and I quickly gathered my bearings and swam back up to the surface.

      Gasping for air, I looked up to the cliff to give Yuriel the best glare I could muster.

      “IT DIDN’T WORK, DAMMIT!” I screamed.

      My sensitive hearing picked up on his reply.

      “Hmm. That didn’t go as expected.” He looked over his shoulder. “Hey bro? You threw me just like that when you forced me to learn how to fly. What happened in this case?”

      “Sometimes I wonder which parent you got your stupidity from,” Professor Xin groaned.

      “You okay, Blossom?” Dimitri called out. “I’d help you, but I’m not feeling the water.”

      “Ugh,” I replied. “I’m fine.”

      With a grunt, I began to swim to where Dimitri, Wolfgang, and Ryuu stood at their watchful post.

      “I can’t believe we’re testing this out in the middle of winter,” Wolfgang declared.

      “Says the man in shorts,” Dimitri sighed.

      “At least we’re all warm-bodied shifters,” Ryuu reminded.

      “Except for Yuriel and Professor Xin,” Wolfgang pointed out. “Silver doesn’t count since she can use her magic to regulate her temperature.”

      I reached the partially snow-covered shore, snapping both my fingers to summon a warm whirlwind that wrapped around me and dried me off in seconds. I crossed my arms under my breasts and glared at the three.

      “I DO count! I didn’t know he was going to throw me off the damn cliff!”

      The three of them just looked me up and down, and I groaned. “Pay attention and stop checking me out!”

      “It’s not our fault, Blossom. You look hot in a bikini,” Dimitri complimented, walking toward me. He wrapped me in a hug and kissed my neck. “So, so hot.” His husky whisper wasn’t helping me remain angry.

      “Ugh. I hate you,” I said, muffled against his broad shoulder as I returned his hug.

      “Hmm. You don’t mean that, Blossom.” He nipped my neck and I held back the moan that threatened to escape.

      “If we’re going to get all romantic, shouldn’t we do that when Professor Xin isn’t around?” Wolfgang suggested in an amused tone.

      “When Dimitri’s involved, Silver forgets the world. It’s a stalker tactic. That’s how they get you,” Ryuu stressed

      “I’m not a stalker,” Dimitri huffed, giving me a quick kiss before letting me go.

      Yuriel and Professor Xin flew down from the cliff, landing a few feet away from us.

      Both of them were wearing black sweatpants, but Yuriel wore a black turtleneck sweater while Profession Xin wore a loose white one.

      It was weird seeing Professor Xin in casual clothes, and what was even more shocking was how big his wings were. They were at least double the size of Yuriel’s and were so white I was sure they could exorcise a demon with one flap.

      He wore silver glasses today, which wasn’t very common either. It made him look very intellectual while maintaining his attractiveness, but I definitely wasn’t interested in a romantic way.

      The two of them approached us.

      “Guess Plan A doesn’t work,” Yuriel concluded.

      I gave him a look and he shuffled over to give me a hug from behind. “It sounded like a good idea at the time,” he muttered. “Don’t hate me.”

      I rolled my eyes but sighed. “I really don’t think the wing thing is going to work. Isn’t there something else I can do?” I suggested.

      The others looked at Professor Xin, who fixed his glasses. “Firstly, we need to get spectacles made for you.”

      “Glasses?” Ryuu questioned. “Why does she need glasses?”

      “I can see perfectly fine,” I noted.

      “When you first felt unwell, you had a lot of eye strain, correct?” Profession Xin clarified.

      “Well…yea. It wasn’t all the time, but once in a while my vision would blur and then return to normal,” I thought out loud, realizing that was the first symptom I noticed.

      “High ranking mages normally wear glasses unless they’re about to go into training or a mission. You should know magic loves to dwell within your chest, eyes, and fingertips. Wearing glasses during class will aid in stabilizing your magic and not letting an excessive amount affect your eyes,” he explained.

      “Is that why you’re wearing glasses?” Wolfgang asked.

      “Yes. I simply don’t wear them during class because I get hit on more.” Professor Xin shrugged.

      “That hard life.” Yuriel rolled his eyes. “Now, if only you’d hook up with Mi—ow!”

      “Stop speaking nonsense and pay attention,” Professor Xin huffed. “Anyway, you could try healing magic. The only difference is you’ll be using your angel energy and not your usual magic. The tricky part is telling the difference.”

      “Recognize the difference in energies. I can try,” I noted.

      Professor Xin nodded. “It will be a little difficult and could take the rest of the semester to see some progress, but that’s the best bet. As you practice more and more, it’ll become second nature just like your regular magic.”

      “All right. I’ll give it a try.” I nodded in determination.

      “DAICHI, NYA!”

      We all flinched, glancing to our left to see a small figure that looked like Mitten.

      “What is she doing here?” Professor Xin looked annoyed.

      “Aww. Is that a picnic basket?” Ryuu narrowed his eyes to try and get a better look.

      “I smell tuna sandwiches,” Dimitri announced.

      “And egg ones, too,” Wolfgang added.

      Professor Xin let out another sigh but began walking to meet Mitten halfway. He tucked his wings against his body, their angelic grace fading away as they disappeared.

      I listened in closely like the rest of the group.

      “Mitten. What are you doing here?”

      “I brought lunch,” she sweetly declared.

      I noticed she was wearing a light blue wool dress with white knee socks and dark blue fuzzy boots. Her petticoat was white with little blue fuzzy balls that dangled from white strings.

      He just stared at her. “We weren’t staying that long.”

      “Yes, but you still need lunch and it’s way into the afternoon. Did you know in winter shifters get hungrier because their bodies need more calories to keep warm?”

      Her bright eyes were enough to make him give up. “I didn’t know. Are we having a picnic?”

      “If you like? I brought enough food for everyone, Nya.”

      “You’re too nice,” Professor Xin grumbled. “Fine. I’ll help you set up.”

      Mitten squealed, wrapping her free arm around his. “I know the perfect spot. Right there.”

      I looked at the others, who had small smiles on their faces.

      “Hey, Yuriel. Why doesn’t your bro just hook up with her?” Wolfgang asked.

      “Clearly he likes her. Look how red his face is,” Dimitri acknowledged.

      “I don’t know. My brother’s stupid.” Yuriel shrugged. “They went to school together,”

      “They did?!” the rest of us exclaimed.

      “Yeah. I think they did date, but something happened.” Yuriel eyed his brother and Mitten as they walked over to a dry spot near the water that wasn’t covered by snow.

      “I think they had a mission and she got really hurt and lost her memory.”

      “What?” I gasped, my excitement for them dropping like a sinking boat.

      The others also looked hurt by his revelation. “She lost her memories of him and he decided they shouldn’t date anymore?” Ryuu muttered.

      “Not necessarily. I don’t know the details, but I just think my brother wants her to have a choice? Sometimes I think he blames himself for her getting injured. They were a team of five. Only my brother, Mitten, and Mr. London made it through. The mission was something really serious. I’m talking internationally ranked. What they did saved millions of shifters, mages, and humans, but there were sacrifices. They gave my brother the option to continue or do what he wanted most, which was teaching. Mr. London also wanted to teach, thus the reason why he, too, is a professor. Mitten is really good at healing and curing any type of poison. The Dean decided it would be good to have her as a nurse. Only took her six months to become the head nurse.”

      Yuriel looked at his brother and sighed. “My brother is like me. We struggle to be open and are hard to approach unless you know us. He still loves her. Their pictures are in his office and at home in his room. He carries a picture of them together in his wallet as well. I think Mitten loves him, even if she can’t remember their past, but it’s up to my brother to give the relationship another chance.”

      “That’s really depressing,” Dimitri whispered.

      I nodded. “Proves that being a spy isn’t a game. Anything can happen.”

      “Mewr!”

      We all blinked and looked down to see Star sitting in the middle of our circle. She stretched and ran over to Wolfgang, who knelt down and picked her up.

      “Hey, Star.”

      “Mewr.” She looked at his wrist, and without a second thought, scratched it with her sharp claws. We all gawked at the little uni-kitten. Wolfgang was clearly having a slow reaction because he just stared at his wrist that immediately began to bleed.

      “And…I’m going to die,” Wolfgang concluded calmly.

      “Star! Why did you do that?” I scolded. The uni-kitten jumped out of his hand and raced away from us toward Professor Xin and Mitten.

      “Traitor!” I shouted out to her. “My familiar’s a runaway murderer!”

      “I’m still alive,” Wolfgang calmly pointed out.

      “After the culprit!” Dimitri declared, running after Star.

      “Um…I guess I’ll go help. Don’t die on me, Wolfgang. You haven’t paid me back for buying you lunch on the last day of classes before Christmas break,” Ryuu acknowledged.

      “Really?!” Wolfgang dramatically put his other hand against his chest while watching Ryuu casually walk away. “What kind of brother are you?”

      “The kind you still owe money to,” he replied, not even looking back.

      Yuriel and I exchanged looks and then glanced back down to Wolfgang’s wound that was dripping blood on the ground beneath us.

      “Guess this is a good time for that healing magic,” Yuriel suggested.

      “How are you so calm?” I asked, looking back at the wound. “And there’s so much blood already. What if I can’t heal it?” I was already panicking.

      I hated blood. Sure, I could handle my period, but we had magic to help us coast through the week without crazy cramps or spending tons of money on tampons. Even safe sex was possible with a mental thought of protection.

      This would have been a piece of cake with my actual magic, but I had no clue what angel energy felt like.

      Yuriel was observing me while I tried to figure out what to do. He moved around so he was standing behind me again, and he pressed his body against me.

      “Relax for a second, Silver,” he comforted.

      “But—”

      “Relax,” he repeated, but his hands ran down my arms while his voice held power over me. My body immediately calmed down.

      “You can’t heal when you’re not calm. Now take a few deep breaths,” he whispered.

      I bit my lip, but took a deep inhale through my nose, and released my lip to let the air out. In the back of my mind, I worried Wolfgang would pass out or something, but he stood still, watching Ryuu and Dimitri chase after Star, who was running in circles.

      “Now focus deep inside you. Find your own magic first. Then try to find another source of energy that doesn’t feel normal,” Yuriel coached.

      I nodded and closed my eyes, focusing on following his instruction. Lifting my hands up to where I knew Wolfgang’s injured wrist was, I dove deeper within myself.

      Finding my own magic was easy. In a second my magic gathered at my attention, centering within my chest in a big ball of pink coursing energy.

      It was now time for me to find the foreign magic. It took a lot longer for me to find hints of gold and amber energy. It was a weird mix, but I focused on the golden energy that was greater in mass and strength.

      Envisioning it as a tiny ball, I concentrated with all my might for the ball of energy to travel to my fingertips. It was so small that I struggled to keep it there, for my own magic wanted to take its place.

      It was as though the two energies were employees and my magic was the manager who wanted to get the work over and done, whereas the foreign magic was like a new employee who was unsure what to do.

      “A little more, Silver,” Yuriel encouraged.

      I could feel the beads of sweat forming along my forehead as I strained to make the bits of energy manifest. My hands grew warm, and I knew I’d done something, but I tried to push a little more.

      “What a pretty light,” Wolfgang complimented.

      When I couldn’t do it anymore, I stopped and opened my eyes. I caught the last glimpse of golden white light before it vanished completely.

      I frowned when I saw there was still a tiny gash on Wolfgang’s wrist. “It didn’t work,” I grumbled, needing to catch my breath.

      Wolfgang shook his head. “It did. The cut was way bigger.”

      “You healed about half of it,” Yuriel announced. “Really good for the first time.”

      “That was exhausting. Now I’m hungry,” I grumbled.

      “Mewr!” Star was still running around, being chased by Dimitri and Ryuu, who looked tired.

      “How the hell does this cat have so much energy?” Ryuu huffed.

      “I give up,” Dimitri groaned. “Why are we even trying to catch her? I swear she did that on purpose.”

      “Let’s go eat,” Wolfgang suggested.

      “But your…” I trailed off, realizing his cut was now completely healed. “How?”

      “Wolf shifters heal fast. Only took longer because I was delaying the healing process to give you a chance to try out your angel skills.” He winked and slipped his arm around my waist, pulling me into a fierce kiss.

      I mumbled against his lips, but it was completely incoherent as he deepened the kiss.

      “I feel like a third wheel.” Yuriel yawned.

      Wolfgang released me and chuckled. “Thanks for healing me, Silver. If you show that skill during the exam, we’ll be set.”

      “And how would that work out?” I questioned.

      “I’ll just fall in the water and you can rescue me and give me CPR. We’ll make it dramatic,” Wolfgang teased.

      “That sounds like another way just to kiss her,” Yuriel pointed out.

      “Yes, but it would be heroic.” Wolfgang’s playful grin made me shake my head.

      “Made me worry for nothing.”

      “I did my contribution to training today. Also, it was your familiar who attacked the innocent wolf shifter,” Wolfgang noted. “Let me go wash the blood off. Then we can eat! I’m starving.”

      “I feel played,” I mumbled to myself, watching Wolfgang walk over to the others, who were catching their breath while Star ran around them.

      Yuriel smiled. “Healing is tricky. You have to settle into a relaxed mindset, even if the world is crumbling around you.”

      I turned to face him. “Isn’t it hard?”

      “It is,” he confessed, taking a step forward and sliding his arms around my waist. He stared down at my body, his navy blue eyes drifting back up to meet mine.

      “You really are hot in a bikini.”

      “Thank you,” I replied. “I never expected to wear one during winter, though.”

      “True. You’re handling it well, though.” His black wings wrapped around me, pressing me against his body. I hooked my arms around his neck, keeping our eye contact.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” he replied. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “You’ve looked troubled since the day I passed out,” I whispered. “I’ve wanted to ask you about it, but the week flew by until now.”

      He was quiet, but he didn’t divert his gaze from mine. “Sorry,” he whispered.

      “For what?”

      “We got into an argument. I shouldn’t have yelled at you.”

      “You were just worried about me. I snapped at all of you and sent you and your brother flying back by accident. I should be apologizing.”

      “It’s because I pushed you. If I could simply heal you…”

      “Yuriel,” I whispered, leaning up to kiss him lightly on the lips. “You can heal, but boosts are more complicated. It’s neither of our faults that our energies aren’t compatible exchange-wise, and it’s definitely not your fault I got ill. I pushed myself and was ignoring the symptoms. That isn’t something you caused.”

      I let my fingers run through his hair as I continued. “Everything worked itself out. If I hadn’t fallen ill, we wouldn’t have realized the problem early on. It could have been a lot worse and brought us down during the actual exam. This all worked out in our favor, and I’m in no way angry with you or the others. Please don’t keep beating yourself up about this.”

      His tense shoulders began to relax, and he claimed my lips in a slow, sensual kiss. “I…just don’t want to lose you.”

      “You won’t lose me, Yuriel. Just like I won’t lose you. The four of you are stuck with me. No one is allowed to die or fail.”

      “That sounds rather harsh.”

      “But you love a challenge like me,” I leaned back and winked.

      “True.” His small smile reflected how relieved he must have felt.

      “Lover birds! Let’s eat!” Dimitri called out.

      “I’m sitting next to Silver!” Wolfgang declared.

      “Fuck off! I’m sitting with her. You get to sleep in her bed tonight,” Ryuu noted.

      “Yeah, but Dimitri’s hellhound ass is going to kick me off the bed like last week!” Wolfgang argued.

      “I can’t be brought into such accusations when I wasn’t mentally there,” Dimitri shrugged.

      “That’s bullshit!” Ryuu argued. “Call the other you!”

      “You wanna get your ass kicked before or after lunch?” Dimitri tested.

      “Can we do this rival fighting after? I’m starving,” Wolfgang whined. “I’m a healing patient. I need food.”

      “No one cares about you,” Ryuu and Dimitri said together.

      “My feelings are hurt,” Wolfgang said dramatically. “Star! Scratch them.”

      “Mewr?” Star looked at Ryuu and Dimitri, who froze.

      “Nope!” Ryuu began to run.

      “I’m not being murdered by the uni-kitten. They’ll make it a foolish case in court,” Dimitri yelled. Star began to chase them around while Wolfgang laughed.

      “Payback!”

      “Why do I feel like a babysitter?” Professor Xin sighed.

      “Daichi. Here. Have this bento box I made,” Mitten encouraged.

      “S-sure. Thanks,” he stuttered back.

      I looked at Yuriel and the two of us laughed. “Ten more weeks before our written exam. Then comes our first physical exam,” I whispered.

      “We’ll be ready. It’ll be a piece of cake.”

      I really hope so.
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      ~ ELEVEN WEEKS LATER~

      

      
        
        Final Exam Day -Exam 999

      

      

      

      “This is the information we need!” I quietly declared, reviewing the documents quickly.

      I was actually memorizing everything, just in case the information suddenly disappeared or fell under some type of risk of being destroyed.

      We were in the middle of our final exam, our team against another with the same objective: obtain the information on the scroll documents and protect it until time runs out.

      Sounded easy enough when we were first given the mission, but we didn’t expect the magical scroll to be on one of the two deserted islands.

      Islands full of traps in both physical and magical forms.

      The good thing about magical scrolls was how easy they were to locate. You needed a high magic threshold to do it, but that’s what gave our team the advantage because, well, me.

      Last week was written exams, so I’d been careful to rest the entire time. We’d been training so hard the other nine weeks that Professor Xin advised everyone to take a week off before the final exam.

      Some people took his advice while others didn’t. We were smart enough to trust his judgment. Our decision to listen to him was now paying off because we were all energized and ready to speed through the forest for the scroll.

      The downside of our test was that the opposing team included Callister, of all people. I wasn’t sure how his power would help him in a situation where you needed to work as a team, but I also couldn’t have cared less.

      The priority was to get the magic scroll and survive until the time was up.

      We all had our watches, but no time countdown showed up, even though we constantly checked. We’d know when the exam was over when our watches lit green — or that was what we had to assume, at least, because there was no other way to track the time.

      I’d located the scroll and drawn a map in the sand. Ryuu had suggested we fly to the spot, but it could give us away and with how dark the clouds were with the chances of rain and what we expected would be thunder and lightning, we didn’t want to risk it

      Going by foot would be the smarter, more cautious route. Dimitri and Wolfgang both shifted into their animal forms, while Yuriel and Ryuu focused on finding any physical traps along the route.

      It was easy for me to spot the magical traps without losing the main location of the scroll. We must have walked for hours, but we arrived first and avoided encounters with the other team.

      Now that we’d arrived at the scroll’s location and retrieved it, we all had to figure out what we’d do to survive the approaching storm. Wolfgang and Dimitri switched back, the two of them casting a spell to return their combat outfits.

      “What’s the plan, Silver?” Dimitri asked.

      “We need to think of a shelter fast. It’s about to rain,” Wolfgang warned, sniffing the moist air. “Strong storm.”

      “And the thunder is going to be bad,” Dimitri added, also sniffing the air. “I think we should head to the other island. There’s better coverage. We’ll get hit really hard on this side.”

      “Can’t we create a barrier to shield us?” Yuriel suggested while I finished reading the last parts of the scroll, keeping a duplicate copy in my mind.

      “We don’t know how long we’ll be stuck here,” Ryuu replied. “It’s too risky. Even if you and Silver maintained the barrier, if we’re stuck here for a day or two, you’ll both be drained, and we don’t have enough magic to create a long-term effect either.”

      “Then our best bet is the other island,” I mumbled, but something was bothering me.

      “You’re hesitating,” Yuriel pointed out.

      “I don’t know if we can move the scroll to the other island,” I admitted. “Magic scrolls integrate their roots into the area where they’re placed. Think of it like a tree. We can walk around it, but its magic would be rooted in the ground. We don’t know how long this scroll has been here, which means—”

      “If we go to the next island, we may break its bond and render it useless,” Wolfgang concluded.

      “Which would mean we failed,” Ryuu stated.

      “Unless we get the other scroll,” Dimitri muttered. “And at this point, either the other team has it or they fucked up and brought it here.”

      I sat down on the grass, crossing my legs and taking a few calming breaths.

      I heard Yuriel ask something, but I zoned out, centering only on the elements around me: the mossy nature scent, the moisture floating in the air, and the wind that blew by in anticipation as the grey clouds hovered above us. I could see the other side of the world, the view of the two islands based on pulsations of magic.

      The island we were on had a gold energy to it, surrounding the ground we sat on. To get a better view of its entirety required an out-of-body experience, as a part of my soul ventured outward like a dove soaring out of my body and straight into the sky.

      I could tell that the island we currently were on was bright with life. Animals were prowling, but their focus was on finding shelter from the storm.

      The island burned a bright gold and I knew our exact location because the scroll that was still in my hand glowed a light blue that mixed with my pink aura.

      The other’s auras were around me, each representing their distinct colors, but the threads of blue that were beneath the golden island caught my attention.

      We were right.

      Quickly checking the other island, I saw it was entirely a dark purple. It looked a little off compared to how vividly bright our island was, but as I focused a little longer, I realized there was no scroll to be found.

      Shit. They fucked up…which means…they’re after our scroll.

      I considered going back into my body, but I decided this would be the perfect opportunity to try and see how far away the other team was. Scanning for as long as I could, I picked up on one energy, a bluish-purple aura.

      Of course I’d pick up on him.

      From the looks of it, the aura was in between the two islands, telling me that Callister was making his way to us.

      That island has more shelter, but if they lost out on their scroll…they must have not realized. Unless they somehow got it destroyed beforehand. Where’s the rest of his team?

      I was beginning to feel the long-term effects of my concentration, a sign I needed to get back in my body.

      Taking a deep inhale, I let it out slowly before I opened my eyes. The four guys were sitting in front of me, all of them wearing worried expressions.

      “That took you longer than we expected,” Dimitri acknowledged. I nodded, and slowly stood up. “The other island already lost their scroll. I can’t sense it,” I declared.

      “Meaning they’ll be coming for ours,” Yuriel stated.

      “But we all can’t stay here. Not with the weather change,” Wolfgang noted.

      “Silver? Did you see where the other team is?” Ryuu questioned.

      “I only saw Callister, so the others are hiding their aura or something. He was in between the islands.”

      “He’s on his way for our scroll.” Dimitri nodded in understanding as he rose up. “We have to split up.”

      “Oh, no. This is what happens in horror movies and then everyone dies,” Wolfgang emphasized.

      The four of us gave him a look and he shrugged. “Tell me one horror movie where they split up and actually all come out alive.”

      “It’s a horror movie,” Yuriel grumbled.

      “Just because it’s a horror movie, doesn’t mean everyone’s gotta die,” Wolfgang countered.

      “Can we save this debate for after, please?” I suggested.

      “Sure,” the others replied.

      “If I were Callister, I’d go straight to Silver,” Dimitri elaborated.

      “Because she’s the leader?” Ryuu asked.

      “Yes, and also because he’ll try to manipulate her.” Dimitri gave me a sympathetic smile. “No offense, Silver.”

      “None taken. I figured he’d try to. Seeing as he did during our relationship, he knows what to do to get in my head. This is an exam and that’s allowed,” I replied.

      “Silver can’t hold onto the scroll, then,” Yuriel concluded.

      “Guess I will,” Dimitri announced.

      “Huh? But wouldn’t it be better for Ryuu because he’s a dragon and can just shift and burn Callister?” I suggested.

      Dimitri had a playful smirk, and I noticed the others were smiling. I rolled my eyes. “All right, all right. Maybe I’d rather have Ryuu burn him to ashes, but I still have a valid argument.”

      “Sorry, Silver, but that’s a little dangerous,” Ryuu apologized. “Dragons are easy to manipulate in our shifter forms. I’ve been training to fight it off, but I haven’t perfected that yet.”

      “That won’t work then,” I commented, looking at Dimitri. “But can you handle the rain?”

      “I’ll be fine. Hellhounds can survive anything. I do, however, think Ryuu should come with me and you, Wolfgang, and Yuriel should go to the other island and wait till we’re in the green zone.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      Wolfgang was nodding in understanding. “If Callister is on the way here, the chance of meeting us is high. If he can manipulate Ryuu, we’ll be in trouble. We’re not immune to fire, but Dimitri is.”

      “I think it’s a good plan. If any of his other teammates encounter us, Dimitri and I would have a better shot fighting them together while protecting the scroll than Dimitri would on his own,” Ryuu agreed.

      “Yuriel can fly with Silver. I can go on foot to the other island. According to the map, there are two connectors between the islands. Longer routes, but not hard for me in wolf form.”

      “All right. Let’s act fast.” I nodded, handing the scroll over to Dimitri. He leaned in and kissed me. “Be careful. You’re already looking pale.”

      “I’ll be fine. That meditation out-of-body spell takes a bit, but my magic is already building back up,” I reassured him.

      Ryuu was next to give me a kiss, and he looked to Yuriel and Wolfgang. “Keep her safe. Especially from Callister. I’m sure he wants payback for the change room incident.”

      The other two nodded. “Got it,” they said together.

      We placed our hands in the middle and promised to survive this exam. We were near the end of this challenge.

      Once they were both out of sight, we headed to the edge of the island, following a path until we were on the highest peak of the island.

      “Good spot to take off,” Yuriel announced over the rushing wind and the crashing waves below.

      “It shouldn’t take me long to get to the path. It’s a little close to the waves, but I should be fine. I’ll get there a bit after you guys. Then we’ll find shelter,” Wolfgang reasoned.

      “Sounds good.” I nodded.

      Yuriel took a few steps forward but paused. I gave him a look, but the hairs on my arms began to stand up as a weird tingling feeling ran through me.

      Wolfgang met my worried eyes, and the next second he was running toward me. “Duck!”

      He crashed into me, the two of us slamming into the ground while a black shield wrapped around us just in time to protect us from a purple blast of energy.

      Wolfgang and I scrambled to our feet. My magic came to my command in a rushing force, bursting into physical flames that wrapped around my body protectively and forming a flaming cobra that hissed with power.

      Wolfgang and Yuriel moved back a bit due to the heat, but they both were in an attack stance.

      “Are we going to play hide and seek today, Callister?” I taunted.

      “No. We’re not.” His voice came from behind us. We swiftly turned around, and I sent my flaming snake out to strike Callister, who was two steps away from tackling me.

      My snake hit him dead in the face but his body poofed into purple smoke. “Move back!” I commanded. Yuriel somehow got to me first, wrapping his arm around my waist and lifting me up and away from the smoke.

      I noticed Wolfgang was a safe distance away from it, but he was surveying his surroundings quickly as a growl escaped him.

      “Come out, you sneaky asshole,” Wolfgang called. Yuriel lowered me to the ground, his black wings spreading out as he flicked his left wrist, creating a sword.

      “I thought you said we weren’t playing, Callister,” I called out. “Of course you’d go back on your word so quick. Not surprising.”

      “Your taunts aren’t going to work on me, Silver,” his voice called out from the shadows of the forest. “I already know what you have. Makes my life easier.”

      He must be talking about the scroll.

      I hadn’t told the others, but I’d been mimicking a bit of the scroll’s energy throughout our walk. It would lure Callister out of hiding, which was what we wanted, but now I was worried.

      Callister rushed out of the forest, darting straight toward Yuriel and me. Yuriel pushed off the ground, soaring right into Callister, but his body poofed again.

      “Fuck, he’s using copies!” I announced.

      Another Callister copy came out of the forest heading toward me but Yuriel slashed his sword through it, its body disappearing again.

      I couldn’t even turn my head fast enough before my ears picked up on bones cracking out of place as Wolfgang crashed into three clones that fell to the ground and poofed.

      This isn’t going to stop.

      Biting my lip, I closed my eyes as I began casting a spell.

      “Evancho Revealnado Freeze Kasam!”

      Yuriel and Wolfgang pushed off the ground, figuring out the spell I was about to do.

      A blue magic circle formed beneath me as I lifted my palm to my mouth and took a deep inhale.

      Twenty Callister copies burst out of the forest, running straight toward me, but they wouldn’t make it.

      I exhaled slowly and snowflakes manifested from my hand. In seconds a gust of freezing wind crashed into the copies and through the forest for a full ten feet, freezing everything into ice statues.

      “Did you get him?” Yuriel questioned.

      “No,” I replied. “Let’s get out of here,” I ordered, turning around, but I crashed into something hard that knocked me on my ass.

      “Fuck,” I cursed, but immediately lifted my hands up in defense as a purple orb crashed into me, sending me flying into the ice sculptures.

      A grunt escaped me upon impact, but I quickly recovered as I curled myself into a ball and spelled myself to a stop with the help of the chilled wind.

      I scrambled to my feet, realizing I wasn’t too far into the forest.

      I heard a loud howl, and the clashing sound of metal hitting something vibrated through the forest.

      What a waste of time!

      I darted forward, racing to help Yuriel and Wolfgang.

      “Stop, Silver.”

      My body slowed to a stop as the soft tender voice floated through my mind. “It’s dangerous there.”

      “C-Callister?” I whispered, placing my hand on my temples as my eyes fluttered closed.

      Ow. My head.

      “Don’t fight me, baby. This is the perfect chance. I’m sorry. You know I am. You can feel it.”

      I began to take deep breaths, doing my best to fight his control.

      Don’t listen, Silver. He has no control over you anymore.

      “But I do, baby.” A soft stroke ran down my cheek, and I slowly looked to my side to see Callister’s loving smile. “Don’t you remember all the fun times? When we’d go out and live. You loved me. Just me. Why are you letting these shifters come between us? You are mine.”

      I blinked as my body grew weak. Slowly, my hand reached out to him, trembling like the rest of my body.

      Fight. I…have to fight…

      “I…loved you,” I whispered to him.

      “You still do, Silver. They’ve been lying to you. All lies. Those jerks don’t love you. They’re not powerful enough to protect you. I can get us through these next three years at the academy. I have all the connections. All I need is you, baby. You by my side.”

      “Me…by your side,” I repeated.

      His eyes lowered to my lips and a small smile formed on his. I blinked, and he moved in front of me. We knelt down face to face, and he reached forward, placing his hand on my thigh — the specific spot that made me flinch.

      “You belong to me, Silver. You have the scroll. Let’s win together. Join forces and abandon the rest. They’re too weak to protect you.”

      “Join forces? Where’s…your team?”

      Callister laughed. “Those weaklings?” His power slipped from his voice as he grinned. “I killed them.”

      I blankly stared at him, absorbing his words and deciphering them in my fuzzy mind.

      “Killed? You…murdered them?”

      My eyes grew watery, and he sighed. “Silver. That big heart of yours is not meant for the shifter world. Those pathetic fools couldn’t fight off my control. I told them to kill one another, and the last one standing killed himself after seeing what he’d done.”

      He pressed his other hand against my cheek, wiping away the tear that rolled there. “They screwed us up, but it’s okay. I knew they wouldn’t be compatible with my knowledge and power. The moment I saw what we were facing together, I knew you’d figure it out. You always figure things out. My smart baby.”

      “The others. My team,” I whispered.

      “We’ll leave them behind. The storm is upon us. They’re fighting my multiple clones as we speak. We can run away together, Silver. We can be together again with no disturbances.”

      “Leave….yes…leave.” I nodded slowly and urged myself to stand. Callister grinned in approval, rising up to his feet.

      “Good girl.” Callister slipped his hands around my waist. I stared into his eyes, but my heart clenched in fear.

      I’m losing the battle.

      “Let me go finish them. Then we can take shelter,” he whispered.

      “All right,” I answered, standing in place. His body faded like dust, and I stared into the vast forest of frozen trees.

      
        
        I loved him.

        Loved.

        Past tense.

        Who do I love now?

        I love someone. More than one.

        People. No.

        Who do I love?

      

      

      “Mewr.”

      It took effort, but I lowered my gaze to my feet, noticing the little uni-kitten there.

      My familiar. My uni-kitten.

      “Star.” My voice cracked as I slowly crouched down to scoop her up.

      The action reminded me of something. An incident.

      
        
        You understand me, right, Star? You get it.

        “Mewr.”

        “I’m going…to the nurse’s office,”

        I whispered the words slowly, the memory slipping through the fogginess of my mind.

        “Shit, Silver,”

        “Fuck, she’s burning up.”

        “Move. I can cool her down.”

        “Shh, Blossom. “

        “It’ll be okay, Silver. Rest.”

      

      

      More memories began pouring through my head. Little words, phrases, and emotions pushing through the tiny crack between reality and the cloudiness taking control of me.

      
        
        “You…you just kissed me,”

        “On the cheek, yes.”

        “Is that like your way of showing thanks to anyone where you come from?”

        “Nope. Only to someone you like. Hope to see you soon. Bye, Blossom.”

        “My name’s not Blossom, it’s Silver!”

      

      

      That person. Stalker. Sniffing stalker. Hellhound Stalker.

      
        
        “I come off as an aggressive individual. It takes me some time to analyze a person before I know whether to build a taller wall around me or if it’s safe to lower it for that new person. Dragon shifters are one of the many species who can’t trust easily, but I’ll apologize for my rough behavior when we met. I don’t do friendships often.”

        “I don’t have many friends either, so it would be nice to be around you guys during this new beginning.”

      

      

      The one I kissed. With a kind heart. Sexy…Dragon Butt.

      
        
        “If he does bother you, just tell us. I’ll let Ryuu turn him into ash.”

        “You know that’s murder.”

        “Not if it’s an accident.”

        “That…hmmm. Guess I’ll let you all know.”

        “Awesome. Let’s go before we’re late.”

      

      

      Joyful person. Protective and loyal. Cutie Wolfie.

      
        
        “I…just don’t want to lose you.”

        “You won’t lose me. Just like I won’t lose you. The four of you guys are stuck with me. No one is allowed to die or fail.”

      

      

      
        
        “That sounds rather harsh.”

        “But you love a challenge like me.”

        “True.”

      

      

      The one who feared being loved. Light cradled within the darkness. Never-Smile-Hottie-Angel.

      

      “I promised. I said I’d fight,” I whispered to myself.

      The fog began to fade, and I finally heard the voice that was calling to me.

      “Blossom. Our Silver. Come back. We love you. We still have three years of memories to create. Follow my voice. Feel my love for you. Our love for our leader, friend, and lover. Silver. Come back to where you truly belong.”

      “Yuriel,” I whispered. “Dimitri. Wolfgang. Ryuu.”

      “Mewr!” Star snuggled against me, her body beginning to glow brightly.

      I noticed the air around me was condensed with thick purple fog.

      “An illusion. The fog was manipulating me.”

      “Silver. What are you doing?” Callister’s voice commanded, but I shook my head and began charging forward, my magic boiling in rage.

      Star jumped out of my hold as I closed in on the opening of the forest, where I knew Yuriel and Wolfgang were.

      Her body began to shoot out jolts of electricity in different colors and soon her body faded while the electric pulsations wrapped around my body, charging me up even more.

      My eyes caught onto the flickering barrier that was surrounded with Callister clones, all of them fighting to break the shield that I knew was protecting Yuriel and Wolfgang.

      “No! I won’t be a fool again. I have people who love me! Who never used me for their own gain. I don’t belong to them. I don’t belong to ANYONE!”

      I screamed, outstretching my left hand and sending as much energy from within my body to my fingertips as I could.

      The golden ring on my finger glowed brightly, the pearl and the little stones around it adding to the glowing mass.

      A large staff formed in my left hand. A diamond that resembled the one in the ring floated on the top of the scepter and was surrounded by four balls of light that matched the ring’s jewels.

      I had no time to admire the newly created artifact in my hand, as I slammed the bottom of it to the ground.

      An energy wave burst outward, attacking all the Callister copies and vanquishing them at once. The barrier around Wolfgang and Yuriel vanished, and they both looked at me in shock.

      “You did it, Blossom,” Wolfgang whispered.

      Yuriel smiled, and slowly nodded to me. “You belong to no one, Silver,” he whispered.

      I gave him a small smile as I looked at the amazing staff in my hand.

      Is this Star? Or the ring?

      Yuriel and Wolfgang moved toward me, and I took a protective glance around to make sure Callister wasn’t trying to jump us again.

      “Let’s go now,” Wolfgang urged. “I’ll meet you there!”

      We nodded in agreement and rushed to the cliff. The wand in my hand began to fade until there was nothing but the ring on my finger.

      Yuriel picked me up and we were off the ground and heading toward the other island. The first boom of thunder roared around us, but our focus was solely on the island that was getting closer and closer.

      The rain began to fall, beating on the two of us, but it didn’t slow Yuriel down.

      It felt like forever, but we finally reached the other island, Yuriel lowering me onto the cliff platform. He landed next to me, and we both looked back at the other island, which appeared so far away.

      My knees buckled and I braced myself to hit the ground, but Yuriel caught me.

      “Silver! You okay?” He panicked, shaking me slightly as I tried to remain oriented.

      “I’m okay. Just need a minute,” I assured him, taking a few breaths while I focused solely on balancing out my magic.

      Yuriel began rubbing my back. “That’s it, just breathe. Wolfgang will be here soon, and we’ll find shelter.”

      I nodded and continued to breathe in and out. Five minutes went by, and I began to grow more and more worried about Wolfgang.

      “Yuriel. Check…check on Wolfgang. Can you see him coming?” I breathed.

      He rose up and approached the cliff, looking around slowly. “I don’t…shit!”

      I looked over my shoulder to see Yuriel’s wings spread out.

      Where is he going?

      “Yuriel? Where?” I asked.

      “He’s in the water! He’s drowning, Silver,” Yuriel called out, pushing off the ground and soaring into the air.

      “Drowning?!” The thought of Wolfgang’s life at risk pushed a sudden surge of energy through me, giving me enough strength to get up and rush to the edge.

      I followed Yuriel’s path, noticing Wolfgang’s human form in the water as he struggled to stay afloat against the rash currents.

      “Wolfgang!” I screamed, but something came to my mind.

      
        
        “Just to swim that far out would be hard,” I commented.

        “Not for an Olympic swimmer like me,”

        Wolfgang complimented himself.

        “Ryuu says all the time that if I wasn’t a wolf, I should have been a dolphin shifter or merman. I love to swim. I’m super fast and can hold my breath for thirteen minutes.”

        “Thirteen,” Dimitri and I said together in astonishment.

        “Yup. Trying to reach fifteen this year, but we’ll see.” Wolfgang grinned with pride.

        “I can’t swim for my life.” Dimitri groaned. “I’ll have to learn. My other side probably knows how, but I’d rather try that out in the kiddie pool.”

      

      

      “Wolfgang can swim…” I whispered, connecting the dots as I remembered what I’d said in the club.

      
        
        “Make sure you tell Yuriel and Ryuu. Just in case you guys have a class involving water,” I stressed.

      

      

      “YURIEL! It’s a trap! That’s not Wolfgang!” I screamed as loud as I could over the thunder and lightning.

      Yuriel must have heard me because he came to a stop and looked over his shoulder.

      I waved my arms frantically, doing everything I could think of for him to come back, but my eyes grew wide as a massive purple magic circle appeared above Yuriel and below where the fake Wolfgang was.

      Yuriel looked down first before he lifted his head up; a sea of purple lightning arrows shot from the sky and straight to him.

      “YURIEL!” I screamed, but there was no way he could avoid it.

      I watched in horror as his body was struck by the multiple bolts and an ear-shattering scream escaped him.

      His body went limp and I stared in frozen fear as his body fell into the consuming ocean.

      I watched my angel boyfriend fall.
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            My Fallen Savior

          

        

      

    

    
      “No.”

      The single word was drowned out by the raging thunder and crash of the waves down below. My teary eyes tears were glued to the spot.

      The place where Yuriel fell…

      A loud, sorrowful howl sliced through the roaring sounds around me, tugging my attention to see Wolfgang was racing to the edge of the island I now stood on.

      My eye grew wide as he tried to go into the water, but a purple shield stopped him.

      He tried again and again, smashing against the wall until he was left whimpering and struggling to move.

      He howled even louder with the bit of strength he had left; those desperate eyes were focused solely on the spot I’d been staring at.

      It can’t end like this.

      I looked to the cliff of the opposite island. My eyes seemed to zoom in on the sole person standing there — Callister.

      It seemed as though the distance between us was nothing but an illusion, for I could see the wide smile of victory on his lips. He thought he’d won.

      I’d show him. I didn’t need magic to help me. I’d show him how powerful I was. How strong the bond I’d created with my men was! It wasn’t over.

      The growing power within me wasn’t my magic. I had none of my pink energy that needed me to be calm.

      There was no way in hell that I could be calm after I watched my fallen angel die.

      No. I’d save him. He’s not dead.

      A warmth swelled inside me, spreading from my chest all throughout my body. Then a wave of power rushed through me from my toes straight up to my head.

      But it wasn’t enough. I needed more.

      Closing my eyes, I lifted my head to the sky, the words coming to me before I could think.

      
        
        “Intrada Lo Sha Monda!”

      

      

      The energy that was begging for an exit tripled inside me, and as painful as it was, I jumped backward, the simple movement lifting me up farther than I’d expected… landing right at the entrance of the forest behind me. I had focused intently on Callister, seeing his shocked expression.

      It was all the motivation I needed as I crouched down and dashed forward. Everything slowed down around me, the way it did in the movies when an epic moment was about to happen.

      I knew with every fiber, nerve, and bone in me that this was that awakening moment. The one chance I’d get to defy the odds and obtain what was mine.

      The man who deserved to live.

      A sharp pain tore through my back, a scream escaping me, but I still charged forward, my focus on the center of the ocean.

      I’d fight off the pain. I’d reach where I needed to be. Nothing would stop me from being the savior my fallen angel needed.

      With one final step, I pushed off the ground and into the air. The crashing waves hit the wall of the cliff, but I knew they wouldn’t hit me.

      For gravity had nothing against me anymore.

      My body soared gracefully through the air, avoiding the bolts of thunder that attempted to strike me down.

      As I got closer, I spread my arms out and then forward in diving position seconds before I hit the water.

      It took three seconds for my eyes to adjust but I locked onto Yuriel’s drifting body and the upward path of black feathers around me.

      The water didn’t slow me down and I soared deeper and deeper at the same speed at which I’d flown.

      Reaching Yuriel’s body, I hooked my arms under his armpits and fought to move upward.

      Gritting my teeth, I pushed for more energy, the blazing warmth within me coming to my aid. My speed increased until we shot out of the water and were soaring back to the second island’s cliff.

      A howl echoed ahead, and I caught a glimpse of Wolfgang making his way up the path on the side of the cliff to meet me where I was seconds away from landing.

      The large mass that had punctured out of my back spread out wide, slowing me down until I hovered above the ground. Once my feet hit the soil, I laid Yuriel onto his back.

      Dropping to my knees, I whimpered at the sight of his super pale skin and blue lips. He already had purple blemishes around his face and his body had multiple wounds that were beginning to bleed out beneath us.

      I flinched and looked to see what was attached to my back, realizing that I had a pair of large white wings. They had spread out from my mere acknowledgment but retracted into my back seconds later.

      The pain was close to making me throw up, but I fought the urge. I couldn’t focus on me.

      Yuriel needs me.

      “Woof!” Wolfgang closed in, his body beginning to shift until he was in human form again. I trembled uncontrollably as the energy I’d somehow conjured began to crash.

      Placing my hands on Yuriel’s chest, I lowered my ear to listen for a heartbeat.

      “H-he’s not breathing.” My lips were trembling even more from the freezing cold of the water.

      Wolfgang crashed to his knees when he reached us. I moved my hands out of the way while Wolfgang immediately started compression.

      “C’mon, Yuriel. Breathe!” Wolfgang commanded, doing his best to try to restart Yuriel’s heart. Compression after compression, Wolfgang kept trying. He paused so I could blow some air into Yuriel through mouth-to-mouth, but it was no use.

      Wolfgang met my devastated gaze as I stared at Yuriel’s limp body.

      “Silver.”

      “H-he…he’s…” I choked on tears as they began to fall, but Wolfgang vigorously shook his head.

      “No! He’s not.”

      He reached out and pressed his hands onto my shoulders.

      “Silver. You can heal him.”

      “I-I can’t. I have no more magic.”

      “You don’t need magic! Use the energy you have left. The force that drove you to fly through the sky with your angel wings and retrieve Yuriel from the depths of the ocean. We promised…” He trailed off, tears flooding his eyes. “We promised to last these four years together. No matter what.”

      He was on the breaking point, just like me, but he still had a hint of hope.

      He was right. I promised. We promised. I couldn’t let Callister’s interference break that vow we made.

      With a slight nod, I placed my hands on Yuriel’s chest. Wolfgang placed his on top of mine, and we shared a look.

      “I believe in you, Silver. Please,” he whispered.

      Closing my eyes, I searched long and deep for the remaining ounce of energy within me.

      It came to my call at a slow rate but began to build stronger and stronger. The warm energy returned, and it contributed every bit of warmth it had left to my silent plea.

      Please. Heal my fallen hero.

      The warmth began to migrate from the pool in my chest to my fingertips. It escaped my hold and began to pour into Yuriel’s body.

      I weakly opened my eyes, watching everything transpire as more and more energy poured out of me.

      The golden light that poured into Yuriel’s chest and enveloped his body had a hint of pink and amber in it.

      The combination was a wonderful sight, and I begged deep in my heart that this would work.

      The flow of warmth finally stopped when I had nothing left to give. Anything more would cost my own life. I was willing pay that price, except I needed to see the result of my work.

      The light dimmed, and Wolfgang and I both sighed in relief when Yuriel’s chest began to move up and down.

      “Silver. You did it,” Wolfgang sobbed, slightly shaking Yuriel, who let out a weak groan.

      “I’m sleeping,” he mumbled, but slowly opened his eyes.

      He looked at Wolfgang in confusion before turning my way.

      His eyes immediately widened and he tried to sit up, but Wolfgang stopped him. “Oh, no, you don’t. Stay still.”

      “Silver. Why…is she so…pale?” Yuriel asked.

      I let out a weak laugh, leaning down to give him a smothering kiss before I rested my head on his chest, listening to his heart beating against his chest.

      “My Never-Smile-Hottie-Angel. You scared us and yet you’re…worried about me,” I mumbled.

      I felt his hand on my back. I slightly flinched at his gentle touch. The pain in my back was still evident, but dulled when he continued to rub soothingly, using less pressure after I flinched.

      “What…happened? Why are you two crying?”

      “We’ll explain later. After…a nap.” Wolfgang sounded exhausted, and I didn’t blame him.

      The relief of reviving Yuriel was enough to put me to sleep.

      Yuriel said something, but my hearing was fading as my eyes grew heavy. I stared at my limp hand, my wrist and watch in the corner of my view.

      Before my eyes closed, a bright green light illuminated on the screen, followed by a beep.

      A tiny smile formed on my lips, and I allowed my eyes to close.

      We did it. We…passed.
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            Apply Spy And Supernatural To Reality

          

        

      

    

    
      “Why am I stuck in bed?” I complained.

      “Me too,” Yuriel grumbled. Ryuu rolled his eyes at the two of us.

      “Well, aside from Yuriel being struck by who knows how many thunderbolts, and Silver saving his ass and depleting herself, I think the two of you are forced to stay in bed until the results come in that state you guys aren’t going to randomly code on us.”

      “Code as in dying on us,” Wolfgang emphasized.

      “I don’t get why you two are so anxious. Relax. We passed and we’re technically about to start our four-month vacation,” Dimitri cheered, walking over to the left side of the bed.

      The five of us were in the emergency S.S.S. room, where we’d been for the last three days.

      Long story short, we’d passed the exam with a triple S score for our quick thinking, the strength and skill we displayed throughout the test, and our exceptional performance of survival.

      We had no clue what happened to Callister, and I didn’t even want to know. I was simply glad the exam was behind us and we’d officially passed Year One.

      Mitten had been taking care of all of us, but Yuriel and I were forced to stay in bed the longest because of our injuries. I’d healed Yuriel enough to keep him alive, but he still had to undergo treatment and a scan like me.

      Wolfgang had also gone through one, but his results came back super fast compared to mine and Yuriel’s.

      Professor Xin, or Daichi now that school was on summer break, went to get our results after being told they were ready and had been reviewed by the Dean.

      I was a little worried that we’d be held back if our results showed we weren’t physically or magically fit to continue, but I did my best to stay positive.

      Star was hugging the sock she’d stolen from Yuriel’s foot while he was sleeping, as she currently laid at my feet.

      Wolfgang and Ryuu were on Yuriel’s right side of his bed; our two hospital beds were put together so I could snuggle against him during the night.

      My mom and sister had been here to check in, and now that I was hopefully going to be discharged, they were going to come to our dorm and help me pack for the summer break that I’d spend at home.

      “Staying here is weird,” I grumbled, unable to hide the hint of worry in my voice.

      Dimitri kissed me on the cheek. “Don’t worry, Blossom. Everything will be fine. I can sme—”

      “You can’t smell if something is going to be fine,” Yuriel interrupted.

      “I smelled your ass would survive. Now look at you, talking up a storm,” Dimitri countered.

      “I’m going to miss them arguing,” Wolfgang admitted.

      “Me too,” Ryuu said with a smile. The three of us looked at them, and we ended up all smiling.

      “We made it together,” Dimitri whispered.

      “That’s thanks to Silver,” Yuriel reminded.

      I shook my head, looking at each of them.

      “It’s thanks to all five of us that we made it here. I wouldn’t have been accepted into the academy if it wasn’t for all of your cooperation and willingness to help me out.”

      The sound of the door sliding open caught our attention, and we turned to Daichi, who was back with two sets of papers.

      We readied ourselves for the news as he walked to stand at the end of our joined beds to face the five of us.

      Daichi looked at each of us and announced, “You two are both cleared and have been approved fit to continue attending S.S.S. Academy. Congratulations. Your team has officially passed and will be welcomed back for Year Two.”

      We all were silent until Wolfgang cheered. “We’re OFFICIAL!”

      He hopped up and down, howling in joy while the rest of us broke out in laughter.

      Daichi grinned, waiting for us to settle before he looked at the reports. “Yuriel, you should be fine with some more bed rest. Mitten scheduled an exam with an angel healer to make sure your wings are intact. That isn’t until mid-summer.”

      Yuriel looked worried, but I reached out and held his hand. “I’ll come with you if you want.”

      He seemed relieved by my offer. “I’d appreciate it,” he whispered, squeezing my hand back.

      “As for Silver,” Daichi continued, drawing our attention. “There’s one small problem.”

      My heart immediately sank, as my anxiety spiked. “Problem?” I squeaked.

      Star sat up and ran up to snuggle her head against Yuriel’s and my joined hands.

      “It’s nothing life-threatening,” Daichi cleared up, noticing the spike in tension in the room.

      We all sighed.

      “Thank goodness,” Dimitri whispered.

      “Before we get to it, did you guys look into the ring?” Daichi questioned, eyeing each of us. We all looked away from his judging gaze, realizing we’d really been slacking on that research.

      We did have the key and access to everything in the master library, but with our chaotic schedule, we’d kept forgetting.

      Daichi sighed. “Why don’t you guys work on that during summer vacation. In terms of what I have to announce, I’ll simply let you read it,” Daichi concluded. He walked over to where Dimitri was, offering me the report.

      I took it and gave him vocal thanks, immediately scanning the document until I reached the last page with the scan and Mitten’s report.

      
        
        2ND SEMESTER ANALYSIS REPORT- WEEK ONE:

      

      

      
        
        NAME:

        SILVER SPELL SOLANGE

        GENDER:

        F

        MAGIC LEVEL:

        SSS

        SHIFTER TYPE:

        ANGEL

        MAGIC ARTIFACT:

        RING

        CURRENT GRADE:

        SSS AVERAGE

      

      

      “Everything looks normal,” I mumbled, not seeing what the big deal was.

      “Um. Silver,” Dimitri whispered, sounding slightly panicked.

      “What?” I asked.

      He pointed further down the page, and I reread the duplicated info.

      
        
        FINAL ANALYSIS REPORT- YEAR ONE (Post Exam)

      

      

      
        
        NAME:

        SILVER SPELL SOLANGE

        GENDER:

        F

        MAGIC LEVEL:

        SSS

        SHIFTER TYPE:

        ANGEL

        HELLHOUND

        MAGIC ARTIFACT:

        RING

        CURRENT GRADE:

        SSS FINAL

        (Note: requires second analysis for confirmation)

      

      

      My eyes specifically focused on the bold print, and I was sure the others were staring at the added information.

      “This can’t…” I trailed off, lifting my head to Daichi, who nodded.

      “Don’t worry about it for now, but again, I suggest you do some research over the summer.” He headed to the door, turning his head to look back at our stunned faces.

      
        
        “Congratulations on surviving Year One.

        Next year, you’ll be putting the words spy and supernatural into practice.

        Have a good summer vacation.”

      

      

      
        
        Shit was about to get serious. Hello, Year Two.

      

      

      
        
        TO BE CONTINUED.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        COMING SOON- MAY 31st, 2019:
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        PreOrder Now: books2read.com/SSS2

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        SURPRISE! You reached the end!

        With it comes a special deal! If you enjoyed SSS, you won’t want to miss my new series on my brand new Pen Name:
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        books2read.com/WITCHLINGACADEMY

        Pre-Order it now at its Special Price of $0.99 cents! Be swift, this deal ends on May 1st, 2019! Here’s a sneak peek!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Witchling Academy - PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      You know those movies where the beginning starts off with the main character stuck in an embarrassing situation in freeze frame? Yeah, I was currently experiencing one of those moments.

      You want the story of how I, Brianne Harlow, landed on Jax Morgan’s bed when moments earlier, I was being chased by the Witchling Academy Notorious Four who wanted me for my spell traveler abilities?

      You’d think in the year 3055 — at one of the best magic academies in history — that these dumbasses would know the difference between a Spell Traveler and a Time Traveler. Their ignorance just demonstrates why they’re in year one for the fourth time in a row.

      But back to me.

      Here’s what you need to know: I’m a late bloomer compared to my kickass older sister, Starlight, works at Witchling Star Agency, an organization that helps eliminate crimes committed by magic users. In an effort to catch up, I’ve been attending Witchling Academy, the highest-ranking school for witchlings, and trying to enjoy the first semester like any other excited freshman.

      What are witchlings, you might ask? It’s what we call witches and wizards until we turn twenty-one, the age of majority. Once that happens, your powers awaken, and you’re officially accepted into the magic world.

      So, yeah, that’s my objective. To learn all about the powers inside me while getting the education I need to control them. The plan was to attend and mind my own business. I was positive that the four years would go by and I’d be unnoticeable, just like always.

      Then I fell into my locker and spell-traveled right into the Elite Four Freshmen Division.

      Which pretty much brings us up to speed.

      Oh, and did I mention he was in the bed when I landed on it?

      Yup. Swell.

      Keep calm, Brianne. You just have to explain all of this nice and slow. That gives you a fifty percent chance of not being burned to ash.

      I stared into Jax’s — leading freshman of the Elite Four — brilliant gold eyes. They were beyond mesmerizing and drew your attention right in. No wonder he had every girl, freshman to senior, going crazy over him. In fact, who was I kidding?

      Everyone got a crush on him at some point.

      You couldn’t ignore his long, flaming hot hair that ombré-d from red to orange and finally blond. From the rumors at school, when he got super mad, it would ignite into flames and would not be extinguished until the source of his rage was dealt with.

      Pretty hot, if you ask me.

      His handsome facial structure and smooth lips looked amazing up close, and when I lowered my gaze, I got an eyeful of yummy muscled chest. Because of course he wasn’t wearing a shirt.

      The longer I hovered over him, the redder my face became as I realized the catastrophic situation I was in.

      All right, time to initiate Plan A. I have ten seconds to get off him and race to the wall. Do a simple spell-travel push and I’ll be at my house. Easy peasy.

      I took one last glance at his delicious figure before staring into his eyes once more. I wished he didn’t have a girlfriend, because I would die just to feel those tender lips against mine.

      A girl who hasn’t experienced her first kiss can dream, right?

      Mentally counting backwards, I’d just reached one when Jax suddenly lifted his head up, the movement causing those exquisite lips to land firmly on mine.

      I had to be dreaming. I must have been dreaming, but I couldn’t pull away. This was like a dream come true, but the longer we kissed, the more my anxiety took over.

      I have to go!

      Pulling back, I blinked a few times, positive this really was a dream, but when Jax merely smirked and raised an eyebrow at me, I knew he’d never let me live this down.

      “Should I even ask how you got here or did your time traveling magic kick in?”

      “It’s spell traveling!” I snapped.

      “My parents are home,” he revealed.

      “What?! Uh…uh…I’m not here!” I shuffled off his bed and looked at the closest wall.

      “Jax? Are you talking to yourself again?” a woman’s voice shouted.

      I shot a glance at Jax, whose eyes were wide with shock. “Shit! She’s coming up. Run!”

      Please work, please work, PLEASE WORK!

      Running toward the wall, I waited for the rush of magic and the spiralling sensation that always happened when my gift activated. Unfortunately, all I felt was the shock of pain when I crashed right into the wall, the impact hard enough to make me see stars as I fell backward to the ground.

      “Shit! Bri? Brianne? Bri…anne?”

      And there you have it.

      That’s how I embarrassed myself in front of Jax — in his room — with my failure gift of spell traveling.

      Will I ever be able to get the knack of this thing and survive my four years at Witchling Academy? Who knows.

      But I do know one thing: that was a horrible introduction.

      
        
        Why don’t we start over? From the very beginning.
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