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GET A SECRET BONUS
SCENE!

For a secret bonus scene that follows Let Us Prey, click the
link below, sign up for my newsletter, and get your freebie.

Get your bonus scene from LUP here!
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CONTENT INFORMATION
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This is a paranormal whychoose romance with poly elements
—our FMC, Delores, will not have to choose between love
interests.

There are many situations included that are intended for
mature audiences (18+).

In this book, there may be instances/references (be they small
or lengthy) that could trigger some individuals such as:

liberal use of appropriate consent
biting

BDSM and intro to BDSM

primal play

raw sex

shifted sex

traumatic childhood

MMEF, MM, MFM, MF, MMFMM, and more
super heinous puns (seriously, lots)
underage drinking

drug use

unhealthy coping mechanisms
body parts in jars

neurospicy MMC

death

body modifications

fancy genitalia

mate knots/barbs

e slightly unhinged MMC



bullying (in person and on social media)
PTSD

blood

emotional abuse from parents and friends
alcohol abuse

domestic violence

implied child abuse

body dysmorphia

bad language

fight clubs

emotional manipulation

power play

adorable nicknames

physical intimidation

coercive emotional abuse by authority figures (not in
poly group)

voyeurism

rough sex

biting

masturbation play

sex with wings and tails

attempted/successful kidnappings

therapeutic abuse (not sexual)

marking

lawyers (ugh.)

professors/student (above 18+)

age gap (from 17 yrs to almost 2000 yrs)

use of sex toys

family dysfunction

suspension play

rope play

pegging

betrayal (non-poly group)

disabled side character

absolute disrespect for shitty parents

pop culture references (so many)

brief mentions of non-body positive dieting culture
brief mentions of parental death

mention of drug sales and distribution

very liberal re-imagining of history



 discussion of other species as lower

e official corruption

e name calling

e occasional misogyny

* inappropriate use of a library

 exhibitionism

 discussion of non-MC treating a side character with a
disability poorly

e hand necklaces

e adult bullying

e magical kinks

e impact play

e sensory deprivation

e abusive bosses

e clitism

e bribery

e corpses

 fat shaming (not by MCs)

e drama

e physical threats to FMC and others

e species-ism

¢ discussion of shifter trafficking

¢ discussion of trafficking auctions

e suspicion of brainwashing

No sexual practices in this book should be taken as safe or
appropriate for real life application.

Content information is important and I don’t ever want to
harm a reader with inaccurate information.



AUTHOR RAMBLINGS
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Readers,

I truly didn’t think I’d ever get to this book, and I’'m so very
grateful to everyone who has supported me in doing so. It hurt
my heart to think I’d have to give up a world I spent so much
time crafting and a storyline I was so excited about because of
some external trauma.

But here we are and I'm overjoyed.

Including fan requested scenes in the last book such as the
snowball fight and the rave (and more) was a blast for me, and
I strive to make sure I get to anything y’all missed in my
bonus scenes. You can always message me with wishlists! |
crave talking about my books with readers.

I consider myself lucky to do the thing I love so much and
share it with all of you.

There’s been a lot of drama in the book world lately and
authors are struggling to survive the waves. I haven’t escaped
unscathed, but like a phoenix, I’'m stepping out of the flames
to be reborn. I’ve let go of all the past pain and I’'m moving on
from the trauma to forge my path in a much healthier, more
sustainable fashion.

This series is part of that growth and much like Dolly, I'm
more myself without all the negative influences holding me

back.

I’'m very proud of the re-written versions of the previous
books and the positive responses all of you amazing readers



have shared with me. I appreciate all of you, especially my
author friends and my alpha readers. All of you help me
continue finding the joy on even the worst of days.

Unlike many, I actually read all the feedback and sometimes
glean very useful information from it. I don’t focus on unkind
or unhelpful statements; that doesn’t serve me or my readers.
Like any book/series, there are folks who don’t enjoy my
brand of wacky humor, deep character development, and
detailed world building—that’s totally okay. If they prefer a
different style or content, I absolutely support choosing
authors who will fulfill that need.

We should all be reading what we love and I believe that with
all my heart.

That said, I'm also aware a handful of readers were
disappointed by the changes to the first two books. I knew
when I was re-working them to better fit within my brand and
the kind of story I always wanted to tell that focus on character
development, world-building, and plot might not be what
some previous fans were looking for. Regardless, I’ve brought
the Apex world back into alignment with my values, my
beliefs, and the quality I want to give my readers in my books.

My books always get spicier as the series continues, giving the
characters time to grow into relationships and weather
situations with a distinctly mature flair. Focusing on fleshing
out those characters allowed me to dispense with some less
desirable references readers didn’t enjoy and add in things I
was more comfortable with. The focus of the series is Dolly
and her men finding one another, overcoming their pasts,
solving the mysteries, and establishing a strong family
together.

That s what I always wanted and I’'m so happy it’s reflected in
my words now.

As we progress through the series, Dolly is maturing and
learning that holding onto the pain from those who have
damaged you won’t fix the hurt they caused. It also will not
help you heal. There’s a sage wisdom in that I’ve been slowly
taking into my own heart.



If setting boundaries and refusing to allow people in your life
to use and abuse you makes you the villain in someone's petty
little story, then so be it.

You cannot control people who are determined to blame their
shortcomings and flaws on you, nor can you stop them from
flinging their toxic goo far and wide. All you can do is learn
from the experience and move on—something Dolly and I
have in common.

We’ve both had to tangle with groups of adult bullies (though
hers are much younger) who simply will not take the hint and
find something else to do with themselves. In COP, Dolly
figured out that if your ‘friend’ spends their time tearing down
others—even if they ‘deserve it’—they are the problem. If
you’re afraid to say something because you could be next, that
person is not your friend.

It doesn't matter if its ‘venting’ among friends in a private
chat or said in confidence—it’s unlikely you’re the only friend
they spread these rumors to and if they do it to others, they
will do it to you.

She’s learned through the past two books that regardless of the
beautiful presentation on the outside, some people are rotten to
the core. The Heathers using their perceived power to hurt
everyone they deem unworthy wasn’t something to ignore; it
was a boundary she should have set, and she paid for not doing
SO.

Much like her, I had a deeply painful learning experience and |
know some of you will feel her despair in your bones. But I
hope you enjoy watching her grow and develop as a person
throughout this book. She’s getting stronger and more
confident because she’s surrounded by people who love her
and treat her well for once in her life. The changes in her were
marvelous to write, and even her men grow as individuals as
well.

Finding her peace and learning to love herself for who she is
—rather than worry about who she is not—is a lesson we can
all relate to.

Thank you for joining me on the journey.
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READER’S NOTE

A FEW THINGS YOU SHOULD KNOW...

b

FEATI {ER STONE

The new versions of Come Out & Prey and Let Us Prey
should be read before this book. The world in which our
characters live is set up in those two books and you need to
ensure you’ve read the new versions, not the originals or you’ll
be very confused.

This 1s a multi-book series, so everything will not be revealed
in the first book. Some plot lines will continue through series
in a larger arc and not get resolved in the first or even the next
book.

I write lengthy books with intricate world building, strong
character development, and lots of tiny threads that stretch
throughout a series that may not always seem important at first
glance. However, I promise nothing I put to paper and leave in
the book is unimportant; it may simply become more
important later on. There is no ‘throwaway’ detail in my
worlds, so every scene will mean something eventually.

I promise it will all get tied up and have a HEA; don 't worry!

In Prey We Trust is a why choose/poly romance, which means
our FMC will not have to choose.

I would consider it a medium burn, slow build family group. It
will get spicier in the following books. If you’re looking for
porn with little to no plot, no judgment, but this isn’t the series
for you. It’s also not closed door or FTB, so I believe the spice
will be worth the wait. I realize spice scales are subjective and



everyone has different opinions on it, so forgive me if mine
and yours aren’t totally aligned.

There are some characters and creatures that speak in other
languages. I made the translations clickable end of chapter
notes to help.

Just an FYI:

There are a lot of puns—they are intentionally bad at times and
writing them made me giggle. If you don’t like silly, world-
specific humor like that, it may annoy you.

There are some words that are slang, jargon, or foreign that
may seem to be spelled wrong—please email the author or
find her on social media rather than report to Amazon if you
think something is wrong. This has been proofed and edited
several times since release; if you believe you found errors,
you may not be correct. It could be a stylistic choice or a
dialect choice. Please do not assume the two ARC teams,
betas, alphas, and several proofers missed everything you
believe is incorrect. Contact me if you find things; I want to
make sure it doesn’t get taken down so everyone can read!

If you see this book anywhere besides major retailers or my
website in ebook format, please reach out to me via social
media or email. Pirating kills my ability to write full time and I
am so grateful for your help.

Contact Cass for 1ssues or to report piracy:
cassandrafeatherstonepa@gmail.com
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1o everyone in their final stage of healing...
Telling your bullies to fuck all the way
off is the best reward.



Know your worth...
then add tax.

~Anonymous



PREVIOUSLY ON LET US
PREY...

OUR INTREPID BUNNY SHIFTER, DOLLY, ARRIVED AT APEX
Academy with a chip on her shoulder and revenge in her heart.
She’d spent the summer learning to make it on her own,
despite all the attempts at abuse thrown at her by her ex
friends and douchebag Todd.

Unfortunately, even her first day turned out to be a trial when
she discovered her dorm completely trashed. Luckily for her,
Fitz the lovable psycho worked out a solution with the
reclusive winged professors for her to take up residence in
their Tower—as long as she stayed in her space.

Of course, that would never happen, right?

As school kicks into gear, Dolly joins the theater program with
her new friends, Rufus and Cori, hoping to do something she
truly loves for once in her life. Her mother continues to be a
snarky, calculating sociopath, but our girl is handling it.

What she isn’t handling is the intense attraction to five
professors and the constant bullying from the mean girls who
just won’t die, the Heathers. They try to have her killed by
dingoes, treat her like garbage, and cause trouble in every
class they share. Much like a severe case of the clap, she just
can’t shake them without some serious doses of their own
medicine.

Dolly and Fitz grow closer because she accepts him for who
he is. Through all the interactions in their classes, she slowly



worms her way into the hearts of Aubrey, Felix, Renard, and
Chess. By the time Apex hosts a big Halloween bash, she’s got
their trust—mostly—but her efforts are for naught when the
dead body of a student gets discovered nearby.

The mystery only deepens from there because not only has no
one been able to explain the poisoning at the prom, but this
dead student comes out of nowhere as well. Dolly and her men
investigate when the administration and Council seem
unconcerned with the increasing number of students
disappearing after holiday breaks, but every clue they find
leads to more questions.

After Yule, more kids from Apex don’t make it back, so the
guys form a circle around our bunny, trying their hardest to
keep her safe. She muddles her ways through classes and the
continued jabs from the Heathers, but the body count just
keeps rising.

How’s a girl supposed to concentrate on exams and hottie
boyfriends when bodies appear in her home?

By the time midterms are over, everyone is on high alert and
it’s rough at Apex. The Heathers try to get her expelled for
plagiarism, a dead student drops from the balcony at rehearsal,
and the Council still refuses to help. Our makeshift family of
shifters has a ton of leads and riddles solved, but they still
don’t know how everything connects—until Chess discovers a
clue that sends everyone into the secret prey tunnels on the
Blood Moon.

Mystery, magic, and mayhem blend as they discover their
families and those in the Council have something to do with
all of this—and Dolly shows she has more power than being
simple prey. When they chase after shadowy figures and a
lightning imbued bunny, the guys end up having to save one of
their own...or so it seems.

In Prey We Trust picks up a few weeks after Let Us Prey. 1
recommend you read LUP Bonus Scene #2 here to find out
more about what happened in between!



LLusH LIFE

DELORES

“THEY WON’T GET FINISHED IN TIME FOR THE START OF
school?”

My screech echoes off the walls of my room and my eyes fly
open as I cover my mouth. Lucille and Bruno should be out
with their latest flings still, but I hate risking their ire. Staying
here during the summer wasn’t my idea nor my choice. In a
shocking turn of events that surprised no one, my bitchy
mother demanded I come home after the explosions rocked
Apex. She pretended it was out of concern, but she was
covering her ass.

Lucille was the major vote for not adding security to the
campus after the disappearances and deaths. Spinning it as if
the violence escalating completely surprised her to the point of
destroying most of the campus buildings was a PR move.
Pink’s family controlled the press, so the Barringtons made
sure that was the story people heard. The news said they were
confident Apex would get rebuilt and ready for students with
additional security by the fall, but it looks like that didn’t work
out.

I don’t know how the Council warded off the Sibbies, nor do 1
know why none of the missing students were found—not even
bodies. All I know is that I was a prisoner here all summer,
save for working at Luc’s, and my asshole parents haven’t
been here more than a handful of days at a time. They’ve been
traveling all over the world, leaving me to haunt the halls like



I’m fucking Rapunzel. Each day, I get a little more stir crazy,
but at least I’ve been able to keep in contact with my friends
and my guys.

That s the only lifeline keeping me sane.

“Girl, my parents got the letter last week! How are you in the
dark? Your egg donor is the one who pulls all the strings in
this puppet show,” Rufus says as he continues working on
Cort’s nails.

I sigh, watching them enviously through our Fangtime chat.
“Lucille and Bruno barely speak to me unless it’s threats or
nasty comments about my ‘trashy makeover.” And they’re
never here, which is a blessing and curse. Lucille has Mattie
with her all the time and Bruno has Bruiser with him. So they
hired an entire staff of imposing dickheads who patrol the
house, follow me to work, and report back to them every time
I take one step out of my room.”

Cori clucks her tongue, her forehead wrinkling as she looks at
me with concern. “They really want people to think they give
a shit about all the people who died, huh?”

“Absolutely not. They want the masses to think they give a
fuck about me because I’'m an heir—despite being disowned—
and that the Council takes the danger seriously. It doesn’t;
Lucille is just pissed someone pulled one over on her spies.” 1
rub my hands over my face in annoyance, then look at them
both seriously. “If Apex won’t be ready, what the fuck are they
going to do?”

“Having it ready was a pipe dream, Dollypop. Those fucking
bombs took out half the main building, the Shird, the upper
section of the library, the academic complex, two dorms, half
the staff housing, and the entire gym. And since we know they
weren’t just spicy Playdoh like C-4, the area 1s full of some...”
Rufus lowers his voice to a whisper, ““... magical contaminant
that’s kept the workers dropping like flies. That’s if you
believe the rumors on the Prey-net and I do.”

“Poor Aubrey,” I murmur as I rub my chest. “His real treasures
were all underground, but it has to be kil/ing him. He can’t get
to the things he wants to save down there.”



Cori snorts. “Man, your guys have definitely been trying to
keep your spirits up, babe. The National Library sent a team,
and the big lizard man was with them. His treasures are fine,
as | assume everything in your precious Tower is. Interesting
how whoever did this didn’t have the cajones to piss off the
two flying warlords by touching their space.”

“How do you know all this? I’ve been searching everywhere
for this kind of info, Cori.” My eyes narrow and Rufus trills a
knowing laugh. “What? Why are you laughing?”

“Oh, because our darling Coco has been chit-chatting with all
the lovely prey friends of your rock man. She talks to Raina
and the cranky nurses all the time. Apparently, the prey staff
still live onsite because the magic doesn’t affect them as badly.
We get all the juicy tidbits.” His expression is smug and I
wrinkle my nose, wanting to reach through the screen and
throttle my bestie.

“Ugh, fine, you bitches. Tell me what you know that my
dickhead parents have failed to mention before one of my
stupid bodyguards comes in to do their checks.” I look over
my shoulder at the door, infuriated that no amount of strings
the guys or Luc tried to pull could free me from this nonsense.

1I’'m nothing more than a set piece or an auction item, but they
enjoyed taking my freedom.

“Apex has five years of students, as you know, and the classes
always get smaller towards the end because people don’t make
it. So the Council split up the students and staff among the
other four major academies for at least the first term, though
it’s likely going to be the entire year. Some of the staff are
heading to Bloodstone, the fourth and fifth years are going to
Zhuan xing U&M, the third years are headed to Académie des
crocs et des griffes, and the second and first years are going to
Capital Prep.”

My heart leaps into my throat, and I swallow hard as tears
spring to my eyes. How is that fair? There’s no way Lucille
didn’t arrange this, so I’d get separated from the only friends
I’ve ever had. That doesn’t bode well for how they’ve divided



the staff. “Guys, I can’t... What will I do without you? What
about the guys? Goddess, I hate my fucking mother!”

Rufus gives me a cagey grin. “Aw, Coco, she loves us!”

“Apparently,” she teases with a soft smile. “Don’t worry,
Dolly. Someone pulled some very sketchy shit from the
background. Both of us got letters separately from the general
‘Welcome to your new reality’ letters from Apex. They
informed our parents we would not be attending Académie des
crocs et des griffes like the other third years. It said they
selected us for a mentoring program to help develop the arts
programs at the brand new Shirdal Arts Center at Capital
Prep.”

I blink. Holy shit. “Who the hell convinced the Shirdals to
create an entire program at another school? How did they get
you two exceptions from what the Council decreed?”

“I can only assume a group of powerful men with deep
pockets and strong connections to people who could sway our
former headmistress to circumvent the edicts,” Cori says.
“Notice no students are being sent for a stay at Bloodstone; I’d
bet they were involved in making sure that didn’t happen,
either.”

Pulling an annoyed face, I mutter, “Would have been nice to
ditch the fucking Heathers and my ex there, though.”

They both laugh and it makes everything feel like it’s going to
be okay again. Being locked up here all summer has been soul
crushing, but the few moments I get with the people I care
about have helped me survive it. Despite not being able to see
them in person, the few minutes on video chat or the times
I’ve felt Fitz watching from afar kept me afloat. If my mother
had them all scattered to the wind next year, it would have
been devastating.

“Where are all the professors going?” I ask as Rufus applies
Cort’s polish to the nail form. “I hate thinking anyone I like is
getting sentenced to that hellhole.”

“Ha! Well, your guys obviously finagled their way to Cappie.
Professor Balena is going to the Acadeéemie and Sarabhai



requested U&M because it’s close to her homeland. They
scattered a bunch of the English department to the wind, but
Cormac is coming with us, as are the saucy Professor Leonidas
and our fearful leader. I don’t know any of the ones who they
say are going to Bloodstone, except Abel—which we know
isn’t true,” Rufus says thoughtfully. “Maybe they all died in
the explosions and this is a cover-up.”

[ ponder that for a moment and nod. “That makes sense.
Lucille knows no one will confirm or deny anything that goes
on there. Hiding any casualties as transfers would keep the
death toll down in the press.”

“Do we know for sure any of the professors supposedly being
transferred survived? It hit the staff housing pretty hard.
Maybe all of them are gone.” Cori frowns as she looks at me.
“They rushed us out of there so fast after the bombs that we
only saw your guys because they wouldn’t let anyone near

2

you.

Remembering the limp form of Chess in Felix’s arms makes
me suck in a deep breath. I’'m still not sleeping well since that
night.

The vision of Clarice and Bettina haunts my dreams—the two
of them working on him until he showed signs of life. Argyle
bitched at the rest of us while tending to our wounds, but he
was so still for so long that I was sure he was gone. Fitz nearly
tore the place apart while we watched him in the coma. His
drug tolerance made it impossible to sedate him, so I stayed
with him while Felix watched the nurses check him over that
night.

“Oh, Dolly...” Cori’s voice cuts into my thoughts, rousing me
from the pain. “If you could see your face, girl. It’s okay; he’s
alive and we’re all going to be together. We survived.”

Licking my lips, I nod. “I know, Coco, but it’s a trauma. It’s
not going away soon; I just have to work through it. Seeing
people die has been a regular part of my life since I was little,
but never anyone I care about. The acceptance I have for
killing those who deserve it doesn’t extend to you and my
guys. And fuck knows Lucille wouldn’t let me talk to anyone,



so I’m internet therapy-ing the hell out of myself to work
through the pain.”

Rufus growls, baring his fangs for a minute. “Hermes on a
pole dancing, Dollypop. Even my asshole gang member
relatives had me sit with a headshrinker a couple of times
when I got back. I may be crazy as a bedbug, but they’d prefer
it not be white coat crazy.”

“Yes, 1t’d be a shame i1f the future leader of a criminal
organization were to be truly insane,” Cori quips. I laugh and
she shrugs. “My folks sent me, too, but we’re hippie dippy for
preds.”

Uh, yeah, they are.

“I did my best, guys. I’'m not sleeping great, but I don’t cry at
the slightest trigger anymore. And my bunny is talking to me
again, which, as you know, was a problem for the first couple
of weeks.” That was scary as hell and I don’t know if her
silence was about fear of losing a fated mate or my separation
or the weird blue shit the night Apex exploded. She’s back, but
it’s with no sort of explanation for the absence, even in my
gut.

“Good,” Rufus says as someone yells in the background. “We
were worried about that, especially with our new home next
year. Apex is the most vicious school on a pred level, but
Cappie i1s going to be a nightmare of politics and leverage and
violence. They bred every motherfucker who goes to school
there with the attitude of your exes, D. You need to have every
bit of your strength.”

“Why? I mean, I thought Apex was the cream of the crop
where all the Council heirs go,” I ask in confusion.

Cori chuckles. “It was. But now all of them are going to
Cappie, which was full of the children of diplomats,
international rich fucks, society mavens, and celebrities.
You’re headed to a place where the entire population has a
minimum of several million, not just the chosen few. And
they’ve all been raised to think their shit doesn’t stink—
Spiderella, The Sphinx, and the Real Housewolves all have
kids who go there.”



By Poseidon's salty balls, thats the worst news I’ve heard all
day.

“So you’re saying I won’t just have my old enemies, I’ll have
to navigate a full student body of people who hate me either
for what [ am or who I’m related to?”

“Yup,” they chorus.

Another yell sounds out, and Rufus rolls his eyes. “Okay,
Dollypop, we gotta go. Aunt Brandine needs us in the salon
again. Start packing up your shit. We’ll send snaps of what we
received tonight, so you know what to do to prepare.”

“Thanks, guys. I miss you,” I say as I blow a kiss at the screen.
“Ciao, bella!”

The screen goes black and I’m left alone again, hoping like
hell everything will go as they said.

Because with my luck, it definitely won t.



I FEEL LIKE I'M
DROWNING

Firz

“] FUCKING HATE THIS!”

Chess gives me a soft smile as I pace back and forth in our
room in the spacious townhouse Felix acquired for us just
down the lane from the campus of Capital Prep. “We know,
baby. But it’s not that much longer until school starts.”

Whirling, I narrow my eyes at him as he lies on the giant bed.
“All of you fuckers should have let me deal with her parents.
No one would have batted a lash at a secret assassin.”

A snort sounds from the doorway, and I see Felix looking at
me in amusement. He’s been a hell of a lot less tense since the
night of the explosion, despite our separation from my baby
girl. “It wouldn’t have surprised anyone, Fitz, but it would
have put an even bigger target on the princess’ head.”

“That’s probably true,” Chessie says as he holds his hand out
to me. “Angel isn’t ready to take their place on the Council—
if she’ll ever be—and it would have created a power vacuum.
Her mother is an enemy best left to a more helpful time.”

Raking my hand through my hair, I growl in frustration. “I
can’t stand her being so close and not be able to go near her.”

“We know,” my brothers chorus and I snarl again.

Felix tilts his head. “Why didn’t you go help Ren and Aubrey
set up their new fortress? You could have burnt off some of



that nervous energy.”

I glare at him. As if | had an interest in watching the flittering
gargoyle decorate while our stodgy librarian meticulously
catalogs everything they saved from the Tower. “Because I
don’t want to play Martha Stewart; I want to see my baby
girl!”

“Fitz,” my twin says in his ‘no nonsense,’ voice. It’s not a Raj
command, but it’s laced with power just the same. “You’ve
watched her every day, like you did last summer, and you
survived. Stop throwing a tantrum.”

Turning my head from side to side, I crack my neck as
frustration zooms through my body. I know Felix is worried,
too, but between nursing Chessie back to health and being
unable to get within sniffing distance of my girl for weeks, my
patience is shot. My consort insists he’s a hundred percent
now, but I notice how easily he tires after being active for a
while. He’s still on the mend, and I can’t work out my
aggravation in a fun way, either.

1’d never forgive myself if he relapsed because I'm too keyed
up to hold my shit together.

“Why don’t we call Dolly? If we hop through the perimeter
exit we created, we can visit Aubrey and Renard in their new
home and video call her. I bet they’d stop squabbling over
throw pillows long enough to chat with her,” Chess says with a
grin. “I’d like to see her, too.”

Felix rubs his hand over his jaw, thinking about it for a
moment. “There’s plenty of room in that fucking mausoleum.
The gargoyle has a bell tower, the dragon has an underground
lair again, and the third floor is completely theirs. I don’t see
why it can’t be the new hangout on campus.”

Huffing an annoyed sigh, I nod and stop pacing for a moment.
“Fine. But those assholes better have set shit up for everyone,
or I’m calling in favors to have a fucking tunnel built to this
damn house.”

They look at another, lips quirking in amusement, but I’'m not
fucking joking. I’1l hire a goddamn squadron of moles if that’s



how get access to my baby girl twenty-four/seven.

What the hell is the use of being filthy rich if I can't make my
life easier?

BY THE TIME WE GET TO THE SNEAKY ENTRANCE WE HAD
created at the back edge of the school, my veins are buzzing
with energy. I don’t know how Chess or the winged woe-1s-me
warrior are dealing with this shit. Felix and Sefior Spicypants
haven’t slept with my baby girl yet, so I doubt they have this
drive to be as close to her as possible. It’s making me crazier
than usual, and I have no outlets for my pent-up energy.

Well, except the continued torture of her ex friends and
boyfriend, but that only lasts for a little while.

Since I found out the damn school might not be ready in time
for the fall semester a month ago, I started diverting my fury to
appropriate targets. I don’t know if they realize who’s been
creeping them all out with random notes, gory gifts, and scary
threats, but I’d bet my furry ass they haven’t been sleeping. 1
haven’t taken a trophy from the plastic blondes yet, but that’s
because I’'m waiting for the right thing at the right moment. I
know for a fact the two ancients we’re visiting saved her jars
when they packed up, so I’ll add to the collection once she’s
settled in.

“No one’s asked this yet, but where in the hell is our girl going
to live?” Chess says as we slink along the river bank to the
back entrance of the Savananda Kavrit International Library
and Diplomatic Archives.

Unlike the library at Apex, the damn thing is a multi-level
compound. It has a bell tower, complex underground facility,
and a full fucking staff of prey working to assist the librarian.
It pissed my fire breathing friend off that a Sphinx family
founded this place. Its collection is rivaled only by the
National Library in the city proper. The amount of threats and
beatings it took to send their exiled family member on an
extended sabbatical was exhausting.



You can 't even beat the living shit out of a Sphinx without them
droning on about their biology and internal medicine and
whatever other fucking riddles pop into their head.

“This place doesn’t separate the dorms by years,” Felix says as
we swipe the cards Renard made for us to get in after hours.
“They do it by species and the princess isn’t a major species,
so she’ll probably get stuck in House Reptilian. It’s the
smallest population of the five. According to the shit in the
staff packets, takes in the amphibians and other preds who
don’t fall under Lupine, Feline, Avian, or Aquatic.”

[ blink, rounding on them in disbelief. “Does that seem like a
bad fucking plan to anyone else? Who the hell trusts snakes
with rabbits?”

My twin grimaces as we make our way through the maze of
hallways that will lead to the archivist’s quarters. “No one, but
she’d be no better off than any of the others. In fact, she’d be
worse off in most of them. House Aquatic might be safest, but
half of that place is submerged, so we can’t try to move her
there.”

This place is weird as fuck and I cant even imagine why
fucking rock stars send their kids here.

“Calm down, Fitz,” Chess says as he grabs my hand. “We’ll
work something out; we always do. You said Dolly took
jujitsu this summer, right? She can hold her own for the first
week until we work this shit out.”

I grumble and squeeze his hand. “I know; I know. We don’t
have sway here yet because we haven’t dominated the staff or
administration, so we don’t have the pull we need. I fucking
hate waiting, though.”

Felix pauses before he swipes us out of the library proper.
“Oh, but I have plans, brother. Don’t worry about how we’ll
fix things; worry about what we need to do in the first staff
Pred Games to show everyone who’s in charge at Capital Prep
this year.”

That makes my tiger roar inside of me, and I crack my
knuckles. “At your command, big bro. Always.”



We head down the short hallway to the double doors of the
dragon’s lair, and I frown at the plush carpeting beneath my
feet. Classical music plays from hidden speakers. The
paintings are original. This damn place is swanky as hell.
Suddenly, I'm less worried about killing fuckers in the staff
games as much as pissed these two wankers landed in the
sweetest place on campus. Irritation ramps my energy up
again, so I let go of Chess’ hand and shoot to the front of the

group.

Throwing open the heavy doors in agitation, I call out, “Oh,
Lucy, I’'m hooooome!”

After all, their casa is me casa, right? It's only fair.

“Holy shit,” Felix mutters as we take in the scene before us.
“How did these assholes hit the goddamn jackpot?”

“Better question: where are these assholes?” I retort as I stride
into the vast dome ceilinged room that serves as their living
area. They have a giant sitting area, a fully stocked bar, and a
kitchen that’s making Chess drool as he stares at it. The floor
plan is completely open, rooms blending seamlessly into one
luxurious space big enough to hold them even when they shift
—including the damn dragon.

“This place is amazing,” Chess says as he toddles like a
zombie toward the huge professional grade kitchen.

Whatever. It’s not like we havent seen places even ritzier than
this shit.

“I still want to know where poetry boy and Scaly Fried
Chicken are,” I mutter as Felix heads for the bar to pour
himself something stupidly expensive.

Neither of my brothers are acting like they’ve ever seen a
fancy fucking house before. I stride down the adjoining
hallway, narrowing my eyes at the doors there. I suppose
there’s enough room for them to have guests, but why aren’t
they coming out to greet us? Rude, that’s what it is. 1 throw
open the door at the very end of the hall, hoping it’s one of
their bedrooms, as I grin like a lunatic.

“Heeeere’s Fitzy!” I shout as I pop my head in.



The sight that greets me makes my jaw drop and, for the first
time in a very long time, I have absolutely no words.

“Close the door, you psycho!”

Too shocked to answer, I just do as instructed, turning on my
heel to head back into the living room. I plop down onto the
couch, blinking as the information races through my head like
some online meme full of equations and confused looking
humans.

Did I just see...?

“Fitz, you look like you saw a ghost. What the hell is wrong
with you?” Felix says as he drops onto a cushy armchair next
to my seat. He sips his drink, looking pleased as hell at the
amber liquid he chose. “One minute, you’re here being hyper
and pissy, now you’re acting like your brain is broken. What
gives, man?”

My eyes cut back and forth between my brother and my
consort, unsure how to answer that question. I may be off my
nut most of the time, but I know when I’ve stepped in some
shit. This was definitely some major fucking shit, and I have
no idea how to handle this.

1I’'m not made for moral quandaries, for fuck's sake.

Chess frowns as he joins me on the couch, scooting close until
[ wrap my arm around him. “Maybe we should call my angel.
Talking to her always makes him feel better.”

Swallowing, I nod at him, still not speaking for fear I’ll lose
my grip on my tongue and spill the damn beans about my
discovery. Felix rolls his eyes, but he nods and Chess sets the
DiePad up on the table so she can see all of us when she
answers. The little ringing sound is mesmerizing, but the
second she answers, the tightness in my chest recedes.

Baby Girl always knows what to do. She’ll tell me.

“Fitz! Chess! Felix!” she cries out as she leans into the screen
with a bright smile. “I’'m so glad you called. I'm dying of
boredom here. Where’s Aubrey and Rennie?”



I feel the color drain out of my face and I cough. “Uh, we just
got here and uh, I went looking, but I think they’re busy...”

Felix rolls his eyes and Chess chuckles. “Busy fighting over
wall sconces or some shit, I bet.”

“NO 29

That one word catches my girl’s ear and she tilts her head,
squinting at me. “I’m sure they’ll be free soon. I know they’d
be upset to miss the video chat, no matter what shenanigans
they’re getting up to.”

“When are you leaving for campus?” I blurt, scratching my
head sheepishly when the other two give me odd looks. “I
miss you, baby girl.”

Nope. Didn't seem suspicious at all. No one has a clue I know
a big ass secret now.

“Well, funny story about that...”



WisH YOU WERE HERE

DELORES

“...s0 I LITERALLY JUST FOUND OUT FROM CORI AND RUFUS
that we’re not going back to Apex. I guess Lucille didn’t feel
the need to share anything with me until next week when I
pack up? Shit, I don’t know, maybe not even then. She’d find
it funny if I showed up at the wrong fucking place and had to
drive like a maniac to get to D.C. in time.”

Every one of my guys is silent for a moment, but I can tell
they’re waiting for something. Then, as if planned, Fitz loses
his shit. “I’m going to flay that bitch alive and serve her in the
cafeteria.”

Chess winces as my passionate tiger lets out a snarl of anger
that only quiets when Felix gives him a stern look. “We all
miss you, angel, but Fitz is antsy. His tiger is giving him fits
with the forced distance.”

My lips curve and I tilt my head. “Yeah?”

“Yeah, princess,” Felix says as he leans in closer. “I’ve known
this 1diot since the womb, and I don’t think he’s ever been this
edgy, even when he was on a bender. Though he’s been even
weirder since we got here today.”

I frown, trying to work out what would bother Fitz when they
agreed to video chat. Usually, it makes him bounce off the
walls and threaten to flash us all, so I don’t forget what his
trouser snake looks like. “Fitz? Fitz? What’s going on?”



The question stops his pacing, and he leaps back over the
couch, eyes wide as he looks into the camera so closely it’s
jarring. “I’ve seen things. It’s messing with me.”

Felix and Chess shrug—or I think they do—behind him, so I
smile encouragingly. “What things?”

“Can’t say.” His brow furrows, and he looks confused as he
thinks for a moment. “Not bad, just surprised.”

Now that is very interesting.

“Mmmm. Well, maybe you should talk to Aubrey? He’s seen
damn near everything over the years it feels like.” I blink and
narrow my eyes. “Unless it’s a weird lump or something...in
that case, go see a damn doctor.”

His eyes widen in panic, and suddenly, I feel like I know
exactly why Fitz is struggling. It’s not a medical condition or a
weird porn video that freaked him out. They’re calling me
from Rennie and Aubrey’s new place—without the two of
them present. Covering my mouth to keep from laughing, I
squeeze my eyes closed as I let the humor roll over me.

Poor Fitz. He doesn't know what to do except keep his mouth
shut—which is damn near impossible for him.

“Princess, do you have any idea how the hell to calm him
down? If we have to deal with this all day, I swear to Bast...”

Focusing on the tiger looking at me from a much too close
camera angle, I wink. “I understand, crazypants. Just... wait
for me to get there, okay? Show me how well you control your
urges, and maybe I’ll give you a reward.”

Fitz pulls back, snapping into his normal persona as he gives
me a fangy grin. “A reward? Oh, baby girl. You have no idea
what kind of depravity I’ve been thinking up this summer...”

“I do,” Chess mutters with a smirk. “I’d set some boundaries,
angel.”

“Fitzy would never do anything I’m not comfortable with,
Chessie. Though, if you’d like to chaperone...” I look at him
through my lashes, feeling my face get hot as I say it out loud.
“Or maybe Felix has instructions for us.”



The elder twin huffs a laugh, his dark eyes dancing as he
ponders my words. “I’'m not sure you’re ready for that,
princess.”

Jutting my chin out, I meet his eyes. “Try me, sir.”

That answer draws a growly curse from Felix, a groan from
his twin, and a sharp intake of breath from Chess. I grin
broadly, feeling pretty damn good about my boldness as they
stare at me. Way to go, Dolly. You're a sexual badass. Crossing
my arms over my chest, I let them drool in silence until I see
movement in the background.

“Hey! Is that Rennie and Aubrey?”

One by one, they blink out of their sex trance and turn to look
at the last two members of my new family group as they stroll
in. I have to hide my smirk as I take in Rennie’s messy hair
and Aubrey’s rumpled looking shirt—especially since it’s
buttoned wrong. Fitz squirms in his seat, but the others don’t
seem to notice how out of character the appearances of their
friends are.

Men wouldn 't notice an alligator sneaking up on them until it
bit them in the ass, I swear to Hera.

“Good afternoon, bento bunny,” Aubrey rumbles with a soft
smile. “It’s good to see you smiling. You’ve been rather
melancholy this summer.”

Arching a brow at his casual tone, I tilt my head and smirk.
“That’s a new one. Feeling spry this afternoon, big guy?”

If he realizes I know Fitz barged in on one of their big secrets,
he doesn’t show it. “I’'m taking great pleasure in my work
here, yes.”

“I’1l bet,” Fitz mutters, and I have to stifle a giggle.

Keeping this to himself for days is going to be almost
impossible for him.

Rennie glares at the back of the hyper tiger’s head as if he’s
trying to erase his memory through sheer willpower, but
Aubrey shrugs. “Despite being run by a Sphinx, this collection



is quite extensive and I believe it will aid us in finding the next
pieces to our puzzle.”

Felix rolls his eyes at the dragon’s look of distaste. Apparently,
dragons and Sphinxes get along as well as wolves and tigers,
but it’s less physical competition as much as intellectual. He
mentioned how angry our grumpy book lover was to discover
some texts and scrolls famous families donated here rather
than Apex.

“At least you won’t have to work as hard to get it up to
speed?” I offer with a small smile. “That has to count for
something.”

He huffs and Rennie steps forward, giving me a mischievous
look. “Our new home is quite luxurious. You’ll enjoy the
upgrade, ma petite. Plus, I’ve added my layer of security to
their formidable set-up. No dead bodies will show up in our
private sanctuary this year.”

Of course, he can’t promise no dead bodies at all, especially
after the events at the end of last year. His suspicions about
magic users and their connection to bad juju at the school were
spot on. We had a story prepared by the time anyone reached
us and we’ve all stuck to it without fail. If the Council won’t
call in the Sibbies, none of us wanted to end up in some rubber
room because we suggested the magic they insisted was gone
has returned.

And fuck if anyone of us know why I shot blue lightning out of
my hands—that's on the ‘to do’ list for sure.

As if he can hear my thoughts, the gargoyle squints at me.
“No... side effects to your shift now that your bunny is
listening again?”’

“Nope,” I reply. We’ve been cautious as hell about referencing
the secret shit while I’'m home. Lucille and Bruno aren’t here,
but I’'m not stupid enough to believe one of them hasn’t
bugged the entire place hoping to catch some info.

“No one has touched you, right, baby girl?” Fitz pushes his
way back to the front, studying me as I shake my head. His
frustration at being unable to protect me all day, every day, has



been one of the hardest things to manage during this stupid
break.

I cross my finger over my chest in an ‘X.” “Nope. The body
guards hover like flies, but they haven’t done more than leer.”

“Even the ugly mutt?” Felix growls low.

“Yes, even Lucius stays an acceptable distance when he looms
threateningly. I promise, guys. I’'m okay, and we’ll be back
together soon.” The alarm on my dresser goes off and I groan.
“It’s time for my jujitsu lesson. This guy is hardcore, Felix.
Where the hell did you find him?”

He grins smugly at me. “One of Fitz’s former Pred Games
competitors. He’ll have you ready for Zhenga’s boot camp, for
sure.”

I wrinkle my nose, pouting at him. “If by ready, you mean so
tired I can barely move afterward, then you’re right. Who
decided I have to compete in these damn things, anyway?
They’re on my shit list.”

Chess raises his hand, looking sheepish. “I mean, Felix
mentioned it first, but once we knew we were being sent to a
school with an established team? I knew it would put you in
the spotlight looking formidable, not weak. It will help you
avoid the attacks students arranged at Apex if people see you
as strong.”

Snorting, I give him an incredulous look. “Chessie, I beat Gold
and Todd’s asses in public and they still pulled shit.”

“Only sneaky backroom politics, though. The physical threats
died down once you showed your stuff,” he says confidently.
“I wouldn’t have suggested this if I hadn’t done research on
this school, Angel. The sports angle will help keep you safe.”

“Fine, fine. Rah, rah, I'm full of school spirit,” I say with a
grimace. My alarm goes off again and a loud, pounding knock
on the door makes me jump. “Shit! I gotta go. That’s one of
the goons.”

Blowing them a kiss, I swipe the screen off and run over to
slip on my tennis shoes. Once I grab my gym bag and water
bottle from my desk, I slip my phone in my pocket and head



for the door. When I pull it open, the nasty wolf in charge of
the security flares at me with his yellow flecked eyes.

“Madame Lucille detests tardiness. This will go in my report.”

Instead of letting him intimidate me, I stick my nose in the air,
putting on the affect of a true heir as I breeze past him. At the
stairs, I grumble to myself, “You can stick your report directly
up your ass, you fuck knuckle.”

Pleased with myself, I jog downstairs and head for my car.

Everyone knows wolves have excellent hearing.



PIECE OF YOUR HEART

AUBREY

“HE HASN’T SAID A SINGLE WORD. DON’T YOU FIND THAT
strange?” | ask my companion as he flits about in the main
bedroom. When we negotiated the positions at Capital Prep,
Renard insisted on taking over the entire staff quarters for the
library as part of our contract. I didn’t find out why until he
gave me the grand tour of the enormous room he declared as
Dolly’s. She’s supposed to live in the reptile dorm across the
way, and nothing I said would deter him from remodeling this
place for her, so I let him have his project.

Between that and cultivating a garden out back, its kept him
from retreating to the bell tower to brood over her absence.

I’d be lying if I said he was wrong about commandeering the
entire area for our family, though. They connected the annex
to both my library and his mini tower. Plus, it’s spacious
enough to hold everyone once we can congregate. He put our
theory boards in the sunroom with a view of the river and
garden, so our work will be safe from visitors.

“It’s puzzling to me as well, mon ami. But Fitzgerald is
nothing if not a mystery only ma petite seems to be able to
solve. Perhaps she’s had her paws in his silence?”

My lips curve as raven curls fall out of the messy bun he’s
been wearing to keep the longer locks from getting in his face.
Chess showed him how to scoop it all up in a hysterical lesson
that our girl would have thoroughly enjoyed watching. He
won’t say why he’s growing it out, but I noticed even straight



laced Felix seems to forego his usual cropped look now and I
assume it’s because Dolly likes it.

Hmmph. I'll not be joining that little boy band soon.

The dragon inside of me flares up, disagreeing with my
decision not to indulge his mate in any way she demands.
Sending him the internal version of a middle finger, I roll my
eyes and stroke my hand over the sand cat in my lap. If my
animal thinks I’ll roll over for every one of her whims, he’s
got a battle coming. Fitz and Chess spoil her enough as it is.
I’m watching my oldest companion flit about like an interior
decorator to make certain every single thing she could want is
within her grasp.

Felix is right; she needs a firm hand or two so she doesn't get
out of control.

That makes my dragon snort and I huff, scratching Jinx again
to distract myself from the much more vocal behavior of my
inner beast. “You’re not the boss of me.”

“What?” Rennie says as he looks over his shoulder in
confusion. “Who said I was?”

“No one,” I grumble. “At least, no one who wants to live has.”

He grins, walking over to pick Jinx up and set her on the floor.
Once she toddles over to a pile of pillows and curls up, he
drops into my lap, lounging lazily. “That’s not a game we play,
mon ami. Is the thought of adding our belle lapin making you
ponder new scenarios?”’

Blinking, I consider that for a moment and shake my head.
“That will probably be the bailiwick of our exiled Raj. I’'m
more interested in your favorite—the chase.”

“Oh, she likes to be chased. Her scent fills with excitement,
arousal, and this bit of fear from her animal that’s delicious,”
Ren coos as he leans into me.

Wrapping my arms around him, I rub my cheek on his head,
feeling my body respond to that picture. “I can’t believe she
asked you to hunt her—in public, no less. Snacksize surprises
me like no one has in my long life, except for you.”



The gargoyle shrugs with a mischievous grin. “Our girl calls
us all in different ways, mon fougueux. You’ve kept her at
arm’s length long enough, I believe. Perhaps when she arrives,
we might take her flying again? Would that soothe the flames
consuming you?”

Pulling back, I look at the shifter who became the center of my
world despite every obstacle I put in his way. “I’d love to,
even if it will piss Fitz the hell off. He definitely knows one of
our secrets now, and he’ll assume we’re whisking her away for
something sexier than eating.”

“Who says we aren’t?”” His hand comes up to cradle my jaw as
he kisses me thoroughly enough to leave us both breathless. “I
find that idea very appealing, Lord Draconis.”

Chuckling as I tug his shirt off, I arch a brow. “Do you,
Monsieur Laveaux? Just what might we be doing on this
steamier journey?”

“Oh, so many delectable things,” he says as I tug on his nipple
rings playfully. “We can chase her through the trees until one
of us catches her. Loser takes bottom.”

I laugh again, tickling my fingers down his abs to trace around
his belly button. “Mmm. Is that a reward or a punishment? I
can’t decide.”

“In this game, no one loses, mon amour. Everyone wins.”
I can 't argue with that.

Instead of responding, I unbutton his fly and lift his cock out,
stroking it slowly. He shudders when I tighten my grip—my
gargoyle loves a bite of pain with his pleasure. Leaning in, I
scrape my slightly elongated fangs over his shoulder as my
hand works his shaft. “Tell me more, Rennie. If you’re the
bottom, what else is happening?”’

His breath comes out in a soft hiss, but he looks at me with
electric blue eyes. “For me to be the bottom, our darling rabbit
would have to make good on that pegging promise she made
to Fitz at the rave.”

My hand cups his balls, rolling them in my palm as I nod.
“Mmm. She’ll need a harness then.”



“Fuck,” he growls low. “Our girl would be magnifique trussed
up in Domme leather and straps. Especially with you fucking
her above me.”

Merciful Ra, I'm going to lose control of myself picturing this
shit.

“Oh, yes, babe. That primal urge in her will make her a rowdy
one. She’ll fuck the living shit out of you if we make sure
there’s a little surprise for her on that strap-on. Would you like
that?” His ass is wiggling over me so | know the answer, but |
want to see him come apart before I get relief. Renard is
beautiful when he’s pushed to let it all go and I want him to
fall over the edge while we discuss sharing the lovely Delores.

“Ummm. Clit stim inside... got it,” he pants raggedly as I
continue jacking his cock roughly. “You’ll wait until she’s
dripping and then take her from behind. Her screams are even
musical.”

Of course they fucking are.

Leaning down with a smirk, I suckle the tip of his pierced
dick, swiping my tongue over the leaking moisture. His scent
is all night time and mate, like a spicy aroma made to entice
me by the Fates. I wonder if Dolly will be the same?
Squeezing him, I rumble as I look into his hazy eyes. “Ren,
mon amour, what does she smell like?”

“H-Honeysuckle...” His eyes roll back when I run a fingertip
over his hole and he shudders again. “And it’s intoxicating,
like when I suck you off.”

“Would she like it if we shifted and licked her together?”
Lifting my head, I let go of his cock and nip his earlobe firmly.
“That changes our anatomy significantly.”

His hips buck, and he nods wildly. “I think she’d enjoy all of it
shifted.”

I blink, trying not to stop as that smacks me in the face and
makes my dragon roar in approval. “Too big, babe. The
dragon, at least. But maybe you...”

“Half shifted. Surrounded by our wings.”



The image sends the beast inside of me into overdrive, and I
shoot out of the chair with him draped in my arms. Walking
over to the bed, I drop him on it before I tear my shirt off and
free my aching cock from the confines of my slacks. “Where
did you stash it?”

His lips curve as he splays out on the bed he picked for our
sassy bunny, looking like the cat who ate the canary. “Bottom
drawer in the nightstand on the right.”

No one knows the broody gargoyle like me—he’s already
planted a stash of naughty shit for her. My dick throbs as I root
through it, finding the cherry lube he favors and slathering it
on quickly. By the time I approach, his skin has turned
obsidian, and he’s sporting fangs. [ warm it in my palm, letting
the heat from my dragon take over, then slip thick fingers into
his ass. His gasp of pleasure pushes the primal part of me hard,
and I know we’re going to be cleaning up a hell of a mess
afterward.

“Now, mon amour,” he pleads as he writhes on the digits. “I
need to feel you split me in two.”

He doesn t have to ask me twice.

Lining up, I slam into my lover hard and fast. He grips me like
a vise and I grunt when my dragon ripples over my skin. Our
wings meet on either side of us, and I hold on to his hips as I
set a punishing rhythm. I’ve almost forgotten what we were
talking about as I fuck my original mate into the plush
mattress, but he grins in satisfaction.

“Imagine once she’s ready to be in the middle, taking us both.”

My eyes roll back in my head, and this time, I shudder. Dolly
fits between us like they made her to be there and the thought
of her writhing on our cocks makes me wild. Hips bucking, |
pound into him even more roughly, lost in the web he’s been
weaving. When my orgasm gets close, I lean down and bare
my fangs at him hungrily. His head tilts, and he reaches up to
pull me down so we both have an angle.

The simultaneous bite knocks me into oblivion and he comes
with me, spurting over my stomach as we reaffirm the bond



we took on so many years ago. My cock jerks inside of him,
coating his ass with an enormous load of hot cum until it leaks
out.

Panting, he pulls his teeth out of the bite and looks at me with
a hazy, satisfied smile. “I love when you get out of control,
mon fougueux.”

“This 1s a mess,” I murmur back as I lift my head to brush my
lips on his. “Think she’ll scent it even after we clean up?”

The slow grin on his face makes me chuckle. “I sure as fuck
hope so. Call it... bait.”

That motherfucker tempted me on purpose.

Good on him.



THE VERY FIRST NIGHT

DELORES

THE DAYS FOLLOWING MY CALL WITH THE GUYS HAVE BEEN
excruciatingly boring. I’m finishing up the last of my summer
work for Luc and most of his college-aged prey left at the end
of last week. It leaves me with Emile and the rest of the
pangolins, half of whom are still terrified of me. The poor
leader has tried a thousand times to get his people to realize
I’'m prey, but I think they sense the fierce parts of me, no
matter how hard I suppress them.

My ridiculous bodyguard ‘shadows’ follow me everywhere.
That means I can’t go dancing or even visit with Clotilda
because they scare everyone. I’'m down to work, the gym, the
mall, and home where I can go without one of those assholes
telling me they ‘need to confer with Madame Lucille’ before I
leave. The noose seems to tighten as it gets closer to the time I
make my getaway to school, and I don’t have a clue why.

What s Lucille’s game, and why does she care?

I haven’t been able to work out her angle beyond showing the
world she’s protecting her heir as much as possible while I'm
home. That made sense right after the explosions, but now? It
seems like she’s doing it to spite me—which is possible—or
there’s some other machination for making sure I can’t see
anyone until I get back to school.

“She makes you paranoid, D,” I mutter to myself. “Luckily,
there’s only two more sleeps until it’s time to hit the road for



the capital. Then you’re away from this prison and at home
with a family that actually gives a damn about you.”

Yep, I've done a lot of talking to myself this summer.

The silence is deafening and I groan, wishing I could make
time go faster. Without the chatter of my friends or my men,
this place is like a damn crypt. Even the Tower had noise,
whether it was music or echoes in the vents or even the sound
of the Captain and his crew doing stuff. “Okay. You need to
get food and a giant water bottle. Dehydration does weird shit
to your mind and hunger makes you a snarly bunny. Then it’s
time to work on packing for a bit.”

I sigh, opening the door to my room to find two bulky shifters
in 1ill-fitting suits in my hallway. Neither of them looks
familiar, but they smell like bears. My senses have improved a
lot since the ‘secret magic bunny’ shit. Even though I don’t
recognize these particular assholes, I know they’re part of the
wolf leader’s crew. They must be some kind of security
company Bruno’s using because all summer, I’ve been finding
new fuckwits watching me at every turn.

No wonder I'm paranoid, they 're all really out to get me.

As usual, I flip them off, trotting downstairs to the kitchen to
toss together a light snack and my big ass water. Master César
is a jaguar shifter, and he’s had me on a strict training plan
from the second I walked into the first class, so I have to
follow the rules. Oddly, this doesn’t feel like when Lucille
tried forcing diets or surgery down my throat most of my life.
Instead, his regimen requires a balance—as there is in all
things, he says. I’'m not sure how into the whole ‘Zen’ part of
my training I am. However, structuring my intake to maximize
my energy has helped me ward off my depression about not
seeing the people I care about.

I open the fridge and pile my plate full of fruit, cheese, and the
cold chicken breast bites, humming a little as I add from all the
containers for variety. The other good thing about this clean
living junk is not worrying about having to cook or order out a
lot. César went shopping with me at the beginning of each
month since the summer began. We spend entire days here



creating prepared meals and snacks to last. It cut out the daily
decision drag and also kept me from buying less healthy
options on an extra trip to the store.

I'm probably in the best shape of my life, despite not losing a
pound. Everything is toning, and it makes me look badass.

“Fitz is going to /love that,” I giggle to myself when I consider
how much stronger my thighs are alone. “I could probably kill
someone with my legs alone if I wanted to.”

Grinning as I grab the stupidly large water bottle and my full
plate, I head back to the stairs, ignoring the assholes outside
my door yet again. Once inside, I kick the door closed and yell
at my Alexa to engage the security. I ordered new locks and
installed everything myself when I found out my parents were
leaving me alone with unknown preds all summer. It might not
hold forever, but it discourages them from interrupting my
calls or spying on me while I sleep. Anything they do to get in
without my permission will set off an alarm and I'll at least
have enough time to grab my handy knife from under my
pillow.

A predatory bunny can't be too careful, even in her own home.

“Play T. Swift mix,” I call out before climbing into my big
reading chair and curling up. I’ve got five new books on my
Kindle, delicious food, and hours before anyone will look for
me. If there’s any upside to this confinement, it’s definitely
having an infinite amount of time to catch up on my favorite
books and write songs.

If only my guys were here to snuggle in with me...

“HoLy sHIT!”

What sounds like something hitting the window by my chair
wakes me from an unexpected nap and I blink in the dark. My
Kindle is asleep, too, and the program that dims my lights at
dusk did its job—despite me nodding off like a senior citizen
well before dinnertime. It’s definitely after eight p.m. and by



the look of the landscape, it’s probably closer to ten. I didn’t
even feel sleepy when I sat down, but I’'m usually wiped the
day after my lessons. They’re designed to push me as far as
possible without injury in the shortest time possible, so I'm
barely hobbling home by the time César lets me leave.

My night vision isn’t great, but when the object hits my
window again, I know I didn’t imagine it. Dropping to my
knees to keep out of sight, I growl softly. There’s a rotating
guard crew outside at night, so whatever the hell they’re
doing, it’s not their fucking job. I have to stay out of its sight
line to make certain the damn thuds weren’t a ploy to get me
to give someone a better target. Crawling to my bed, I reach up
with one hand, grasping both the knife and my damn phone
before I head back to my chair.

Everyone is too far away in the capital. If this is dangerous,
I’ll have to defend myself until help arrives.

“It’d be super fucking cool if people would stop trying to kill
me this year,” I mumble as I click my phone screen open with
the encrypted passcode. When I look at the open screen, the
adrenaline coursing through me slows a bit. “Is he serious?
What the hell 1s he thinking?”

TigerWoody: Baby Girl!
TigerWoody: Baby Girl!
TigerWoody: Baby Girl!
TigerWoody: Baby Girl!
TigerWoody: Baby Girl!

TigerWoody: Baby Girl, answer me, goddamnit! I’m outside
your window and I don’t have much time before those
asswads wake up!

The noise that made me think a fricking assassin was trying to
get into my bedroom while I was snoozing is my crazy ass
boyfriend. The same crazy ass boyfriend who should be six
hours away right now.



Another glance at my phone shows a big red dot with twelve
messages on another chat, and I sigh as I look at it.

CSpot: Has anyone seen Fitz? He sort of
disappeared after we called my angel this
morning.

TigerKing: Don’t worry. He probably just went to
blow off steam at the gym or something.

CSpot: He was acting really weird.
TigerKing: How the hell could you tell?

CSpot: Felix, it's been two hours. Is he
answering you?

TigerKing: No. Renard? Aubrey?

CSpot: They’'ve been MIA, too. What is going
on?

LustyLibrarian: Calm down, Chester. We'’re
cleaning up a mess in the main room.

CSpot: What mess?
EmoBatman: Never you mind, nosey pants.

TigerKing: So no one knows where my brother
is?

CSpot: Not good.
Of course, I know where the hell he is and if he gets caught by

my parents’ goons, I’ll be in the shit knee-deep.

I stand, disengaging the locks on my window and peer out into
the darkness. “Fitz! Fitz, what the shit, dude? Where are you?”

A grinning tiger shifter pops out of the gigantic tree outside
my window with a slightly unhinged look in his eyes. “Right
here, baby girl. I was hiding Delta Force style.”

Rubbing my hand over my face quickly, I grab his arm with
the other. “Get in here. If these douchewhistles on guard catch



you, Lucille will lose her damn mind. Who knows what kind
of shit she’ll pull if she thinks my sentence got cut short?”

“Fire in the hole!” Fitz whisper-yells as he does a flip into the
window, landing on the floor with a loud thump. When I shush
him, he rolls his eyes and splays his body on the ground like a
beached whale. “I’m ready for my closeup, Ms. DeMille.”

I cover my mouth, trying not to laugh. “Has Chessie been
making you watch old movies again?”’

Fitz nods, his eyes sparkling up at me. “Ever since you told
him I learn better by listening, they have subjected me to every
movie, TV show, and play he can find on the Preynet. I think
he’s trying to cram thirty years of learning into, like, five
months.”

A noise outside my door spooks me and I put my finger to my
lips as I creep over, listening to the wood for a moment. When
it doesn’t happen again, I let out a long breath. “The jibrones
must be doing rounds in the house. I think we’re safe.”

His expression is still amused and I know it’s because he
wouldn’t hesitate to take every single moron wandering this
house out. “Good. I couldn’t wait another fucking minute to
see you, baby girl. I jumped on my bike the second you signed
off this morning.”

Oh, shit. The other guys are still looking for him.

“Fitz, you didn’t tell anyone where you went and they’re
blowing up my phone.” I pick it up, firing off a brief
explanation before I put my hands on my hips. “You’d lose the
damn plot if I took off on you guys like that.”

Smirking, he shrugs. “That’s because it’s my job to help you
stay safe and you’ve never told me to back off. Sneaking
around me would mean you didn’t like it and we know that’s
not true. Besides, I’'m a big boy and I can take care of myself.”

“I can take care of myself, too. Your sadist trainer is making
sure of that,” I mutter as I narrow my eyes at him. “That
doesn’t mean our family isn’t worrying.”

A bright smile splits his face, and he rushes over, grabbing me
in his arms and spinning us around. “You said ‘our family’ and



you can’t take it back.”

I blink, feeling a flush creep up my neck as he continues
whirling us happily. “I did, you crazy fool. Now put me down
before I barf my healthy snacks all over your face.”

His eyes widen, and he stops, sitting me down slowly. “Uh, 1
can deal with a lot of shit, including entrails. But vomit is a
hard limit since that prom, baby girl. I’ll toss my cookies like a
drunk chick at a frat party if I even catch a whiff. No chunky
firehose action, you hear me?”

“Pissing on an enemy’s head? Check. Vomit? Big red ‘X.” Got
it,” I say playfully.

His expression turns dark as he looks down at me. “Snarky
little brat.”

“What are you going to do about it?”
“Oh, you’ll see.”



BAD THINGS

Firz

My BABY GIRL LOOKS LIKE EVERY DREAM [’VE HAD SINCE
that stupid school got blown to smithereens by magic weirdos.

Okay, shes got more clothes on than my dreams, but that's
fixable.

Running my eyes up and down her frame, I grin wickedly as |
take in her attire. She’s got on adorable pink tiger print silk
shorts that barely cover her delectable ass and a matching
bralette. Her rainbow sherbet hair is in twin ponytails and she
has adorably pink polish on her fingers and toes. Her gorgeous
tatts and shiny piercings contrast with it perfectly, adding a
little dark to her shining light. My hands clench into fists at my
waist while I try to figure out where she’s hiding her fun
drawer in her Pepto pink monster Mommy approved room.

Felix was right, our sexy bunny is definitely both a Barbie girl
and a punk rock princess rolled into one.

“I give up, baby girl. Show me where you’re hiding the good
time and I’ll reward you,” I growl softly. My finger trails over
her cheek and down her neck, stopping at a pink ribbon choker
with a glowing amulet on it. “Oh, good. Monsieur Maudlin’s
trinket will make sure I don’t have to shred this cute little
outfit.”

Her nose wrinkles, but she cocks her head at a nondescript
looking pink file cabinet next to her desk. “Over there. And
you’d better not tear up all my underwear this year, Fitz Khan,
because there’s no need for it.”



Walking over to her sin bin, I open it and grin broadly before I
respond. “Baby girl, I enjoy destroying your shit and you’re
free to replace anything you want—on us. I’ll open a fucking
charge at that fancy string and lace place.”

She huffs, but I can fee/ the smile on her face. “Fine. You can
all contribute. That way it’s fair.”

Turning back to her with a bottle of lube and a blindfold, I
shrug. “Khan money is Khan, babe. But you’re going to have
to ride the scaly coaster before you ask Scrooge McDragon to
pony up.”

Her eyes widen as I approach with my selections, and she
swallows hard. I can smell her excitement and the honeysuckle
scent I’ve missed makes my tiger push hard against my skin.
Stalking closer, I lean in, putting my forehead against hers for
a minute. Sweet Aphrodite, this girl makes me lose control.
When I pull back, I wink playfully, tilting my head at the bed.
Her tiny grin spreads as she scampers over, touching that
damn stone and melting her damn clothes away without a
word.

“That asshole,” I mutter under my breath. Dolly laughs as I
grumble, but I don’t move to her bed yet. She’s got some
amateur hour restraint stuff in there, but I’m not using that on
her. She doesn’t know it’s dangerous and I won’t risk teaching
her bad habits. Spotting something serviceable holding back
her curtains, I deviate in that direction and whip the ties off her
drapes.

Which, if you’re wondering, the carpet matches, even if my
girl’s doesn't currently.

“Are you... sniggering at yourself?”” she asks in amusement.

I shrug, making my way back to where she’s reclining like a
damn offering to the old gods—all smooth skin and pink
nipples and magical hair. “Maybe. I’'m here for my
amusement, baby girl, even if no one else is laughing. Now,
climb up there like a good girl and put your wrists by those
iron posts.”



“Fitz!” she hisses with wide eyes. “Bondage? 1 have
handcuffs; you don’t have to steal from the decor.”

Shaking my head, I hold up the soft material. “This is better.
Your stuff is... not regulation, let’s say. And as someone new
to this, plus a newer shifter, you’ll end up bruising yourself.
Felix would murder me if I taught you bad BDSM habits from
the beginning.”

Her features pinch in an expression I know means she’s
worried she’ll screw up, but she nods. Biting her lower lip as
she settles in against her enormous pile of pillows, my girl
does exactly as I asked. “Okay. Now what?”

The trusting look in her eyes blows me the fuck away, and I
will never let her down.

“I’'m going to bind your wrists and put on the blindfold, then
we’ll play, baby girl. While I’'m doing that, I want you to pick
a safe word. Do you know what that is?” I smile when she
nods, crossing to take her hand in mine before I start. “Tell me
with words. I need words when we do this because consent is
very important in this world.”

“Yes. I mean, yes, I know. It should be a word I say that really
means to stop—for whatever reason—and it has to be
something I wouldn’t normally say, so it doesn’t slip out,” she
replies.

Pleased, I nip one of her fingertips, loving how she shivers.
“Perfect. You think about that and I’l1l—"

“Oh, I know 1t,” she cuts in with a mischievous smirk. “My
safe word 1s Beetlejuice. If I have to say it three times, buddy
—it’s showtime.”

She catches me so off-guard that I blurt out the first thing that
comes to my mind. “Fuck, I love you, baby girl.”

Uh-oh. Retreat, retreat!

Her expression wars between shock and fear, so I gently take
her hand and place a kiss on her palm. “Don’t have an eppy, D.
It’s trippy for it to come out that way and I’ve sure as fuck
never said that to anyone not Chess before, but it feels like I’'m



getting there, you know? So I’m not going to walk it back
because it jumped out without a bunch of brain work. Got 1t?”

Nodding, she swallows hard before she murmurs, “I don’t
know what love feels like because I thought 1 felt it for Todd,
but... I know that’s not true now. It was a dream, but what I
feel for you is real. But I don’t know how to quantify it yet. Is
that okay?”

I grin, sinking my teeth lightly into the meat of her thumb. She
groans and my dick twitches. Oh, yeah, I'm okay with you
figuring it out, baby girl. “Absolutely. We’ll have a hell of a
lot of fun along the way. Now, though, it’s time for you to
learn some new tricks.”

Her lips curve and the look on her face returns to mischievous.
“I love when you teach me, kitty cat.”

Oh, thats how were playing it now, hmmm? Game on, baby
girl.

It only takes me a moment to tie a constrictor knot around the
wrought iron post. I know it’s an advanced level knot, but if
she really wants out, her shift will give her plenty of strength
to break this fabric. Tying a shifter up successfully, especially
one with the raw power Dolly has, is almost impossible unless
you have the right equipment. This is more about getting her
used to the practice and allowing her to feel safe for the first
time.

A deep inhale tells me my plan is working—the scent of her
arousal 1s increasing and fuck if I can’t wait to get my hands
on her. I pat her hand and walk to the other side of the bed
with my super-sized woody damn near busting out of my
pants. Dolly giggles as she watches, and 1 squint at her,
pretending to chastise her. I haven’t put the blindfold on yet,
but when I deprive her of her sight and her freedom, I know
she’s going to be like a live wire.

“Just be still while I finish. You’re doing so well, baby girl,” 1
murmur softly. I’'m a much less stern taskmaster than my twin,
so the contrast will be startling if he gets his furry head out of
his ass. Her cheeks get pink at the praise and I grin broadly
while 1 tie her other hand. When that’s done, I lift the



blindfold, and the fear flitters through her gaze again. “Do you
trust me, Dolly?”

“Yes.” Her answer is so quick I barely have time to breathe.
Holy shit. Only Felix and Chess have ever said that.

I lean in, placing the blindfold over her eyes and securing it
carefully before I kiss her much more gently than my body
wants me to. The surety in her voice hit me in places other
than my cock, and she definitely deserves a reward now.
“Good girl.”

“Why 1s that so damn /ot yet it makes me feel so bad for liking
1t?” she mutters against my mouth.

“Because you’re becoming a badass, but you still want to be
taken care of—and everyone has told you those have to be
mutually exclusive.” My hands wander to her nipples, twisting
them lightly, loving the gasp that escapes against my mouth.
“But they aren’t, and it takes a powerful person to let go of
their control.”

It’s quiet for a moment, then she whispers, “Ohhhhh. I get it.”

Then a look of pure wickedness takes over the bottom half of
her features and I’'m a wee bit glad I’m the one with &er tied
up at the moment. “I don’t know who that’s for, baby girl, but
I hope I’m there to see it.”

Done with words, I lift myself up and tug off my shirt. I move
off of the bed, standing at the foot of as I watch her adjust to
the cool air and darkness under the blindfold. Her skin flushes
from her face down her neck and continues to spread as I
shuck my pants eagerly. Chessie’s not wrong about the angel
moniker, though her personality is swinging towards devilish
in contrast.

Luckily, I'm an asshole who delights in extremes.
“Are you okay, D?”

Her teeth sink into her plump lower lip for a second and she
nods, letting out a slow breath. “It’s very different. Like my
nerves are tingling everywhere and my bunny senses are trying
to make up for not being able to see.”



“Exactly,” I reply. “Depriving you of a sense or senses makes
everything else more intense, especially because you’re not
able to move.”

“If my bunny didn’t trust you, my heart would probably
explode. It’s beating pretty fast as it is.”

Her admission is adorable, and my fangs drop hungrily. I
shake my head, trying to push the big guy off, but he refuses to
budge. I know she’s not ready for mating, but he’s a stubborn
fucker about her. “Word on the street is that you let the Dark
Kite hunt you sometimes, D. Your bunny has her own kinks,
methinks.”

That gets a giggle out of her and I watch her gorgeous tits
shake as I work to calm my beast and my leaking cock.

Mine, my tiger growls inside of me and I shoo him.
Not yet, buddy.

My hands grasp her feet, massaging them slowly until she lets
out a strangled sound of approval. I can feel calluses on her
toes from dancing and her work with my ex-rival in the gym.
She has to be aching here, too, so I continue digging my
thumb into the arch of her foot, reading every twitch that
makes her turn to jelly. Wringing each toe firmly, I lean in to
plant soft kisses on her ankles while I work. It’s obvious when
the last bit of tension ebbs from her form, so I move upward to
her muscled calves.

Sitting between her legs, I work my way past her knees to her
thighs, loving the moans of pleasure spilling from her lips. The
sounds are so husky and loud that I have to pause several
times to get control of my response. I’'m going to shoot my
goddamn load on her comforter if I’'m not careful, and Fitz
Khan never does that. Dolly’s hips writhe when 1 knead her
thighs and the scent of her drenched pussy almost does me in.

“Fitzy... pleeeeeease,” she whines as her back arches and her
hips rock a little. “I need you.”

My hips jerk and I rub my cock on the bed to get some much
needed friction. Baby Girl isn’t as experienced as me, but
she’s got a stranglehold on my cock even when she’s not



touching it. I give her mound a light tap, making her gasp and
buck. “Shhh. Enjoy the sensations.”

Her voice 1s ragged as she whispers, “Holy. Fucking. Shit.”
Indeed, baby girl. Just you wait.

Once she settles, 1 spread her legs more, delighted when I’'m
able to push her thighs much farther apart than usual. Score
one for flexible dancers. Starting at her knees, I pepper kisses
and nips from her knee to her inner thigh, leaving a dark bite
mark just shy of her heat before I move to the other leg. The
trembling has started again, and it makes my tiger rumble
happily inside. He likes my teeth marks on her, especially
here, and I dig my fingers into her hips to lift them.

“You smell like a feast and I’'m going to devour,” I growl at
her. “Don’t you dare break those bindings or I’ll stop.”

Looking up from her flushed body to her face, I grin before I
lower my mouth to her soaked pussy. My tongue slips over her
folds, tracing the shape of her slowly. The teasing makes her
whimper, but I continue lapping everywhere but where she
wants me as I soak in the needy sounds she’s making. When I
finally suck her clit between my lips, her howl 1s ear-splitting
and her entire body locks up with the orgasm crashing over
her. I wait until the shivers lessen, then lift my face to look at
her chest with a satisfied smirk.

“Holy Bridget in the bathwater,” she breathes softly. “What the
hell are you doing to me?”

“Worshiping you, baby girl.” I slip two fingers inside of her,
curling the tips to rub against the swollen spot inside of her
gently until she pants again. “And I plan on doing it until the
sun comes up, so pace yourself.”

“Fuuuuuuuuuck,” she groans as she rides my hand eagerly.

I chuckle as I slip another finger in, coating it in her juices
before I tap the back entrance gently. Her body tenses under
me, but she finally relaxes as I suckle on her clit. My pinky
works its way into the tight hole, testing her reaction, but she
only gasps my name and pushes into my tongue.

Our girl is fucking perfect.



It doesn’t take long before Dolly is riding my fingers and face
like a pro, her wetness coating my face as she gets closer to
another climax. Lifting for one moment, I lick a line from my
hand to her sensitive nerves, then blow cool air over her hot
sex. “Give me one more, baby girl, then I’ll fuck you into the
mattress.”

This time, I nip her lightly as my fingers slam into her. Her
wail echoes off the walls of the ridiculously pink room as her
walls squeeze my digits hard enough to hurt. My cock throbs,
but I grit my teeth and hold off, not wanting to waste a single
drop when I could be buried inside of her. When she goes
limp, I withdraw and sit up on the bed, reaching up to take off
the blindfold.

Her eyes burn with a red heat as she looks me over head to toe
and within seconds, she’s torn the bindings clean off the posts.
With a victorious expression, she sits up, pushing my chest
hard. “Time to saddle up, cowboy. I’'m ready to ride.”

Fuck. Yes.



WELCOME TO THE
JUNGLE

DELORES

STRETCHING MY RIDICULOUSLY SORE MUSCLES, I YAWN AND
open my eyes. I have no idea what time it is—Fitz kept his
promise to make me scream until I damn near passed out
around dawn. My foot hits something and I pop up
immediately, looking over the gorgeous body snoozing on his
stomach like the giant cat he is. I thought he would sneak out
before the sun rose so my nasty guards wouldn’t see him, but
here he i1s, clinging to one of my stuffed animals like a
barnacle.

This is bad. What am I going to do?

Before I can work it out, my phone buzzes from the nightstand
and I roll over to grab it. The group chat is going absolutely
bonkers and I have to squint to even make out the words. My
body aches in all the best ways, but my brain still feels melted.
Fitz explained this might happen if I fell asleep while he was
cleaning me up. He called it ‘subspace,” but we didn’t get
much further than that before I think I drifted off.

Can you have a hangover from too much awesome sex? Maybe
that s what he meant, because that's how I feel.

This time the phone actually rings and 1 shake my head,
hoping to clear it enough to speak to the guys. Gathering my
sheet up around me like a towel, I push the video chat button
and croak, “Hello?”



Four sets of dropped jaws greet me on screen and I feel my
face turn red. Do [ really look that bad? Touching my hair, I
try to smooth the pieces down and force a smile as I watch
them crowd into the frame.

“Princess, what are you doing?” Felix says with a stern look.

Wrinkling my nose, I huff at the question. “You’re all looking
at me like I have a big zit.”

Chess puts his hand over his mouth, chuckling softly.

His Raj just rolls his eyes and smiles. “You look well and truly
fucked, Princess. It’s not a terrible sight at all. I assume my
asshole twin 1s still there? He didn’t call, so we took the
liberty.”

“If he’s asleep like a lazy bum, kick his ass,” Aubrey mutters.
“We have better things to do than track down a grown adult
running away from home like a kid.”

I tilt my head at him. “Better than talking to me?”

Aubrey looks flabbergasted for a second, making a few
fumbling sounds, and Rennie cuts in. ““You got him, ma petite.
He’ll be disputing that all day. Which works out well because
the tuckered tiger is going to escort you here when he drags
his tail out of your sheets.”

“What?!” I almost lose my sheet as I yell and they all snicker.
“But it’s two days early. Lucille will go nuclear. Her goons
have very specific instructions and they never deviate. Trust
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me.

“Good thing we pulled a few more strings when that deadbeat
turned up missing last night,” Felix drawls lazily. “The coach
sent a message to your mother, saying you need to be at team
activities tomorrow.”

I blink, then I look around my room. “I’m not nearly packed.”

“Make Fitz help you get as much done as possible until the
Captain and Raina arrive. This nervous motherfucker sent
them at the crack of dawn this morning.” Aubrey looks smug,
as if his flub isn’t as bad compared to Rennie worrying about
me.



Chess sighs and smiles softly. “It will be good to have you
back here, Angel. Dealing with all the bickering all summer
has been a pain in my ass.”

“I’1l give you a pain in the ass!” Fitz yells, his voice muffled
by the pillows he’s buried in.

Sighing and rubbing his temple, Felix tries hard to look like
he’s not going to laugh, but he’s failing. Finally, he lets out a
small chuckle, then growls at his naked twin. “Get dressed,
you lazy shit. Help Princess pack so you can get back before
midnight.”

“Can’t we just buy her new stuff?” Fitz whines. “I’ll take her
shopping. The winged weenie can come if it makes him

happy.”
“Which one?” Chess and I speak at the same time.

The tiger rolls over, showing a glorious amount of hard
tattooed muscles and shrugs. “Both of them. All of you. Fuck,
who cares if I don’t have to pack shit.”

“We have to pack some stuff, you know,” I mutter. “Not
everything can be replaced at the drop of a black card.”

“Then let’s get on with it. I want you out of this mausoleum
and into the new nest, baby girl.”

With that, he does a barrel roll to the side of the bed, flashing
his biteable ass at the camera as he goes looking for his
clothes.

“Bast, save us from the constant view of Fitz’s junk,” Aubrey
mutters. “Get your things together, bite size. We’ll talk again
when you’re on the road.”

“Got it, Smokey and the Bandits... over and out!” Fitz calls
out.

I grin and wiggle my fingers at them with a fond expression.
“Talk soon.”

With that, I close the window and turn to find my tiger
wearing one of my crop tops with his pants as he preens in the
mirror.



Aubrey s right... Bast save us.

SINGING ALONG WITH MY EPIC AND COMPLETELY RANDOM
“Tunes to Rock the Road’ playlist, I check my mirror to see if
Fitz and the raccoons are still close by. My goofy boyfriend is
weaving in and out of traffic like a daredevil. Occasionally, he
drops back to stay even with me so he can blow kisses and
make inappropriate gestures. In contrast, The Captain and
Raina are just behind me on their ride—a custom, raccoon-
sized Harley with a sidecar painted with kraken tentacles and
flames. I had to bite my tongue when they rolled up with pirate
skull helmets and loud Gilbert & Sullivan playing because |
didn’t want to offend them.

But it was really, really hard not to laugh.

I didn’t know Raina was the Captain’s mate and his first mate,
despite not working on the docks. Apparently, my food
smuggling friend from the cafeteria has her own little prey
based harem. It includes the Captain, an armadillo from the
armory, a skunk from the laundry, and triplet quokkas from the
cleaning staff. They didn’t all join her, but I'd bet their
motorcycle band would have been fucking hysterical to see.

We worked together to pack my car with the most essential
shit. Despite the disdainful looks my mother’s security dicks
gave us, my guys were right: she’d informed them to allow me
to leave early. I didn’t even have to fight with the fuckface
wolf to get my Mustang filled with my shit. Once it was done,
we took off for the road to the Capital without so much as a
middle finger to my captors and the weight on my chest has
lifted substantially.

I can t wait to be back with my actual family, even if it means [
have to do a bunch of sporty shit with Zhenga.

It’s not the curvy lioness that aggravates me—at least, not after
the explosions. She calmed her bullshit after she had me in
class and honestly? One day, we might even be friends. Okay,
we might be friendly, if not friends. But she’s not the reason



I’m making my ‘yuck’ face as I sing along to The Proclaimers.
That’s because I’'m going to be involved in a sweaty, gross
fight to the pain sport simply to raise my profile, so people
quit trying to murder me for breathing.

Knowing Zhenga, she’ll force me to take it super seriously and
that’s going to piss off my dance teachers. Anyone who wants
to dance, even semi-professionally on stage, has to avoid
things that might injure their money makers—their face and
legs. The Pred Games are no-holds barred and at the college
level, they don’t allow killing, but maiming is on the table.
Every time I step into a ring, I’ll be risking one thing for the
sake of another—all because I’'m a goddamned bunny.

1t feels like a curse when I say it that way and I don t mean for
it to, I love my bunny—now.

The roar of an engine startles me out of my head and I squint
as I see Fitz dropping back again. He waves at me, then points
ahead, but all I see are the big ass semis that always seem to be
in my way. A smaller engine creeps up on the other side of my
car and I realize The Captain is now flanking me along with
my tiger. I can’t close my eyes, but I let my mind go still as |
reach out with all of my senses, trying to figure out why
they’re suddenly in such a defensive posture.

A huge blast echoes off the hills around us and the aftershock
rocks my car when it hits me. The sky darkens and even the air
feels oppressive as I suck in shaky breaths. This isn’t exactly
like the scene at Apex where we almost lost Chess, but it’s
close enough to hit a trigger. Gritting my teeth, I allow the
rabbit to fill me with rage for the people who got injured or
killed in that nonsense. The Council isn’t releasing anything
that gives true numbers, but I expect it’s larger than what’s
being reported.

And whoever set off that explosion up ahead is in league with
those hooded motherfuckers.

Tires squeal as the traffic all starts to swerve and brake to
avoid the mess I can’t quite see yet. Turning my wheel hard, I
steer clear of my motorcycle riding friends until I’ve pulled
over on the side of the highway. Fitz roars up, parking his bike



and hopping off to stand in front of my car door. He pulls his
helmet off, handing it to me to stow on the seat as he waves at
the small prey animals coming around my back bumper.

“Baby Girl, I don’t know what in the fuck is going on up there,
but it looks really goddamn familiar,” he says with a low snarl.
“I don’t want them anywhere near you.”

My eyes narrow as I see the Captain and his mate brandishing
their own weapons. “I’'m not sitting in the car like I'm
helpless. Hell, even Raina is armed.”

“Mr. Renard warned us there could be trouble,” Raina offers as
she waves the miniature compound bow. “We would let no one
hurt his mate, Dolly.”

There’s that word again. As if I'm not suppressing a panic
attack already.

“Right. Of course he did,” 1 mutter as I try to get my shit
together. “Then we’re all in this, got it? No one is putting me
in a bubble—never again.”

Fitz shakes his head, then runs his hands through his hair.
“They’re all going to fucking kill me when this gets back, but
okay. Let’s go find out what the Gregorian Monks up there are
cooking today.”

I hold up a finger, closing my eyes for a second as I let my
half-shift emerge, then I take his hand. “Now I’m ready to kick
some fake Sith Lord ass.”

Raina and The Captain follow along as we creep up the
shoulder, crouching behind cars and vehicles that are pulled
over or stopped in the middle of the road. When we get to
what [ think is the epicenter, I see a flipped tractor trailer
spilling liquid all over the pavement. Four shitty Ghostface
wanna-bes are stalking through the mess like they’re on a
mission. I growl softly when the faint scent from that night
catches the breeze. It’s not as strong as the night my bunny
went apeshit, so I don’t think the source of it is here, but these
fuckers are definitely working with whoever it was.

It reminds me how pissed I am that these frigging assmunches
have ruined orchids and hydrangea for me.



They notice us and a wave of energy ripples through the air,
making my fur stand on end. I don’t know if this happened to
all the disappearing students from last year or I’'m just special,
but [ am done with playing with these psychos.

I stand up, letting go of Fitz’s hand as my claws lengthen. “Oi,
you faceless assholes! If you want me, come fucking get me.”

Fitz’s face drains of color and Raina gasps.

This year, I'm not staying on the defensive—it's the Year of the
Rabbit and I'm ready to claim my crown.



CAPITAL PREPARATORY
ACADEMY SCHEDULE

CHESS

SOMETHING IS WRONG.

I don’t know how I know—my connection to Fitz has always
been there, but not as active as they taught me mating bonds
were. But when something is truly amiss, I get itchy, then
anxious. It’s almost as if his hyperactivity slides down the
bond to me while he’s focused on whatever it is. And right
now, I feel like I’'m going to jump out of my skin.

Walking over to the bar Ren and Aubrey set up, I pour myself
a gin and tonic. I’'m not as fond of straight liquor as the others,
but I need a balm for the nerves firing within me. Felix and 1
have been here working on various shit Henny assigned to our
group when we arranged to be at Capital Prep together. The
flying duo is in the library proper, re-cataloguing at Aubrey’s
insistence. Apparently, dragons and sphinxes have very
different ideas about how libraries are maintained, and he’s
been a beast about it since we all arrived.

“Chess, you don’t normally partake at eleven a.m.” Felix lifts
his head from his files, his eyes cutting into me with the
intuition of a leader. “What’s going on?”

I pause, not wanting to overreact and seem too emotional. “I
feel like there’s something not right. It’s got me on edge, that’s
all.”



“What have I told you about trusting your instincts? They’re
as good as the rest of ours, and you don’t need to doubt
yourself. Tell me what has you drinking,” he replies as he sets
aside his work.

“A feeling. When Fitz has major emotions, there’s a flood of
energy that flows through our mating bond. It makes me jittery
and [’ve been sensing it growing for about an hour. I’'m sorry I
didn’t mention it, but it could just be him getting excited over
a cool car” I smile crookedly. “We both know his
temperament.”

The tiger raises an eyebrow. “Have you ever felt this when it
was something silly or unimportant?”

Blinking, I turn inward to think about that question. I don’t
recall getting the tingle of endorphins when Fitz was out
carousing or even if he’s just fighting. No, this is a specific
thing that happens when he is in danger, and my eyes widen
when I realize it. “I think he’s in danger. That means...”

“The Princess is in danger,” Felix says grimly. Turning back to
his computer, he fires off a message in one of the open
windows and within moments, the door to the private
residence opens.

Renard and Aubrey look a bit disheveled, but I imagine
moving all those heavy ass books is tiring even for shifters.
There’s an odd anxiety coming from them and I don’t know if
it’s because Felix sent up a red flag or they sensed something
off. Aubrey clears his throat after he sees my drink, then looks
at my Raj.

“Felix, you said it was an emergency. No one’s moving. What
the bloody hell is going on?”

I walk over to the couch, taking a seat next to Felix. He’s
pulling up the GPS on Fitz’s phone and bike. “We believe
there’s a problem with the convoy returning. I’ve got a sense
that Fitz 1s in trouble.”

“Through your bond?” Renard asks. When I nod, he hums
softly. “We should take it seriously. The two of you keep quiet
about how your particular bond works, but they teach



gargoyles to pay very close attention to the warnings their
bonds give them. If you feel Fitz is unsafe, you are likely
correct.”

That doesn t make me feel any better.

“They’ve stopped,” my Raj interrupts. “Fitz’s trackers are still
and the system says they have been for about fifteen minutes.”

Aubrey narrows his eyes at the tiger after he glances at the
screen. “Would you like to share why you didn’t use this to
track him the other night, Felix? It would have saved a lot of
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WOTITY.

My face heats and I raise my hand sheepishly. “That’s my
fault. I promised Fitz we wouldn’t use the GPS we put in on
everyone’s tech and vehicles unless we were certain one of us
was in danger. Agreeing to his terms was the only way I could
get him to do it.”

The other two roll their eyes, but Renard 1s the one who asks.
“When did you two hatch this...very insightful... plan?”

He’s not thrilled; I can tell by his tone. But honestly, once we
started leaving campus with Dolly, it worried the hell out of
me. Looks like I was right. “I asked him to do it when we
started taking my angel off-campus for dates. I was worried
about what might happen if one of us ran into trouble. It flags
the system i1f we aren’t within the given ranges set.”

“You programmed our date locations?” Aubrey growls, the
affront clear on his face. “By Ra’s ears, Chess, you’re getting
as paranoid as Fitz.”

“Obviously not,” Felix says wryly as he smirks. “There’s
nothing about where they stopped and no one has
communicated a rest break. They’re still three hours away and
[ assume your prey friends haven’t texted, either, Ren?”

The gargoyle reaches in his pocket, pulling out his phone and
frowning. “No. The Captain would let me know if they’d
stopped for a normal reason. Chess may have invaded our
privacy, but his fears were not unwarranted.”

“Fine. But Felix knew, and we didn’t. That’s poor
communication—do better, both of you,” the dragon grumbles



as he and Ren join us on the sofa. “We could fly, but whatever
is happening might be over by the time we arrive. This was
carefully planned.”

Studying the map, I tilt my head, considering all the options.
This smacks of the abductions from last year—a student from
a well-known family traveling to or from the school because
of a break. The kidnappers are keeping track of break
schedules and likely have spies to help monitor the coming
and going of their targets. Dolly wasn’t supposed to leave for
two more days, yet they could ambush her in the perfect place
to catch her vulnerable.

What they couldn t account for was Fitz and the pirates.

“She has people with her who would die before they allow her
to be taken,” I mumble. The frightened expressions on the
faces of the most alpha members of our family are scaring me.
“They’re not without protection.”

Aubrey is the one who snorts at me. “Rennie may be the only
one who saw it, but I don’t think you guys realize how
dangerous our girl is on her own. She tore Abel limb from

limb—al.she left were blobs of flesh, blood, and gore. And his
head, of course.”

“But... she was infused with that blue stuff and terrified. I
mean, do you think—"

My question isn’t even finished before the gargoyle smirks at
me knowingly. “Trust us, Chester. Ma petite is learning to take
care of herself and when she develops fully, she’ll give all of
us a run for our money. I could not work out how a prey
animal got imbued with magic and the spirit of a predator, but
she 1s. It is both beautiful and terrifying in the best ways, mon
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ami.

“So we just sit here and hope for a phone call?” Felix shakes
his head, looking like he needs a gallon of scotch. “That can’t
be the answer.”

He can't stand not being in control and this is straining his
ability to stay calm.



“Anyone else want a drink?” I stand, heading over to the bar to
refill my glass. Felix grunts and the other two follow, so I pour
my G&T first, then three generous single malts. Handing the
rocks glasses out, I poke my brother’s arm. “Perhaps we
should see if Fitz has more surveillance than he told me? If
you’re logged into his system, you can access his shit. |
wouldn’t be surprised if he was doing more than watching
Dolly in person.”

The tiger blinks, then nods. “He was going crazy this summer,
but not as much as I would have expected. He /as to be hiding
something.”

“It might only be in her home,” Ren says. “That might have
been enough for him.”

I shake my head. “No way. Last year, he was in town watching
her and his access only increased at Apex. There’s more than a
pinhole cam in her room, for sure.”

“You think she knows?” the dragon says curiously. “I mean, it
didn’t bother her when he trailed her like a puppy at Apex.”

Felix looks up briefly and chuckles. “Whatever is there, I'm
sure she expects, even if he didn’t tell her directly. Princess
knows my brother craves her like air. They have an interesting
dynamic with that.”

“I’1l say.” Aubrey shifts in his seat, then points at the screen.
“There, Raj. Click that one. I don’t know why, but it looks
important.”

Fitz’s desktop 1s filled with icons, none of them labeled, and
multiple screens running code that had to be minimized. Even
I don’t know why Aubrey picked the particular one he did, but
when it opens, a full screen view of the school from satellite
level. 1T blink, staring at it as Felix maneuvers the mouse to
zoom in close enough to see people’s faces outside the admin
building.

“Holy shit, he hacked a Council satellite,” I mutter. “He’ll get
in so much fucking trouble if anyone finds out.”

Renard shrugs, his lips curved up wickedly. “I highly doubt
anyone will catch our hyper friend. Look at the way he has



things situated. We wouldn’t even have known if there wasn’t
an emergency, Chess.”
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“Type coordinates in that tiny box,” Aubrey interrupts,
pointing a thick finger at a small window. “I think he can
fucking move this thing. It won’t be quick unless he’s got the
entire network.”

The view inches a bit, then flips to another picture
immediately and I groan. “Which he does. Ares above, Fitzy,
you’re completely insane.”

“It’s treason for certain, but our name provides more
forgiveness than most realize,” Felix sighs. “Our father would
cover it up in a red hot second, then ask him to do it again to
keep tabs on our enemies.”

He's got us there. The current Raj would dance in glee if he
knew.

“Pan the view,” I murmur as I squint. “Then zoom in.”

Felix does as I ask and we wait, knowing this isn’t like turning
a security camera. It won’t move quickly and the view we had
showed nothing of interest. But it’s near where they stopped
and a voice in my head is telling me we’re on the right track. I
don’t know if it’s intuition or my bond with Fitz, but we’re
close to figuring this shit out. My fingers tap on my leg
rhythmically as we sit there, holding our breath as the view
slowly moves. I started teaching myself piano this summer
because I thought it would be fun to accompany Dolly and I’'m
nervous playing scales out of habit.

“Very nice, mon ami. You're getting better,” Ren says as he
nods at my right hand.

Of course, the Frenchman knew how to play well.

“Why haven’t you told my angel you’re classically trained, by
the way?” I ask curiously. “She’d love it.”

The sing-song voice of a snarky dragon is my answer. “He
wants to surprise her with his musical gift. It’s so adorable.”

Felix and I chuckle, and the tension in the room lifts slightly.
We’re all staring at the computer, but a weight has lifted.



Normally Fitz and Ren are the comedians, but since my angel
came into our lives, even Felix and Aubrey have loosened up.
It amazes me every time | see it.

“I think I see something,” Felix rumbles as he leans forward.
He flicks the wheel of the mouse, pushing in closer, and the
growls that fill the room come from every single one of us.

From a bird’s-eye view, we can see a dozen hooded people
engaged in a battle Royale with one tiger, two raccoons, and a
seriously pissed off bunny.

This isn't good at all.



FicaT BACK

DELORES

THERE WERE ONLY THREE OF THEM WHEN | LET OUT THE
battle cry.

Unfortunately, within seconds, none more popped out of the
goddamn aether and fanned out with their comrades. Each of
them seems to wield some type of magic, but fuck me if I
know what it is. All I know is my bunny is in rage mode and
holding back to study these fuckers like Felix taught me
almost hurts. Raina and The Captain spread out to cover the
flanks, just in case, and Fitz went one-ton tiger the second
their back-up arrived.

I’'m the leader, somehow, and [ have to show them I can do
this.

“Who the fuck are you?” I growl as they chant. The colorful
array of powers grows slightly when they begin, and I take a
deep, calming breath. I have no idea if I can do anything like I
did at Apex or if that was a fluke. Nothing I tried all summer
brought about sketchy blue energy, so I’'m inclined to believe
it is the latter. But I won’t go down without a fight—especially
since I think these jackholes are part of the disappearing
students problem. “I said, who the ass-reaming fuck are you
guys?”

The tallest figure finally looks at me, but their face is in
complete darkness inside of the hood. I don’t know if it’s a
mask or a spell, but their identities are a mystery. A deep,
melodic voice echoes in the air as it speaks, “Impossibile,



venimus domum. Genus nostrum per saecula cruorem
quaesiverunt similem tuum.1”

What is with bad guys and fucking Latin?

I turn to look at Raina and the Captain, unsure what to do.
TigerFitz definitely doesn’t speak it and what little I know
from music and pop culture will not help unless they want a
folksy quote. “Any chance either of you knows what they’re
saying?”

“Aye,” the Captain says as he nods at me. I look surprised, and
he gives me a wily grin. “Treasure maps, lass. It sounded a
wee bit like ‘Impossible one.” We’re here to bring ye home.
We’ve been searching for ye for centuries or something close.”

TigerFitz bats at my hand and I look down to see hunger
glinting in his eyes. He’s on #teamkillthemall and 1 can’t
blame him. What would you do if masked magic nutters came
to kidnap you? 1 smile down at him, scratching his head lightly
with razor-sharp claws. “My super hot psycho boyfriend has
the right idea. If they will not give up, there’s only one
option.”

“Walk the plank, ye scurvy dogs!” The Captain gives me a
feral grin and Raina sets her crossbow with a deafening
‘click.’

Fitz leaps forward with a roar that rattles the windows of the
car behind us, not waiting for further directions. His target is
the willowy leader, so I head for the acolytes on her left side.
The distinct pop of bolts fills the air and the chanting stutters
when they find their mark. My eyes catch the tiny pirate
raccoon charging into the right flank of the circle while his
mate picks off as many as she can. I don’t know how the hell
her ammo is made, but every time she hits someone, they jerk
like they’ve been tased.

When I get to my group of hooded asswipes, I note which
color magic they’re using. Aubrey and Rennie will ask me
this, and I have to remember every detail possible. The one
furthest to the left is wielding something red that immediately
turns into a whip of fire. Ducking quickly, I do a somersault
across the ground, barreling into its legs like a damn bowling



ball. It knocks the fiery wizard person over and before it can
get up, I pounce. I know the others are watching and waiting
for their turn to enter the melee, but I’'m not sure why. I hear a
pained snarl from Fitz and another round of bolts behind me,
so | use this moment to pull the hood off.

Scooby-Doo reveal for the win!

But it won’t budge, and when I go to poke my clawed fingers
into the eyes of my captive, they disappear into nothingness.
Realizing this isn’t going how I imagined, I look over to see
my tiger going for the throat of General BlankFace as they
tumble over the ground. He’s not playing and I don’t have the
luxury of being sentimental, either. My lips curve into a large,
fangy grin as my bunny takes control, as my claws rake over
the tender skin of its throat. The blood from slashing my
flattened fire guy literally spurts into my face like a red glitter
glue bomb, and I sputter as I push to my feet.

“What the actual fuck?”

I don’t have time to consider what in the hell this shit means as
contestant number two shoots green vines from their hands,
grabbing my legs to yank them hard. Two more vines follow
and I snarl at the earthy smell of the magic trying to hold me.
Obviously, this dickwad is some Poison Ivy reject and if I
don’t keep my hands free, I’ll get sucked in like that damn
plant in the wizard movie. My eyes cut to the side and I
consider my moves quickly.

The fire. Asshole number one set a bunch of brush on fire.

Twisting my body, I dive and roll to the right, using the force
of my bunny leap to drag the idiot with me. The vines tighten
on my ankles when it figures out where I’'m army crawling,
but I grit my teeth and pull him along with every ounce of
strength I have. More vines brush against me as I fight my way
to the burning bush. If I can just reach it, I know I’ll be able to
get the plants to release and I can fight this fucker with head
on.

A crossbow bolt whizzes past my head and a startled yelp of
pain comes from the shithead holding onto me. Their grip
loosens a fraction, and I use that to drag us both to my target.



My hand grasps one of the burning branches and I hiss at the
pain, but waving it towards my feet makes the fucking Audrey
II like greenery let go of me. Yes!/ I shout in my head as I roll
over and spring to my feet. The hood villain backs away as |
wave the fiery stick, but I keep advancing. When I get close
enough, I toss the distraction in the dirt before launching into a
flying spin kick combo that drops him like a sack of potatoes.

Two down, 1 think to myself as I make quick work of my evil
grass-type gym leader. Now for the purple pussy watching us.

“Your mother was a hamster,” I yell as I charge toward my last
opponent. Maybe not the most badass trash talk ever, but I’'m
new at this shit.

A weird boom echoes through the air and my head suddenly
feels like it’s going to explode. Dropping to my knees, I hold
on to it, rocking as the pain thuds in my brain. Shit. Purple
bad. Purple is terrible.

I gasp as tears well up in my eyes and suddenly, the entire
world around me changes. Images of death and destruction flit
past me in rapid succession, including the bodies of my friends
and my men. There are so many shifters dead around them,
and everything is dark in the sky. The tall hood Fitz is fighting
is standing over the carnage, laughing in a musical tone that
doesn’t sound like what 1 heard earlier. Its laugh gets louder
and higher pitched the longer it goes on until it feels like a
full-on villain victory scene.

“Come with us or this is your future,” a voice says in a low,
hypnotic tone. “Everyone you love will suffer.”

“Wait a minute. This is bullshit. It’s like a kids’ movie. I’'m not
falling for some dime store Mysterio B-Reel.” The illusion
shimmers, my recognition making the magic falter slightly.
My eyes narrow and I look at the corpses with fury. “This isn ¥
real. You can get fucked, you faceless Kadabra!”

Another pop and I’'m back to the battle, panting as I look up at
the figure who was fucking with my mind. Before it can
respond, I do a backward roll, then kip up to a standing
position. My fists clench and I stare at the asshole who dared
to show me the only people who care about me in gruesome



death masks with organs hanging out. Rage pumps through my
veins and I hear my heart thumping in my tall rabbit’s ears as
the fury spreads through me.

Sparks dance over my raised dukes and my expression turns
smug. “Clobbering time.”

“Redi domum, discipuli mei. Nunc lepus relinque.>”

The loud command comes from behind me, and I know it must
be the dick Fitz is battling. Raina and The Captain have gone
quiet, so I can only assume they handled their rainbow magic
cult people. My friend’s bolt saved my bacon with the eco-
wizard, so I’'m grateful, but I wish they’d jumped in before
that nightmare vision. Taking my eyes off the jerk in front of
me, [ watch the bodies disappear one by one. I grit my teeth
and whip back to my opponent, hoping to get one final blow in
before it’s gone, but it’s too late.

I’m about to shoot my mouth off at the leader despite my
battered body when TigerFitz limps over. He’s got a gash
above his left eye that’s bled all over him and I can tell by the
way he’s walking he’ll need to heal when he gets home.
General BlankFace snaps its fingers and disappears in a puff
of black smoke, leaving me to look around at the scorched
field tiredly.

“There’s no way this i1s what those other spoiled kids
encountered,” I groan. “They must have popped in, grabbed
their target, and skedaddled.”

The Captain trudges over, his hat missing, and his sword
covered in colorful glittery blood. “Aye. Ye were a special
case, lass. Those scallywags were strong. Good thing our most
gracious gargoyle provided me mate with special artillery.”

“Fuck, yes,” I reply with a gigantic sigh. “Taser bolts are
pretty damn cool. Where’d he get that shit?”

“Liberated from the Apex armory during re-building,” Raina
chirps. “After we gathered everything needed from the Tower,
Monsieur Renard had all the prey who he protects to search
the grounds and tunnels for anything useful. We found so
many wonderful things that it took four trips to move.”



Well, I'll be damned.

“Good job, Raina.” Looking down at TigerFitz, I smile as
much as I can. “Come on, baby. You gotta shift so you can ride
the rest of the way home. We don’t have a trailer for your bike
and you know we have to get back before someone sends out
the fucking Sibbies to look for us.”

The tiger rolls his eyes at me, but then quickly shifts to my
slightly less vicious boyfriend. “Gonna be a bitch nursing this
shit for four more hours. Healing would go faster as the tiger,
but you’re right, Baby Girl.” His eyes roam over me for a
second and he squints. “Are you okay? Looks mostly
superficial. Good thing I took that leader fuck. Don’t mess
with the black ropes; they hurt like hell.”

My expression is haunted for a second and I shake my head.
“Not the purple, either. Trust me.”

“You can tell me later.” Fitz reaches out and despite both of us
wincing as he tugs our bodies together, he kisses me firmly.
“For now, we need to blow this joint like a sailor on shore
leave.”

“QGross,” I mutter as I pull back. “But you’re right. We don’t
want to be here if they regroup or law enforcement arrives.”

“To the fleet!” The Captain says as he grabs Raina’s hand.
Into the wild blue yonder we go.

1 Impossible one, we have come to bring you home.

2 Return home, my followers. Leave the rabbit for now.



“OF FUCKING COURSE WE HANDLED IT. GIVE ME A BREAK,
bro. Well, yeah, we’re a bit banged up; we were in a ten on
four free-for-all!”

My brother has been shouting in my ear—with the help of the
others—for the better part of an hour. Baby Girl isn’t on this
call and thank fuck for that because she’d be pissed. Her form
wasn’t perfect, but from what I could tell while I was wailing
on the lead fucker, she held her own. The ferocity our girl is
claiming as her own is sexy as hell, and I will not stand in her
way for a moment. My fellow boy band members need to hop
on board and let her show them how brave and capable she is.

“Look, Felix... she took down three of the shitstains on her. |
didn’t see any of the light show, but I was focused on the main
one. No, | don’t know if they’re men or women. If I could tell,
I would know, wouldn’t I? Odin’s dry socket, bro, let us get
home before you interrogate me.”

He drones on for another moment or two before I let out a sigh
of frustration. I know he can’t stand being out of control and
this shit happening while he was so far away is making him
crazy. Truth is, I need to be focused on my surroundings, not
his nitpicking. For all we know, another squadron of hooded
fruitcakes will appear on the road to Capital Prep and I have to
be ready.

“Bro, I’'m hanging up. I have to be sharp in case we get hit
again. Save the blistering lecture for when we’re safely in the



Weenie Nest.”

That said, I click my headset off and go back to watching the
road. Baby Girl is decompressing by singing along with her
radio and the gargoyle’s prey minions are on the other side.
The pirate nods at me over the hood of her car, letting me
know he’s monitoring things, too. Their skill was surprising,
but honestly? I don’t have the foggiest fucking clue how prey
shifters raise their cubs. Maybe having to worry about hungry
dicks like me forces them to train their young to be fighters
from the get-go?

I wonder if old granite balls knows? He probably does.

I blink, realizing there’s something we need to consider in this
new place. Renard’s crew will be there, but our girl needs to
get the prey shifters at this new place on her side, too. These
pirate bandits can help with that and I’ll have to ask Sriracha
Shorts if the medical chicks are coming, too. If so, that’s
another way to increase my baby girl’s profile on campus. The
more shifters we get to support her, the more likely she’ll have

allies to help her navigate a new place full of enemies—new
and old.

Grinning to myself, I push the accelerator harder. I want to get
back to the stupid school as fast as possible. Even Felix’s
inevitable lecture is worth sharing this idea with everyone.

Fitz Khan—fighter, lover, and super genius—is on the job.

BY THE TIME WE PULL INTO THE WIDE, TREE-LINED DRIVE OF
Capital Preparatory Academy, I’'m ready to rock ’n roll. Ideas
have been fluttering through my brain like butterflies the entire
drive and I’m eager to share them. Baby Girl is going to be so
proud of me for getting all my random threads in order so
everyone can understand the connections like she does. My
excitement only grows as we take the twists and turns until we
hit the back road to cross over the river and enter the small
back lot behind the fancy library.

I almost forgot she hasn t seen this set-up yet.



When we park, the raccoons hop out and get to work on
unloading her stuff immediately. I know my girl hates having
staff do everything for her, so I don’t protest when she grabs
some of her stuff despite her injuries. In fact, I join her in
carrying a few bags because I’'m respectful like that. Her smile
is my reward, which is more than enough to compensate for
the pain.

“Eager to see our new digs, baby girl?” I ask as we approach
the newly installed reinforced door. Renard and Aubrey went
all out to add to the already crazy levels of security the Cappie
library had going and it included new doors at every entrance.
“I know this seems like a damned fortress, but I swear, the
Flying Fearmongers were on a tear. They would have made it
bomb-proof if they’d had time.”

Dolly gives me a tired smile, her eyes soft. “They want to keep
all of us safe, Fitz. I can’t argue with that and neither can you.
Since our last school exploded from magic we thought didn’t
exist, 1 figure we have to prepare for everything, even the
impossible.”

“That will make my control freak twin supremely happy. He’s
mapped routes between buildings and every single thing that
could happen out like he’s in a wartime drama. It’s driving the
others batshit.” Swiping my arm over the scanner, I see her
surprise and shrug. “Cards and fobs get lost and stolen, baby
girl. You’ll get a chip, too.”

Her nose wrinkles. “I’m not a fan of being chipped like a pet.”

“Wait until Chessie uses the scanner I found to see if you are
and don’t know. Felix and I had to cut out ones our fucking
father probably put in at birth because those scars were old.”

“Just. Fucking. Great,” she mutters. “Why the hell would she
always have idiots following me, then?”

Before I can answer, we’re greeted by our family storming
down the hall like we’re trying to raid an enemy camp. The
simple answer would be because the chips aren’t being
actively monitored like a bodyguard can. It’s the same reason I
hacked into the Council satellites last year—in case we needed
to find someone in danger. Tech like this is more for



emergencies than it is continual surveillance, and my guess is
almost every heir in the Council families have them, whether
or not they know. But she’s not ready to hear that, so I keep
my trap shut while my family smothers her in attention.

We deserve a little lovin’ after that damn ambush.

Chessie breaks from her embrace to let Aubrey in and heads
for me, squeezing tightly enough to make me grunt in pain.
“O1, love. Be careful. We’re both a little banged up, but
nothing the healing won’t fix after a few hours.”

“Banged up?” Felix thunders as he pushes the growling dragon
out of the way to look at our girl. “Where are you injured?
Renard, call for our friends in the medical bay.”

“I’'m okay. Really,” Dolly says in a tired voice. “Fitz is right;
we’ll heal.”

“Absolutely not, ma petite lapin. The Raj is right. We will ask
a nurse we know to come check you out. Fitzgerald, you will
get examined as well. With the Pred Games starting not long
after school resumes, we need you both in good shape.”

Oh, shit. I forgot about that. Thank fuck Frenchie
McPointyTail bargained for the staff he protects to be sent
here.

“I agree. We won’t allow anyone but our own medics to come
near us because | don’t trust the staff here yet. Fitz hasn’t
finished checking out any of the staff who aren’t from Apex.
It’s dangerous to assume anything until we clear them fully.”
Aubrey finally stops glaring at Felix for cutting in line, then
gives me a look that says ‘hurry, the fuck up, asshole.” He
gestures at the hallway. “Come see our new nest, snack size.”

Baby Girl’s grin brightens, and she reaches out to grab his
huge hand. “That would be amazing! I’'m excited to see what
Chessie said you were all working on. I want to see the tiger
den, too, and all the buildings. It’s hard having to learn a
whole new place again, but I’'m also dying of curiosity. That
folder didn’t say shit about anything.”

Renard wrinkles his nose, sniffing. “The perch isn’t quite
satisfactory, but everything else will do.”



I roll my eyes and clap him on the back. “Come on, Dark
Flight. You can complain about your lack of creepy old
buildings while we show our girl the layout here. Eventually,
she’ll follow you up to your inadequate roost.”

Dolly giggles and follows as we head to the main room. When
we stop, she gasps softly. “Oh, this sunken couch area is
amazing. 1 love how it’s close to the kitchen and the bar. I
think it’s big enough for all of us without squeezing.”

“Unless we want to squeeze,” I mumble as I pinch Chess with
a playful grin.

Felix gives me a narrow-eyed look, then shakes his head
ruefully. “We tried to housebreak him while you were gone,
but it obviously failed.”

I’m about to snap back when our girl shrugs and gives me a
very soft expression. She walks over and kisses my cheek
lightly before she says, “I like him exactly how he is. That
goes for all of you, by the way.”

Where the hell did these butterflies in my chest come from?

“We like you just as you are, too, angel,” Chess adds as he
glances around the room. “Even if you give us heart attacks.”

“Gives you heart attacks? Were any of you dicks there when
she screamed ‘come at me, bro’ at a group of hooded magic
fucks?” I shudder and shake my head. “Shaved five years off
my life, baby girl.”

“She what?” Felix shouts as his tiger rumbles loudly.

“They were attacking anyway. Why not throw them off guard
by projecting confidence?” The smirk she flashes at my tightly
wound twin is perfect.

He's going to lose it in three... two... one...

“Felix, perhaps it would be best if we save the lectures for
after she and Fitz recount what happened?” Renard drops onto
his favorite spot, sprawling out in a relaxed pose. “Chess, can
you contact Bettina? We should have them checked out sooner
rather than later.”



The fight drops out of my twin as he nods. With all the
greetings and fun, we forgot they wanted us looked at,
ensuring there weren’t any issues with healing on our own. His
frightened rant will have to wait until we get everyone settled
and checked out by the nurses.

If 'm very lucky, it might even be derailed entirely by
debriefing our girl on this ridiculous school. Apex was a shark
tank full of heirs and rich kids, but Cappie is the home of even
worse assholes—it’s filled with children of celebrities,
diplomats, and international leaders. In some ways, they’re
worse than the kids of Council members or rich business
tycoons. These little fuckers have been raised with the same
entitlement and money, but they’re far more media savvy than
even that Barrington twit.

And someone’s going to tell our girl those half-wit exes of hers
are going to be here, too, if she hasn t figured it out yet.

“Not 1t!” I blurt out.

They all look at me in confusion and I growl when I realize 1
crossed from in my head to out loud. Dolly walks over, taking
my hand and pulling me to the middle of the huge, recessed
sofa nest. I follow her, but it doesn’t keep me from squirming
a little as everyone else settles in. Her big blue eyes meet mine
and she chuckles. “What are you ‘not it’ for, Fitzy?”

Fuck me running.

“I didn’t want to be the one to remind you all they sent here
the second years, so your micropenis ex and the Bitch Squad
will be here, too.” Frowning, I cross my arms over my chest as
I pout a little. I royally fucked that one up.

She sucks in a deep breath, then blows it out slowly. “Yeah, I
figured. But here’s the thing: I survived them once and I can
do it again. With you guys on my side, as well as the back
alley deal one of you worked to get Rufus and Cori here. I
think I can handle whatever they throw at me. The Heathers
don’t get to rule my life anymore; I’'m free.”

I look over at Spicy Salamander with a wicked grin. “Does
that mean we can rein hellfire and brimstone on them now?”



“Not if you’ll get shitcanned for it. I definitely need you guys
here more than I need to see them get their just desserts.” Her
eyes dance. “But that doesn’t mean I’m saying you can’t find
creative ways to exercise your thirst for revenge.”

“Evil. I love it,” the gargoyle says happily. His tail flicks out
behind him and I can see the wheels turning in his extremely
mischievous mind. “I’ll confer with the two of you about my
thoughts.”

“If you’re all done fucking around, I’d love to hear what
happened from the Princess. Can we manage that without
getting distracted?” Felix asks with a smug look on his face.

“If you can manage to not be an overbearing dick,” I mutter.

“Fitz!” My baby girl giggles, but dutifully turns to look at my
brother with a prim smile. “I’m ready when you are, Sir.”

Oh, shes clever:

I'm falling in love with this girl more every minute.



FALLING IN LOVE

DELORES

FELIX’S RANT WASN’T AS BAD AS | EXPECTED. IT wAS OBVIOUS
the shit with Chess shook him up as badly as the rest of us and
he’s struggling with wanting to keep everyone safe.
Unfortunately, every single person in our family is headstrong,
stubborn, and really fucking tired of being targeted by random
baddies. It’s constantly grating and seems to only get worse,
even when we think we’ve made headway.

But thats what the real bad guys do, right? They keep
chipping away at you until you surrender or put them in their
place.

Now that my grumpy tiger has his fears off his chest, we’re
looking over the materials for Cappie while we eat the
delicious Chinese food Chess whipped up. I'm watching
Renard wield his chopsticks like a seasoned pro and when I
look at Aubrey, he’s holding his the same way. My lips quirk
when I remember Fitz came flying to my house yesterday
because he found out their secret. It’s obvious he’s forgotten
that minute detail, but as soon as the adrenaline wears off from
our fight, he’ll be anxious again.

I can't believe the two of them hid it from the others for a
decade and everyone else at Apex for much longer.

Once you know what to look for, it slaps you in the face. The
way they kid one another gently or make accommodations
without asking isn’t just a friend thing. Their dedication to one
another is noticeable when you see the ease between them as



they move about their space. I’ve never seen Aubrey get his
scotch without automatically grabbing a drink for Rennie. And
the dragon definitely prefers his horde room, but alternated
with the gargoyle’s nest without complaint. My winged
warriors don’t flash it around like Fitz and Chess, but they’re
settled like an old married couple.

“What are we going to do about the dorm situation?” Chess
asks around a mouthful of Udon noodles.

I groan, looking at the map again. “The only good thing about
this is the damn Reptile house is across the way from the
library. It’s close to here, so if I end up with a roommate, I can
sneak in and out.”

Aubrey arches a brow. “My worry was the safety of your
belongings and your privacy. We know reptilian shifters are
quite sneaky and avaricious. They can be bought.”

“Great. Here I thought having to use the tunnel from the
mainland would stop the idiots because this thing says it
requires a swipe card. Now you’re telling me the killer is in my
house,” I grumble.

Would it be so hard for shit not to be complex while I'm
adjusting to a whole new set of people and places?

“I think we scope out her dorm in the morning before more
students arrive. If it appears her room is ill-suited, which it
likely will be, ma petite can leave her things in the main room
here where I had the Captain stow them.”

Felix narrows his eyes at the gargoyle. “Had this planned out,
did you?”

Rennie chomps a bite of broccoli with relish before he winks
at me. He’s talented at assessing all the angles from above, so
he definitely saw this question coming. Fitz’s plan to house me
in the Tower last year did wonders for keeping me safe as |
slept, dead body notwithstanding. I know he realized leaving
me in a dorm full time would make my space far too
accessible to all of my enemies—known and unknown.

“I like that 1dea,” Fitz says, as he rolls over to hold a piece of
beef up for me. “She can buy a spare set of shit to put there in



case someone checks, but leave all her real things here. We’re
going shopping tomorrow night to replace what we didn’t
pack, anyway.”

“Fitz!” The elder twin gives him a stern look. “Your orders
were to pack everything she needed.”

“Felix, we’re all rich as fuck with nothing to do but spoil our
girl. Why would I bother gathering up a bunch of shit to move
it again later?”

Aubrey is the one who jumps in. “I agree with the lunatic.
Rennie loves shopping and would enjoy tagging along. I have
no qualms with splitting up the gifts.”

Chess and Felix look dumbfounded, but my crazy tiger beams.
“That’s the spirit, you old penny pincher! We’re going to give
our girl the full Pretty Woman treatment—minus the snarky
sales person. Otherwise, we’ll be removing blood from the
purchases.”

My face heats and I look at them all shyly. “You don’t have to.
I mean, Luc pays me well enough to avoid using Lucille’s
blood money... and I’'m not asking anyone to—"

“Angel, we’re not offering. We’re insisting.” The cheetah
scoots over and takes my hands as his eyes meet mine. “I
know we didn’t get to really discuss this last year because of
all the chaos, but you are going to be our mate. That’s how this
works.”

Annnnd now I can't look at any of them because the emotions
running through me are so huge it feels like I’'m going to burst.

“He’s right, Princess. Protecting and taking care of you are our
chief priorities, so stop worrying about whatever has you
twisted up. None of us were raised to allow a mate to want for
anything.” Felix arches a brow at me, his lips curled in a
smirk. “As my brother keeps saying, you’re the queen of this
ambush—start acting like it.”

“Hell yeah!” Fitz whoops as he grabs me away from Chess to
plant a smacking kiss on my lips. “I knew these assholes
would all get on board eventually. Get ready to be pampered,
baby girl.”



I must look startled because Chess scoots close to both of us
and smiles gently. “Let’s start with shopping for her rooms and
such first, love. I think an avalanche of presents i1s making our
bunny nervous.”

Nodding, I give him a grateful smile in return. “Yes. Starting
with necessities and school stuff would be good. We can
discuss other things...later.” The word presents sticks in my
mind for a moment and I gasp. “Speaking of that, where is
Jinx?”

Aubrey harrumphs. “The little fuzzball is sleeping on a
ridiculous bed in your room. Just wait until you see it—Rennie
spent the last few weeks getting it ready.”

“Can we go now?” I clap my hands, excitement filling me at
the prospect of seeing what on earth the gargoyle thought a
room specifically made for me should look like.

“Of course, ma petite. We’ll show you, then we can come back
to finish going over your schedule and the forms.”

I cannot watit to see this.

OF ALL THE THINGS | COULD HAVE IMAGINED, THIS WAS NOT IN
the realm of possibility.

When they opened the door to what was obviously the largest
room in their annex, my jaw dropped. They painted the walls a
deep blue that stretches to the high ceilings, where tiny stars
and a bright, luminescent moon have been painted in
painstaking detail. It fades towards the floor, where soft grass
meets matching plush carpet. All the furniture is handmade,
carved to look like climbing trees with little hollows and
painted moss as accents. And the bed... the bed is enormous,
with a sprawling head and footboard designed to resemble my
midnight dragon with his head at the top and tail curled around
the end. Huge, fluffy white bedding with mounds of colorful
pillows and stuffies in the shape of all of their animals rest,
just waiting to be cuddled.



There’s even a big, climbing treehouse with levels for Jinx in
one corner and a shelf for my Fitz trophies over the bedside
tables.

“Rennie... oh my goddess...” I don’t have the words to
describe how this is affecting me; my heart feels like it’s going
to burst out of my chest and run away. “This is... perfect.”

His smile is brilliant as he reaches out and pulls me into his
arms to drop a kiss on my temple. “Fitz told us your room at
home doesn’t look like it ever ‘fit’ you. I left space for your
keyboard, music, and plenty of accouterments in the closet you
can pull out to organize your girly things. He helped me
choose the books to add to the ones you left in the Tower. We
brought everything left over from last year and put it away to
the best of our knowledge.”

Tears fill my eyes as I look at Aubrey, knowing the big
bookshelf and study area on the other side of the room were
likely his doing. He smirks a little, winking before he ruffles
my hair. Fitz leans in to kiss me despite being held by the
gargoyle, then bounces into the room to leap onto the bed.
Laughing at his antics, I turn to Felix and Chess.

“That bed is big enough for all of us, you know,” I murmur as
my cheeks heat. “Monsieur Laveaux has plans, it seems.”

Felix chuckles, his eyes dark as he leans in to feather a kiss on
my mouth. “Indeed, Princess. I think perhaps we should plan
that date sooner rather than later, don’t you?”

Excitement courses through my veins and I murmur, “Yes,
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SIT.

His growl makes my thighs clench and Rennie squeezes me
close. “We can smell that, ma petite.”

“Goddamnit,” I mutter as I bury my face in his chest. “A pox
on all your sensitive noses. It’s not fair.”

“You can do it, too, bite size.” Aubrey looks mightily amused
as he tilts his head. “Train your nose as you did to identify
species. Didn’t Fitzgerald tell you?”

My eyes narrow as I glare at the lounging tiger on my dragon
shaped and sized bed. “No, he absolutely did not!”



All of my men look amused and I frown, pulling out of
Rennie’s arms to playfully stomp to the bed. I know they want
to laugh and I don’t blame them. My asshole parents taught
me not one fucking thing about being a predator outside of
killing people who disobey. The longer I’'m around other
preds, the more I realize that it’s like I was raised with no
knowledge that would keep me alive or even help me
understand who I am. I’m a literal tourist in the world 1 was
supposedly raised to be a ruler of. It’s infuriating as hell.

“I don’t think we grasped just how little they taught you about
being a pred until now,” Felix says as he scratches his chin.
“Everything you’ve done so far is based on instinct or what
you’ve learned from Fitz and your friends, isn’t it?”

Dropping onto the bed in an embarrassed slump, I nod. “Yep.
And it’s not like they offer a remedial class in basic predator
shit. No one but me was raised like Rapunzel in a tower
hoping to be used as a puppet.”

Fitz rolls over, grabbing me and wrapping around me like a
crazy spider monkey. “It’s okay, baby girl. Now that we know,
we can all be your teachers. I know how much you love that.”

The chorus of growls that fills the air tells me they like that
idea as well. Methinks the big growly men all have a little
‘being in charge’ fetish; good to know. The teasing glint in my
eyes brings Chess over to join Fitz and me, and I sigh happily
as he sandwiches me in with the tiger. A soft purr kicks up in
his chest, and I wiggle in delight. It’s my absolute favorite
thing, and the cheetah knows it.

“He cheats with that all the time, you know,” Fitz says, as he
buries his face in the back of my neck. “Be strong—though I
honestly can’t resist it, so I don’t know how to teach you that
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one.

Felix walks over, sitting down next to Chess and resting a
hand on my hip. “He’s not lying. Our cheetah is not above
using it on me, either. It helps calm the rage for certain. I'm
not as soft as my twin, but I won’t claim I can tell you how to
resist, either.”



I feel the mattress dip again, this time more substantially, and I
know Aubrey and Rennie have joined us. I tilt my head up to
look at them as they recline against the headboard together.
“Rennie uses his tail to cheat. It’s like a big hug, too.”

Aubrey laughs. “She’s not wrong about that. His wings are a
weapon as well.”

My psycho tiger stiffens behind me and I know exactly when
he remembers what he saw before he came to my house. I give
the dragon and gargoyle a knowing look, then turn back to
Fitz. “Something you need to discuss, crazypants?”

“Uh, no. Nope. Not a thing. Can’t imagine why you’d ask,” he
blurts.

Rolling my eyes, I reach up and tug on Aubrey’s pant leg.
They need to come clean now or it’s going to be a problem
later. I get why they’ve kept it to themselves in the past, but
now that we’re a unit, secrets will only be weapons that can be
used against us. “Out with it.”

“Oh, for the love of...” Aubrey makes his signature stuffy
librarian harrumph and shifts a bit.

Fortunately, Rennie isn’t as stubborn as him. “Ma petite is
trying to get Fitzgerald to admit he discovered our secret the
other day.”

Felix frowns. “What, the room surprise?”

I giggle and Aubrey snorts before saying, “And you wonder
how we kept it a secret for centuries? People see what they
want to see.”

“Kept what a secret?” Chess says, as he looks at me in
confusion.

“Holy shit,” 1T mutter. “Men are totally obtuse. I knew
something was up, but I figured it had to do with the sleeping
space until I found out. I wasn’t totally clueless like this. I
don’t feel so bad about not knowing the pred stuff now.”

“Will someone just fucking say it before 1 explode?” Fitz
pleads. “It’s killing me.”



Looking at Rennie, | wait, and he just grins mischievously. |
heave a sigh. “They’re not telling you they’re a couple and
have been for a very long time with no one knowing. I assume
they’re mates like Fitz and Chess, but I didn’t ask, so I can’t
speak for them on that part.”

“Oh, thank fuck,” Fitz says, as he wriggles closer to me and
nips my neck. “It was hot as hell, but I didn’t want to be the
one to spill the bean slapping.”

The two cats who were in the dark are quiet for a moment and
I think they’re remembering all the little things that should
have given them clues. Finally, Felix pats my hip again and
nods. “Well, okay then. Now that you tell us, it makes perfect
sense. You didn’t have to hide it, you know. I don’t give a fuck
about Fitz and Chess; I certainly wouldn’t have cared about
you two.”

“We didn’t think you were prejudiced, Raj,” Aubrey laughs,
and I feel him shaking above me. “We’re just private creatures
by nature. Neither dragons nor gargoyles are as social as big
cats or most of the surrounding shifters. We’re more insular
species and our relationship wouldn’t be acceptable to
dragons, much less others.”

“Gargoyles wouldn’t be thrilled, either, trust me.” Rennie
shrugs and mutters. “They exile you for outside of the clutch
relations.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”” I whisper. “I know you don’t
normally...”

“Not today, ma petite, but maybe someday.”

Aubrey leans over and kisses him lightly. “Then Fitz
stumbling in on us was a gift rather than an annoyance.” He
looks at the rest of us and shrugs, his face a little red. “I don’t
know the complete story, either. Maybe with all of us
supporting him, my mate can finally get the trauma out.”

I'll be damned. Fitz’s rambunctious lack of boundaries is
saving someone else.

Its an Apex miracle.



I WouLD DO ANYTHING
FOR YOoU

CHESS

AFTER ALL THE SOUL BARING LAST NIGHT, WE WENT BACK TO
the living room and strategized our way through my angel’s
class schedule.

Unlike the staff at Cappie, the Apex exiles arrived not long
after they shut the school down for renovations. Their
professors aren’t exiles but preds who chose to educate, so
they have homes and families to see during the breaks. While
that’s a pleasant change from an entire staff of angry cast-offs,
it means we couldn’t tell if her new professors will be
problems. They limited our knowledge to what we could
scrape from the Preynet and social media.

Felix wasn’t happy, but luckily, she still has most of us for
various classes. She’ll see me as adjunct with her new theater
professors and she has Renard for British Plays & Poetry.
Felix is running her Intermediate Shifting class, but Fitz will
have to stalk her on his own. That pisses him off because the
dragon finagled her for an aide period, but the rest of her
classes are all with Cappie staff.

I’m worried about the two wildcard classes: Shifter History
and Human Diplomacy. Neither of the professors have much
presence online outside of official bios, and something feels
intentionally concealed. It made Fitz swear for two hours
while he tried to dig up dirt on the dark web, but we’re stuck



assessing on the fly. But we only have so much room to fiddle
with things or we’ll raise alarms we don’t want blaring around
Dolly.

Her personal infamy is enough, thanks.

After going over routes and check-in protocols, we let our girl
climb into her giant lizard bed to get some sleep. She insisted
everyone simply find a spot and stay with her—an offer
absolutely no one could refuse after her being gone all
summer. We stacked Aubrey and the gargoyle on one side, the
twins on the other, and I got to curl up with my head on her
stomach. It felt exactly right, and even Felix woke up with a
less grouchy disposition.

We ate breakfast while Dolly told us about her summer
working with the designer and groaned about the trainer. The
twins shrugged unrepentantly, and Fitz crowed about how well
she handled herself in the mini-battle with their attackers as
proof he chose well. She begrudgingly admitted it helped
before flinging a potato at him that started a small food war.
Aubrey broke it up when he got nailed with a mushroom.

It was probably my favorite breakfast ever and I don't care
how silly that sounds.

Now my Angel is getting ready for her first practice with
Zhenga while Felix runs back to our place to grab the three of
us a change of clothes. I stayed here to clean up while Fitz
bothers Dolly, then make the list for our shopping excursion.
The dragon is back in the library and Renard is working
alongside me in a companionable silence.

“Do you really want to come get school supplies with us?” I
ask as I hand him a pan to dry. “You can stay and work on
lesson plans if you need to. I know you got handed a few
lower-level classes along with your normal ones, and that’s not
your usual semester.”

His lips curve, and he shakes his head. “Mon ami, 1 have
forgotten more about literature than most of the people here
ever learned. I don’t need to prepare plans to talk about books
or plants or even nocturnal shifters. It’s the benefit of being
nearly a millennium old.”



“I forget how long you and Aubrey have been alive until you
say shit like that,” I admit ruefully. “Neither of you looks over
your mid-thirties and, though you have your quirks, you adapt
very well.”

“My scaly friend was not always as flexible as he is now.
When [ first arrived, he barely spoke to anyone, and hadn’t for
decades. Did you know I learned sign language just in case he
was deaf?” The gargoyle smiles fondly and shrugs. “After I
wormed my way into his good graces, I could bring him out of
his cave more often. It took patience and dedication, but he’s
definitely caught up with the times.”

I blink, turning to look at him incredulously. “Uh, no, I did not
know that. You two never talk about the past. I mean,
occasional snarky references, but nothing substantial. Is that
because you were keeping ‘the big secret’ or is being secretive
in your nature?”

“A bit of both. Our species are reclusive—Ilike most rare
shifters—and they keep to themselves because of the exotic
trade. I know Aubrey was taught similarly to me as a child;
any information you share about us could lead to people being
killed or captured. So you keep your counsel more often than
not.”

Nodding, I hand him another platter. “That makes sense. The
Khans are pretty close lipped as well, but for different reasons.
Can’t have anyone knowing the extent of their reach and how
many fingers they have in what pies,” 1 reply. “We’re
technically still under oath, so we’re not supposed to share a
fraction of what we do, but I think the twins are past giving a
shit. How much more could the Raj punish us without
admitting what the true reason for Felix’s exile 1s?”

“A power grab. It was obvious from the moment you arrived,
though Felix took a long time to work through his anger and
pain.” Renard hums a little, then points at the hallway. “We are
all here because people deemed our presence dangerous,
Chester. Change 1s never easy and those who hold the reins
dislike letting go if they believe their ways will end. Whether
it’s your ambush, my clutch, Aubrey’s clash, or even the
megalomaniacal Lucille Drew, they all fear what will happen



when beings such as us are given the power to enact new
beginnings.”

“I suspect the factions we have buzzing around us are at
opposite ends of that spectrum,” I murmur. “The magic users
have powerful support—otherwise, they wouldn’t have been
able to infiltrate Apex and get the information to abduct
students. Whoever is moving chess pieces on the other side is
aware of this gambit or simply acting to prevent Dolly from
surviving this mess.” Pausing as I put down the dish towel, I
look over at him seriously. “Being in the Capital makes this so
much worse, you know.”

His snort tells me he knows exactly what I mean. “Yes, now
we have to account for a third wildcard in this equation—
humans.”

“Capital Prep is hidden well enough to make campus life less
stressful, but when we venture out, it won’t be like the town
outside of Apex. Hell, even the shifter areas of Cambridge are
less exposed than a shared capital city.”

“Indeed. The consequences for exposing things we should not
are steep.”

That quiets us both for a moment because the attack on our
family occurred in the open. The magic users seem completely
unconcerned with the shifter laws and we can’t account for
their behavior. Once we wipe down the counters, we move to
the sunken living area where all the planning materials from
last night are still spread out. I hand him the list of textbooks
while I tackle the other materials.

“We need to go to the bookstore first, then we’ll get the other
supplies at a megastore.” I wrinkle my nose when it occurs to
me that we will have to make several stops to get everything.
“Dolly said we have to find a dance house and a sporting
goods store for her equipment. And Fitz is dying to take her
clothes shopping, so that will not be an option.”

Renard grins, his eyes dancing with merriment. “I think we
should all go. This will drive Felix and mon fogeaux ami
insane on many levels. Fitz’s hyperactivity, ma petite, trying



on clothes, and having to cram into the car? It’s chef’s kiss
chaos.”

If I didnt know Renard Laveaux, I'd have no idea that
gargoyles are such troublemakers.

“Deal. If we tell my angel first, they won’t have a choice.” 1
grin evilly. “Now, let’s start planning the route and which
places we’re going. I want to enjoy this as much as possible
before we all get thrown into the deep end with school
starting.”

“Agreed.”

“SHE’S A FUCKING SADIST!”

The annex fills with noise, rousing me from the work I was
doing. After we finished our planning, Renard took off to his
perch to ‘decompress’ for a while, and I tracked down Jinx to
give her some attention. The playlist on the speakers was
soothing, so I hunkered down to get my planning completed.
The fine arts professors I’'m working under all sent lengthy
emails full of things I need to put together in the next two days
and though the tone of their missives was irritating, [ want to
make a good impression.

Just because Apex didn't have a well-supported arts program
doesn t mean I'm a fucking bumpkin.

Fitz laughs as he, Felix, and a very sweaty, dirty bunny come
barreling into my calm workspace. “Baby Girl, if she didn’t
make everyone show her their fitness levels, she wouldn’t be
able to develop individual plans for you. Plus, she has to
assess the strength of the Cappie team. These wimps won’t
have what it takes to compete with the other schools, much
less the public schools.”

“Ugh, stop making sense, Fitz. You’re supposed to agree with
me and curse Zhenga’s entire heritage.”

I grin as Felix rolls his eyes at the two dueling pouts being
aimed at one another. “By the look on the Raj’s face, angel, it



doesn’t seem like you’re being fair to the lioness.”

Felix snorts hard. “She isn’t. Yes, it was grueling and hot, but
nothing Z did differed from what Fitz and I did with the male
team. In fact, she practiced right alongside our team.”

“And fuck, are these kids pampered. 1 mean, shit. I thought
our whiny Council heirs and adjacent business morons were
spoiled rotten.” Fitz kicks off his shoes, then comes over to
flop on one of the large cushions with a disgruntled
expression. “Noooo. They might be spoiled, but these fools are
being told they’re in peak professional competition level
condition, but they are not.”

Tilting my head, I reach over and brush the hair that’s escaped
from his topknot out of his face. “Really? The children of
athletes and all that shit are soft? By Bloodstone standards
or... normal pred standards?”

“Uh, by any fucking standards, bro,” Felix says in disgust. “Z
was about to lose the plot when one girl asked if she could
schedule practices so they didn’t fall around her moontime
because it makes her slower.”

I frown. “But...”

“Exactly. No pro-league is going to even consider that shit.
Hell, no serious competitor would even ask that,” Fitz growls
under his breath. “We have our work cut out for us and we will
not make friends with the parents. We can’t have the Khan
name on this bullshit or dear old Dad will be displeased.”

Dolly walks over with an ice cold bottle of water from the
fridge, her skin flushed and smelling delicious from her
workout. “At least I wasn’t as insipid as the others. I think it
earned me a few points with Zhenga.”

“More than you know, Princess. You might have groaned, but
you did every gut wrenching step of the run and continued
working until she called time. Trust me, that earned you some
credit.” Felix rakes a hand through his hair and frowns as he
looks at the surrounding mess.

“What the hell is all this?”



I chuckle. “While you guys are out sweating to the whining,
my bosses sent me a shit ton of work. After Ren and I finished
getting the list for our shipping excursion done, I dug in. |
want to get it done so we can spend time together tomorrow,
t00.”

His eyes narrow. “Our shopping excursion?”

“We’re all going? Everyone?” Dolly beams and claps her
hands, suddenly finding her second wind. “I’'m so excited! I
definitely have to go grab a shower so we can get moving.
Fitz, come on. If you hurry, I’ll let you massage my troubles
away before we go.”

‘Let you?’ Felix mouths at me with a smirk.

“Fuck off, big bro. She can let me do anything damn thing she
wants while you chuckleheads nurse your blue balls in here.”
Fitz bobs his brows, flipping Felix off before trailing along
behind our girl like a happy puppy.

“He’s absolutely off his rocker for her,” I murmur with a fond
smile. “It’s amazing.”

My ambush mate sighs and nods, his own expression soft.
“She’s amazing.”

“Agreed.”



FORGIVENESS

DELORES

By THE TIME FiTZ AND I EMERGE FROM HIS SOAPY ADVENTURE,
the rest of my guys were waiting in the living room. I threw on
a crop top and joggers with flip-flops, so I'm comfortable
trying on clothes and Fitz mirrored me. It gets eye rolls from
everyone but Chessie, but he clearly does not give a fuck. His
confidence is one of my favorite things about him and I wish I
could wake up with even a fraction of my excitable tiger’s
self-esteem.

“Are we ready?” I ask as I adjust the strap of my small
crossover bag.

“Absolument. The Captain had one of his crew bring the Land
Rover around.” Renard rises, dropping his keys in Aubrey’s
hand before he comes over to kiss my cheek. “Alonsl,
gentleman.”

Aubrey heaves an annoyed sigh as he joins us, shaking his
head. “As you can tell by the French, he’s excited. He and
Chess mapped out some grand plan.”

Chess grabs my hand, squeezing the one Fitz isn’t hogging to
thread our fingers together. “We found the best stores and
route to take while minimizing the exposure along the way. I’d
think you and Felix would be pleased, Aubrey.”

“Less talking, more walking,” Felix grumbles from the back.
“We’ll never get home if you all don’t shake a leg.”

“Sir, yes, sir!” I call over my shoulder. “Over and out.”



“Dionysus on a unicycle, this is going to be a pain in my ass.”

Fitz snorts as we all walk down the hall to the back entrance.
“I’m sure we could arrange that, bro. I see they have an
interesting dungeon on the list. Our girl might enjoy topping
your grumpy ass.”

My face turns bright red, but I clear my throat loudly. “I just
might, Fitzy, but you go first.”

“If T get to watch that? Hell yeah. Peg me ‘till next Tuesday,
baby girl. I’ll even ask nicely.”
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“For the love of Zeus’ singed balls, Fitz

I'm going to enjoy the hell out of this, even if I'm a tomato the
whole way.

LETTING AUBREY DRIVE WAS A MISTAKE. THE DRAGON
maneuvered the huge SUV like he would his giant winged
form, and I thought Felix’s head was going to explode.
Chessie looked a little green, too, but since we’ve been on
solid ground for a bit, it’s gotten better. The tiny bookstore is
in the Adams Morgan district of the city and the brick row
houses filled with boutiques, bars, food and music are
adorable. It seems like a hip, young profession type section of
the city—perfect for our first stop.

Once we finally find parking, I hop out to look around. I
haven’t been to the Capital since I was a small child, but the
excitement in the air here is palpable. I’'m sure this vibe differs
greatly from the ones we’ll find in our other stops, but as
someone who has traveled little, I’'m eager to explore.

Lucille took me more places in the womb than out of it.

“Riddles & Relics?” 1 look over at Aubrey, who rolls his eyes.
“I guess they carry more than books?”

“Assuredly, lunchable. It’s obviously run by someone
connected with the Kavarits. It will have to suffice.” He sniffs
and grabs my hand before Fitz can, flashing him a toothy grin.



“Hope you’re wearing flame retardant undies, Baby Girl. This
will be very interesting.”

I frown, wondering why on earth I would need that in a
bookstore. Rennie’s lips quirk up as he holds the door open
and we enter to the tune of tinkling bells. My jaw drops as I
look at the interior, feeling a bit like I stepped into the damn
TARDIS. The store stretches back much further than I would
have expected and instead of being three stories like it appears,
it’s one huge open space with bookshelves spanning from floor
to ceiling on every wall. Electric torches light the room, but
only dimly, because the decor is right out of the fucking
Mummy. I half expect to see Brendan Fraser come sauntering
out of the back with his adorable grin and earnest eyes.

What? That cast is so hot I'd do them all and I'm fairly sure
I'm straight.

Making sure I don’t have a little daydream drool on my chin, I
lean in to whisper to my dragon. “What is this place?”

“Hello! Welcome, welcome!” The booming voice cuts him off
before he can answer and when I look over, I have to pick my
jaw up again.

Holy. Mother. Of. Zeus.

Apparently, I’'m not doing a good enough job of hiding my
reaction to the three hot men who just entered the store from
the back room of the shop in a line. Fitz lets out a snarl and
Aubrey grips my hand so tightly I have to bump his shoulder
with mine to get him to let up. I open my mouth to say
something, but Felix pushes his way to the front, standing in
front of our group like he’s the king of the lions on the big
rock. The testosterone chokes me a bit as the others shift into a
weird pack position around me, their shoulders stiff.

The triplet who spoke smirks and I can tell he’s the
troublemaker of the group. He has high cheekbones and spiky,
coal black hair razored at the sides with big brown eyes and
sensuous lips. His brothers share his features, but one is much
more muscular with very short cropped hair and the other is
lithe with long waves. They are clearly comfortable letting the



extrovert handle communication because neither responds to
my guys’ aggressive stances.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” I mutter, letting go of my dragon and
pushing out of the alpha male clump. Once I’m standing at the
front again, I smile at the sexy bookshop guys neutrally.
“Hello, I’'m Dolly and these are my...”

Damnit, I was doing so well taking charge.

Chess chuckles from the back, and I know they’re all waiting
for me to get myself together. I take a deep breath and look at
the hotties with a proud grin. “These are my boyfriends. Sorry,
I’m still getting used to that.”

Once the words leave my mouth, I’'m surprised to feel Felix
step behind, pressing his front to my back to murmur so low
even [ almost don’t hear him. “That’s my girl, Princess.”

My eyes flutter as I lean into him, soaking in the sensation of
my dominant tiger touching me like a sponge. A throat clears
and I know it’s the jokey guy, so I force myself to croak, “I
need books for the start of the semester at Capital Prep. We’re
transfers from Apex.”

That gets their attention and the other two men fan out along
the counter with narrowed gazes. Muscle guy cuts in before
the other two can respond. “Your men are too old to be
students. Are they staff?”

“Yep,” I reply with a shrug. “What can I say? I'm a lucky
bunny.”

Bunny seems to confuse them, but the long-haired one studies
us carefully. Something about his expression tweaks my
instincts, but it doesn’t seem dangerous as much as... angry.
Finally, he points at Aubrey accusingly. “You are the coal
sucking Draconis inhabiting our library. Don’t bother denying
it.”

I don’t see him change as much as I feel the rage in my gut. It
might be from Rennie, who I know has to be holding my
straight laced boyfriend back; I don’t think anyone else could
manage it. But he’s going to lose it and if I’'m going to get
what I need for the semester, these guys can’t kick us out for



some weird dude thing. Turning on my brightest smile, I look
at the joker, hoping he’s reasonable.

“Family rivalries aside, I need the books for my second year
classes. If you all want to whip them out and measure, you can
do it once I have what I came for. I’'ll happily window shop
elsewhere while you do so.”

That gets a bark of laughter from both groups of alpha men,
and I smirk in satisfaction. The best way to distract any male is
to mention their dicks, and I’'m getting fairly accomplished at
knowing when to pull that card.

“I enjoy your spunk, young one. The puzzle of your heritage is
intriguing as well, so we will do as you suggested and put
aside our grievances. Perhaps old Khufu deserved a rest after
so many years of service. You may have granted him a boon in
disguise.” The triplet with the wavy hair is soft-spoken and his
tone radiates intelligence and kindness. He’s likely the leader
and his short-haired brother is their enforcer. That would fit
some of the pack dynamics we learned about in Shifter Basics
last year.

“I appreciate it... oh, you didn’t give me your name. I’m
sorry,” I reply sweetly. “What are your names, gentlemen?”’

The feeling of satisfaction flows through me again and I think
this time it might be Felix I'm sensing. He's appreciating my
strategic information gathering.

“I’'m Chisisi, and these are my brothers, Ramses and Asim,”
the playful Sphinx says after their leader nods. It’s not
surprising the long-haired one is named after a pharaoh—
royalty love to assign their children important names.

Poor Felix and Fitz can attest to that for sure. I’'m not sure
about Aubrey and Ren, but they don’t like to discuss their
pasts, so I have no idea. I shake my head, dispelling that
concern as | gesture at each of my men, using their titles
purposefully. “This is Felix and Fitzgerald Khan, heirs to the
Khan empire, and their adopted brother, Chess. You picked out
Lord Draconis, but this is Monsieur Laveaux.”



Renard snorts behind his hand, his tail flicking up to stroke
down my spine. “Our Queen forgot to mention she’s Delores
Diamond Drew, heir to the Drew Council seat. So humble, ma
petit lapin.”

[ turn bright red, putting my hands over my face when the
triplets look at us in amazement. Unlike Lucille, I’'m not a fan
of waving my ass around in public; in fact, I only throw that
bullshit in the ring when I’'m trying to make someone think
twice about killing me. I don’t enjoy strutting around making
people bow to me because I won a ‘fame’ lottery. “Yes, yes.
My mother is a horrid monster and I’m the black sheep... er,
bunny, of the house.”

Ramses tilts his head at me, his eyes dark and glittering with
something I can’t pinpoint. “Any enemy of the Council is a
friend to the Kavarits. They do not serve exotic shifters as
much as seek to leverage us for profit. Please give Chisisi your
list, Dolly. We will gladly assist you.”

“Make sure you double the order,” Fitz says as he pushes
forward. “We need two of everything to use as bait.”

The stoic Asim cracks a small smile. “Your enforcer is
thinking ahead, rabbit. Listen to his counsel, as I would do the
same if it came to the safety of my mate.”

Oh, god, not the mate thing again.

Even though I know it’s true based on the shit I learned from
Zhenga last year, I still haven’t wrapped my head around the
whole ‘forever’ thing. I know it’s because I have rejection
trauma and I came to the school expecting to die last year, so I
haven’t really made long-term life plans. All the online
research I did this summer helped me realize that’s why I’'m
having such a hard time not panicking when it gets mentioned.
It’s not at all that I can’t imagine holding onto the guys for as
long as we all live; it’s that I’'m still sure they’ll find
something better and zip off into the sunset.

“Why are you so tense, Princess?” Felix murmurs into my ear
as I watch the sphinxes gather my books and papers. “I can
sense your prey side spiking.”



Turning my head, I look at the worry on his features and lean
forward, giving him an impulsive kiss. The surprised rumble
of pleasure soothes me, and I sigh against his lips. “I was
thinking about our date. You have so much to compete with,
Raj. However will you top it all?”

His laugh is dark and sexy, making my thighs clench. “I think
I can manage, Princess. Don’t worry about me; worry about
how you’ll make it through without losing your voice.”

Fuck yes.

“I can’t wait, Sir.” He groans and I giggle. This is going to be
a long ass day if they’re all going to play with me like this in
public, but I’'m not complaining.

In fact, I'm looking forward to it.

1 Come



FOR YOU

FELIX

THE PRINCESS MIGHT HAVE COOLED THE TEMPERATURE, BUT I
can sense the unease in the rest of my ambush. Aubrey is still
bristling over the pointed emphasis on his name, and Renard
swooped in to save the day by taking him and Dolly to the
romance section. Small giggles and dark laughs are coming
from that area while the arrogant sphinxes gather her
textbooks and materials.

I’m a bit surprised by how physical ‘book heavy’ the courses
at Cappie are—Apex moved mostly virtual a long time ago. I
suppose it would be even harder for the pampered children of
the famous to get their work completed by tutors and au pairs
if they had, though. My classes aren’t prone to plagiarism and
chicanery because they’re mainly physical activity, but I know
the others have had the issue even with Apex’s tech.

“What’s on your mind, Felix?”” Chess murmurs as he pretends
to look at a large table of art books.

My lips curve and I shrug. “Fitz is yammering with those
douches and our girl is distracting the dragon. However, it
hasn’t settled either of our unease, has it?”

The cheetah turns the color of a tomato, dipping his chin.
“Well, no. This i1s unfamiliar to me, so I’'m not sure how to
make myself feel less... chest thumpy.”

“It’s good that she brings it out in you, brother. I watched Fitz
flounce around like a jackass for years and wondered how you
stayed so calm. Now I know confidence was the issue—you



had to believe you were worthy of demanding what you
wanted.”

His eyes widen and he whispers, “How did you know that?”

“Because Fitz never made you feel less, but you never asked
for more until you wanted her. Something about our girl makes
us all realize our exile doesn’t define us—even me.” I give
him a rueful expression, letting Chess know I’m in a similar
boat. “Watching those clowns eye our loved ones isn’t easy,
but she made it clear she wanted to be drama-free.”

At that moment, my twin bounces over, his eyes dancing with
mischief. “What are you fuckers glaring at? The Kavarits are
cool as fuck. I invited them to the first Games match. They
played on the Zong Zi... Zow Zeeng... oh, fuck it. That U&M
team.”

Chess and I exchange an irritable glance as our brother
bounces around, but the cheetah speaks first. “Zhudnxing, Fitz.
But you were close this time.”

“Yeah, that. High school only, but they seem pretty cool. You
said we need more friends, right? Why are the two of you still
acting like you have lemons shoved in your asses?”

Sighing, I cross my arms over my chest. “I don’t like how they
look at the Princess. And... Aubrey hates sphinxes.”

Fitz pauses for a half a second, then bursts into laughter. Chess
is as puzzled as I am, but my twin is cracking up so hard, tears
start running down his face. He can’t even breathe long
enough to do more than hold a finger up—Iluckily for him, not
the middle one—so I fume as I wait for him to stop.

“Fitz, for the love of Neptune’s crabs, give us a break here,”
Chess grumbles as he rubs the back of his neck. “What’s so
goddamn funny?”

“You... the two of you...” He mimics an angry face that
cannot possibly be how we look. “Fuck, you’re worse than the
Capsaicin Crusader over there. This is the best day ever.”

My arm shoots out and I grab him by the collar, tugging him
eye to eye. “Fitzgerald...”



“Oooh, he’s gonna ‘Raj” me ‘cause he’s jelly.” My brother
hoots again and wipes his eyes, not remotely concerned with
my death grip on his shirt. ““You need to get out more. I invited
them to the game because they’re funny as hell and 1 had a
little “meet cute’ in mind for Baby Girl’s gangster friend.”

I drop him as his words hit me like a bricked bat. “Well, shit.”
“I knew I sensed something,” Chess mutters under his breath.

Fitz reaches over and ruffles the cheetah’s topknot, making
him look adorably messy. “Baby, you know better. No more
nakey time outside the fam; it’s a rule.”

He crosses his heart as he pouts at Chess, and I roll my eyes.
“Yes, thank you for that image. But you could have told us
you were playing Cupid, dummy.”

“I just did...duh.”

Sometimes, I'm not sure how I managed not to murder my twin
long before we got to Apex.

“Let’s go see what the others are doing over in the non-
textbook section, shall we?”” I roll my eyes at Fitz, but he grins
like a loon in return. I think he enjoyed seeing Chess and I get
possessive—perhaps even set it up. He’s always on us about
showing emotion more. Troublemaking little shit.

“C’mon, Chessie. Maybe the poetic prat and his savory scholar
found more of those racy books that get Baby Girl all blushy. I
love when she reads them to me.” My brother drags the
cheetah along, babbling about dirty books with gusto, and 1
shake my head.

Fitz excited about reading is a new one, I'’ll give her that.

Putting aside my irritation at the proprietors of this place, I
follow them downstairs. The levels set below ground are cool
and dimly lit, like a movie temple just as the main floor is, and
it’s hiding how massive their inventory really is. The flying
duo is each leaning against a shelf, watching Dolly as she
slides around on a ladder with her bum in the air as she
reaches for things. They could help her, but hell if I can blame
them for ogling instead. It’s a sight to behold and even I can
admit that.



“Baby Girl, I see London!” Fitz yells as he barrels down the
aisle. Our friends give him a dirty look, but he doesn’t notice
as he tugs Chess along to stand underneath her. “And now I
see France.”

“I’ve told you to stop calling my pussy that. You are not
Napoleon, you lunatic,” she replies as she stretches up to grab
a thick tome that must be several books in one. “Rennie, look I
found the one with the girl who pretends to be a boy.”

“Excellent choice, ma petite. Did you find a paranormal one,
too? One with dragons should be amusing,” the gargoyle says
as he bobs his brows.

“No dragons!” Aubrey growls. “They don’t do it right and I
can’t abide poor research.”

My brows furrow as I look at them all in surprise. “Does she
have you all reading smutty books with her?”

A ripple of sheepish looks runs across my entire ambush and I
snort. “Holy hell, Princess. You even converted the literary
purist. Good on you.”

She turns on the ladder and crosses her arms over her chest,
arching a brow at me. “Perhaps you’ll be lucky enough to find
out why they all like reading with me now that you’re not
being such a tool, Ra;j?”

Ouch. I deserved that one, I suppose.

“Fine. Just nothing with wolves. I fucking hate those flea-
bitten assholes.”

Dolly rolls her eyes and holds her hand out, ticking her fingers
one by one. “Good goddess. No dragons, no wolves, no TSTL
chicks, no law enforcement, no this, no that... it’s getting
harder to find things based on all of your rules, boys.”

Fitz pouts. “Hey! No one likes the po-po, D. That’s fair.”
I shrug. “He’s right.”

Huffing, she holds her free hand out and Renard takes it so she
can leap off the ladder to the floor. “Thanks for the assist,
Rennie.” Dolly pushes up on her toes and kisses him lightly,
then hands Aubrey the books she wants to add to the pile he’s



holding. “Did you guys come down because they’re ready for
us?”

Chess chokes, putting his hand over his mouth, and I slap him
on the back. “No, we followed Fitz. He seemed very interested
in your... reading habits.”

“Of course he is. We like to re-enact things,” she says as she
winks at me playfully and sashays past us towards the stairs. “I
make a fabulous pirate queen.”

“She really fucking does,” my twin says with a sigh. “She can
run her sword through me anytime.”

“Less jaw flapping and more stair climbing,” Dolly calls
behind her. “I want to get the clothes next!”

If this happened in a bookstore, I cant imagine what that is
going to be like. Zeus help us.

“l FOUND THE UNIFORMS IN YOUR SIZE, BABY GIRL!” HE
bounces in, dropping them over the closed door of the dressing
room.

If someone told me that my twin, Fitzgerald Ulysses Castor
Khan, would be caught dead running around a women’s
boutique picking out clothes for his mate with our resident
brooder, I would have laughed in their face. It’s only been a
little over a year since Delores Drew sashayed into our world
and the changes still amaze me constantly.

Renard and Fitz are zipping around, picking out all manner of
shit for her, and once she wiggles into them, she comes out
into the weird atrium to do her runway walk. Occasionally,
someone shouts a suggestion to the two hyper shifters and they
come back with a different style dress or pants. I feel like I’ve
stepped into the Twilight Zone.

Even the snarky lizard is tossing in his two cents.

“Fitz, they have to be altered; I'm sure of it. Apex’s were cut
for girls with less... meat than me, so I had to go up a size and



have them tailored. Capital Prep isn’t likely to have any better
selections.”

I frown as our girl calls that out from behind the door of the
room she’s changing in. She’s built exactly how she needs to
be, and I don’t like the insinuation that she’s defective because
she doesn’t fit into the minuscule garments in her own size.
“Princess, this is one of the premier stores for our kind tucked
in this area; are you sure about that?”

Her head pokes out of the room, fingers curled around the
door as she shrugs. “Pretty sure. They cut clothes from smaller
sizes every year, it feels like. Even my prom dress was
tailored, but Luc didn’t make me feel like a shit about it.”

“Come here, Princess.” I crook my finger at her, expression
serious as | lean back in my chair. Her cheeks flush and I can
tell she wants to, but isn’t certain what to do. Looking over at
Chess, I jerk my head at the curtains serving as a door to our
waiting room. “No one comes in. Now, come out, Princess.”

Dolly sees Chess smiling at her reassuringly and nods, pulling
the door to the dressing room open to reveal her half dressed
body. She’s wearing a loose uniform skirt that hangs low on
her hips, thigh highs, and a rosy pink bra. Her long blond hair
is cascading over her shoulders and holy fuck buckets if she
isn’t a naughty dream come true. She walks over to me, eyes
full of doubt as she murmurs, “Yes, Sir?”

Grabbing her full, round hips, I bring her closer and inhale her
scent. Her stomach is soft, though I can feel the muscles she’s
been working on with César over the summer. The gentle
curves of her body feel like home and all I want is for our girl
to understand that we adore every single one of them. So I spin
her around, pulling her onto my lap so she can see the hungry
gazes of our family. “Do you see that, Princess? Look at what
you do to all of us.”

“Fuck fashion,” Fitz growls softly as he adjusts himself
without shame. “You know I love every inch of you.”

My hands settle on her thighs, massaging the thick muscles
that give her rabbit leaping abilities. “These help you jump and



run—though I imagine they feel fucking fantastic wrapped
around your ears.”

“They do,” Chess says with a mischievous smile. “I’d rather
die smothered in you than at the hands of those hooded freaks,
Angel.”

Dolly’s skin heats under my palms, and I know she’s
struggling with being turned on and embarrassed at the same
time. Her newfound sexuality is a fragile thing—she’s learning
to accept her wants and needs as normal, no matter what.
That’s why she often ping-pongs between seductress and
shyness. It’s endearing as hell and I love it, even if I don’t
admit it out loud.

“Shhh! Chessie. Someone might hear,” she hisses, as she
squirms around in a very distracting manner.

“Princess,” I groan as I grab her to still her ass. “Do you trust
us?”

“Of course I do.” She twists, making me clench my jaw as she
looks at me earnestly. “But...”

Placing a finger against her lips, I give her a dark grin. “Shhh.
You have to be very quiet, like a good girl. Can you do that?”

Her eyes widen and she nods a little, though I can feel the
tremble that runs over her frame. I jerk my chin at Fitz and the
smirking duo across from us. “I think our girl needs us to show
her rather than tell, gentleman. As long as she behaves, she
gets rewarded. Capiche?”

A chorus of growls precludes movement, and I look at Dolly
seriously. “Tell me the word, Princess. I know Fitz well
enough to know you have one.”

“Beetlejuice,” she whispers. That gets a few chuckles, and she
flushes bright red. “I won’t say it by mistake; that’s why!”

I lean in and kiss her pouty lips gently before gripping her
chin. “That’s good, baby. Now, I’'m going to put you on
display for our family and we’re going to show you how
beautiful we think you are. But if you make noise, we have to
stop. Understand?”



She nods and I arch a brow, waiting. Her eyes dance when the
realization hits and she looks at me defiantly as she says, “Yes,
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SIT.

So deliciously contradictory—I can hardly wait to get her
alone. Alas, this will have to suffice for now.

“That’s our girl,” I rumble.

My hands splay over her thighs, pulling them apart to hook
over my own. She draws in a quiet breath and I lift the hem of
the skirt slowly, revealing the matching dusty pink scrap of
lace she’s wearing underneath. It has Fitz written all over it
and I’m proved right when he dives across the tile on his knees
to kneel in front of the shivering bunny. His eyes skate to mine
and I nod, watching Aubrey and Renard move to either side of
us and sink to the ground.

“Baby Girl, you smell like blooming honeysuckle and it’s
killing me,” my twin mumbles as he darts forward to bite her
inner thigh. His teeth leave red marks and I’m pleased to feel
the sharp intake of breath against my chest. “I owe you
another pair. Put it on the account.”

That said, he tears the flimsy material away and tosses it over
his shoulder. Her scent fills the air and every single one of us
groans. The legends say the smell of your true mate is like
being enveloped in a silk glove and stroked—I never believed
it until now. My entire body is screaming to touch her, mark
her, make her mine before anyone else can. I know it’s the
tiger and when I look down at my twin again, I can see the
strain in his features as well.

“Do it, Fitz, or you lose your spot,” I growl as my hands
tighten on her legs. I’ll leave bruises, but my tiger likes that
possibility, so I continue gripping her.

With that, Fitz buries his face in her pussy, and Dolly melts
into my embrace like a complacent little sub.

Excellent.



RISKY BUSINESS

DELORES

THIS IS SO DANGEROUS AND I CAN’T BRING MYSELF TO CARE.

The second Felix’s voice changed to that commanding tone, |
was a goner. It’s hard to explain—I’ve spent most of my life
forbidden from making my own decisions, but the way he
demands things has this undercurrent of care I’ve not
experienced before. I want to fight him a little, but I also want
to give in and let him tell me what to do. I haven’t unpacked
all of that yet and with Fitz lapping at me like I’'m his last
meal, I sure as fuck can’t now.

Being quiet as his tongue twirls around my clit in complex
patterns is damn near impossible. My eyes are closed and my
limbs are quaking in Felix’s grasp; I have no idea how I'm
going to last. Two fingers slide inside of me and I’'m not even
sure whose they are, but my body squeezes them eagerly. I dig
my teeth into my lower lip when another pair of hands unsnap
my bra and fingertips brush over my hard nipples. There’s so
much stimulation that I feel like I’'m on fire. Suddenly, one of
my dominant tiger’s hands leaves my thigh to encircle my
throat, pressing lightly on it.

Oh, my.

I feel him waiting to see if I’ll blurt out my safe word, but the
light squeeze is enhancing the sparkling sensations all over my
body. Pressing my head into his shoulder, I give permission to
teach me this new kink as I wriggle against his mouth, giving
me so much pleasure. Felix puts a bit more pressure on the



arteries on the outside of my neck and my hips buck into the
hand fucking me.

“Such a good girl, Princess,” he whispers in my ear. “You’re
doing so well. Give Fitz the first one, baby.”

Holy mother of ...

Fitz’s teeth clamp down right as Felix stops talking and I have
to bite hard on my lip to keep from screaming. The orgasm
hits me so hard I feel every muscle tighten up, then release
into jello when the crest fades. His hand lets up at my throat as
I pant hard, unable to move while my blood thrums in my
veins. Someone tweaks a nipple and it makes another shock
wave ripple over me.

“Baby Girl, you fucking squirted!” I open my eyes to see my
crazy tiger with my juices all over his face and a glazed look
in his eyes. “I came in my goddamned pants like a dumbass
teenager. Holy shit.”

The hard presence at my back confirms Felix has control of
himself, and I look over at the gargoyle staring at me hungrily.
“That was so—"

I don’t get to finish because Rennie swoops in to kiss me hard
and fast before I can. His tongue sweeps over my lips and
through my mouth possessively, growls rumbling into me from
his mouth. A low chuckle from my other side tells me Aubrey
is amused—and closer to me when I’m naked than he’s ever
been before. He places a light kiss on the outer curve of my
breast, then nips my skin.

“I believe that makes it my turn for an appetizer, bite size.”
My breath catches. “I don’t think I can do it again...”

“Of course you can, Princess. Let the dragon heat you up again
and perhaps you’ll get a cock after that.”

Motherfucking shit, Felix Khan is good at this—not that I have
a comparison, but I'd do damn near anything when he uses
that voice.

“Yes, Sir,” I mumble as someone arranges my legs, draped
over the taller dragon’s shoulder while Felix brushes his thumb



over my pulse point. I’ve lost all concern that we’re in public
or anything else going on in the world; I’m just letting them
guide me towards feeling good with no worries.

Chess’ voice feels far away as he says, “Use the dragon parts,
big guy. I love watching her face when she’s surprised and
aroused.”

“Bad cheetah,” I mumble as Aubrey inhales then traces the
shape of my throbbing pussy. “Dirty mouth.”

A sharp rap on my thigh gets my attention and Felix growls
into ear, “No noise, Princess. That’s one.”

My eyes slide shut again when a fluttering tongue moves from
my clit to slip inside of me. Suddenly, it’s alternating between
fucking me and flickering over my g-spot like a mini-vibrator.
I have to bite my lip again to keep from screaming and my
hips rock into the motion eagerly. I didn’t think I could do this
again after that huge O, but they flooded my body with heat
from the attention of my grumpy book dragon. Whatever the
hell is happening with his dragon tongue is fucking amazing,
and I’m probably ruined for life.

“She wants to scream, mon ami. 1 can practically taste her
pleasure,” Rennie says before he leans in to lick the blood
droplets off my mouth again. “I’m quite enjoying the razor
edge you have everyone on.”

“Son of a bitch.”

That’s Chess groaning and I pry my eyes open to see Fitz
lifting the cheetah’s dick out to stroke it while they kiss. My
core clenches at the sight of them together and I struggle to
stay quiet as I ride my dragon’s tongue with the two snarling
preds in my ears. The wave builds in me as Fitz gets more
aggressive with our lover and I let out a ragged breath.

“Please...”

Felix gives me another slap, this time closer to my pussy, and I
feel another flood of fluid leak out of me. “Don’t be a brat,
Princess. You want your reward, don’t you?”

I nod, leaning my head back into his shoulder and writhing. A
sharp sting on my inner thigh almost makes me shriek, but I



lock it down as the climax rushes towards me at the small
amount of pain. Grinning to myself as my body shudders, I
catch a piece of skin on the tiger’s neck and gnaw lightly in
retaliation.

He didn 't say I couldn t bite, only to be quiet.

The sound he makes is exquisite and I’m not ready for him to
lift my dragon away, smirking at the glazed donut state of his
face before placing me face down on the small sofa. “You,
Princess, have been a bad girl. ’'m saving your punishment for
later, though, because we didn’t negotiate boundaries properly.
Agreed?”

My face rubs against the fabric on the couch as I nod, my eyes
fixed on Fitz as he takes care of Chess. I don’t want to speak
because I’m already neck deep, but the urge to reply ‘yes, sir’
is real. Felix smooths his hand over my ass slowly and I try to
remember how to breathe when I think he’s going to take me
right here for the first time. But he steps away, and the next
thing I know, a tail is crawling up my leg.

“My turn, ma petite. You can give us one more, oui?” His
hands grip my hips and before I can respond, his cock is
plowing into me from behind.

The size of it stretches me, and I bite down again to keep the
noise to zero. My men are claiming me and destroying me and
I’ll be damned if I’'m not loving every second. Pushing up on
shaky arms, I rock back into his thrusts eagerly. His tail slips
between my battered thighs and I feel the tip toying with my
clit. I shudder again and my eyes roll back in my head; my
brain is officially mush.

I am an ex-bunny.

“Just a little more, Princess. Squeeze him tighter and Fitz will
let Chessie come.”

That Felix is still in control is hot as fuck and I do as
instructed, gripping my gargoyle tight inside and he lets out a
string of curses in French that would shock the habit off a nun.
Chess makes a growling whimpering sound not long after and
the clever tail coaxes the last enormous wave of pleasure out



of me after that. When the ripples dissipate, I collapse on the
couch, letting Rennie hold me up. I’'m not even sure I have
bones anymore.

“Holy Aphrodite, bro, I think we broke her.”

I smile drunkenly at Fitz’s comment, but I don’t move. I’'m
definitely going to need a few before I can pretend to be
functional.

“Indeed, Fitzgerald. You and Chess clean up—find whatever
the hell else you want and have it delivered to the library. Get
everything she needs while we help her come down,” Aubrey
says authoritatively. “Don’t get all fancy shit; she needs to
relax, too.”

Mmmm, I sure do... especially if this kind of play is going to
be the norm. I feel sleepy.

Gentle arms tug me away from Rennie, and Felix’s voice
rumbles in my ear as he carries me to a chair. “Don’t worry,
Princess. We’re going to clean you up and get everything
taken care of. Just rest and when we leave here, we’ll feed
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you.

Oh, I could get used to this.

By THE TIME I COULD WOBBLE OUT OF THE BOUTIQUE, FITz
and Chess had everything taken care of. I’'m not sure where
I’1l put the massive stacks of clothing, shoes, and Hera knows
what else they had piled on the counter, but the owner looked
less perturbed than I would have expected. My cheeks were
pink as we filed out—something Rennie took great pleasure in
needling me about as we walked down the street.

Our detour took longer than expected and I note the sun is
slowly sinking into the horizon. Tomorrow is the last day
before the other students and staff will arrive. I’'m less nervous
than I was earlier in the day, but the firm support of my guys is
part of that. After their demonstration, I feel much more



confident about walking into the snake pit I assume is waiting
for me.

“What do you feel like eating, lunchable?”

My lips curve as I tilt my head at the dragon. “Lots of food.
Like I could devour a fucking buffet.”

They all laugh and Fitz tugs on my hand, dragging me to his
side before ruffling my hair. ““You need a feast fit for a champ,
Baby Girl. You earned it.”

His praise makes me flush again, and 1 dig my elbow into his
ribs, making him yelp. Chess snickers from his other side, and
I shrug a little. “I’m just glad I didn’t make all of you wonder
what the hell you were thinking by taking on a newb like me.”

Felix stops short, causing us to crash into him. Turning
around, he arches a brow at me. “Did anyone seem worried,
Princess?”

“No... but...”

Rennie shakes his head. “No buts, ma petite. Chess was
extremely accurate when he pointed out how lovely you are
when you’re discovering something new. You are still learning
who you are as a shifter, as a person, and as a sexual being.
There’s no way to do it wrong.”

“Unless you’re her douchecanoe ex,” Fitz mutters.

That makes me laugh and 1 give him a grateful expression.
The hyper tiger always knows how to bring me back from the
insecurities my past baked into me and his insult was the
perfect thing to say in the moment. “Okay, okay. I’'m uncooked
dough; I get it.”

“You sure as hell make me rise, baby girl.”

Felix smacks his twin on the back of the head, but he chuckles.
“I think that sentiment is shared, bro. But he’s right, Princess.
If you’re feeling unsure or worried, you just need to talk to us.

As the others have pointed out, you’re going to be our mate
and we want to make sure you feel happy and safe.”

Shit. I'm going to leak; how embarrassing.



Pulling a pair of sunglasses out of my purse, I put them on and
clear my throat. “I appreciate that, Felix. You guys and Cori
and Rufus are the first people in my life who haven’t wanted
to use me for their own gains, so I’'m still getting used to that.
But it doesn’t mean I don’t believe you or that you don’t hold
special places in my heart. You know?”

Chess walks over and kisses my cheek. “I absolutely do,
angel.”

“Chinese?” Everyone looks at Fitz as he studies his phone and
he rolls his eyes. “Don’t be assholes. Baby Girl knows I’d
crawl through glass for her, but someone had to find food
before her bunny blasts us with blue shit until it’s fed.”

The Raj pinches the bridge of his nose as if the conversation is
physically painful, but he sighs. “As usual, my brother is right
even when he’s being a dickwaffle. Where are we going,
Fitz?”

“Are you all deaf? A Chinese buffet is the obvious choice for a
starving bunch of preds. Follow me, assmunches!” He grabs
my hand, pulling me along as he strides through the thickening
crowds in the artsy district. “We’re hitting up the Happy
Kitsune. It’s got a five claw rating and I can’t wait to inhale
some crab Rangoon.”

Leave it to Fitz to dispel all the heavy emotions and make us
all laugh at the same time.



DIRTY MIND

Firz

[ DON’T CARE WHAT ANYONE SAYS—WATCHING MY BABY GIRL
put away enough food to feed a small army is hot. Last year, I
felt like she was still monitoring every bite that went into her
mouth because of that bitch mother of hers and the Petty
Plastics. Now she’s dabbing her mouth with a napkin daintily
after seven platefuls of various foods each of us suggested she
try. I fucking love how happy she looks, and I’d skin someone
alive if they upset her.

Of course, 1I'd skin someone alive for fun most days, but
upsetting our girl is the cardinal sin in my world.

“Are you ready to finish our outing, angel?” Chess is looking
at Dolly like she hung the moon and my heart swells in my
chest. He’s come out of his shell so much since she stumbled
onto our public show in the library, and that’s another reason
the lovely bunny rabbit has my eternal devotion. The others
may not have noticed, but I see him growing more confident
day by day and it’s brilliant.

“I think so.” A small belch escapes her lips, and she looks
scandalized, covering her lush lips quickly as her face turns
red. “Excuse me! Oh my goddess, how embarrassing.”

Snorting, I roll my eyes. “Baby Girl, that wasn’t even a real
burp. Don’t apologize for a normal bodily function. Have you
heard the dragon after he goes hunting? I’'m surprised he
didn’t break the fucking windows over the years.”



Aubrey glares at me as if he’d like to set me on fire in the
middle of the damn restaurant, and I laugh even harder.
“Fitzgerald Khan...”

Luckily for me, Felix steps in before I set the scaly
Shakespeare off again. “Stop it, both of you. Princess, Fitz is
right. You don’t have to be embarrassed about enjoying your
meal. I didn’t want to make you self conscious, but I’'m glad to
see you consuming enough fuel to feed your bunny. You need
more energy after you emerge and you weren’t getting enough
last year.”

Dolly blinks and sticks her lower lip out. “Why didn’t you
guys say anything? I knew there had to be a reason I was tired
all the time, despite getting as much sleep as I could.”

I grin wickedly. “When I let you...”

“Fitz!” Renard sighs and reaches over to take our girl’s hand.
“Ma petite, you must know none of us are stupid enough to
criticize what a woman eats. Even if it’s clinical, it’s just not a
smart plan.”

Good one, soaring sonneteer!

Her brows furrow, and she thinks about it for a moment,
nodding when she decides. “Okay. I’ll give you that. I would
have told you all to bite me if you tried to comment on my
food intake. It was one of Lucille’s favorite topics and I would
have been triggered.”

“Now that we’ve cleared that up... shall we hit the last store
on the list?” Chess grins a little and I cover my mouth to keep
from laughing. “I’m sure we can handle the ones in the middle
with online orders and we don’t want you too tired for
Zhenga’s practice tomorrow.”

“Mmmm. Skipping the big box stores isn’t about making sure
we have time to visit Dungeons, Dragons, and Daddies?” The
gargoyle has a sparkle in his eyes as he leans in on his elbows,
looking at my cheetah knowingly. “Because I call bullshit if
you say ‘no,” Chester.”

The table erupts in guffaws when Chess turns a lovely shade
of pink and the spicy lizard spits his drink out. Clearly, he



didn’t think about how Aubrey would react and I fucking
cannot wait to see what happens when we get all these stodgy
assholes in that kind of place. Renard and I are the most
adventurous of the group, so neither of us will be perturbed,
but even my commanding bro doesn’t use a lot of equipment.

“Chess!” Baby Girl hisses. “You picked this place? I thought
you were the good one!”

His lips curve and he shrugs. “Maybe I’ve been converted.”

Dolly buries her face in her hands, shaking it from side to side
as she groans. When she finally looks up, all five sets of eyes
are on her, waiting for her assent. “Fine! Fine. We’ll go to this
incredibly embarrassing den of iniquity, but you have to
promise not to make fun of me when I don’t know shit. That
means you, Monsieur Kinky Tail.”

My grin is so big it hurts as I jump out of my seat. “He agrees.
We all agree. No shenanigans in the sex shop. Come on, baby
girl. Let’s have one last hurrah before this shit show starts at
the snooty school.”

The flustered bunny rises, taking my hand as she looks at the
rest of our family. “Get moving, you pervs. This 1s your big
chance to see me turn into a literal fruit as you explain what all
of this dirty stuff does.”

I couldn 't have put it better myself.

DUNGEONS, DRAGONS, & DADDIES 1S IN THE ‘RED LIGHT’
district, so we have to take a brief drive to get there. When we
arrive, I’m surprised to find it in a small plaza with a bookshop
called the Feathered Quill and a dive bar called Inky Depths. 1
guess krakens run the latter or some shit—which makes sense,
since this place is on the river. I’'m not sure which avians run
the bookstore, but I hope like hell we’re not going to run into
another dragon in this kink palace.

Having the Lusty Lizard run afoul of sphinxes was bad
enough; Odin forbid he finds some rogue dragon to fight with.



“We should check out the other places, too,” Dolly says,
looking around the hidden shopping area with wide eyes. “I’ve
never been to a seedy bar.”

“And you’re not going tonight, either,” Felix rumbles as he
takes her elbow. “With the weird magic fucks and random
kidnapping threats, I’'m not eager to step foot in places we
haven’t checked out.” He pauses and looks at Chess. “We did
vet this place, right?”

Chessie grins as I tuck him under my arm. “I double, triple-
checked this with Fitz’s tools. It’s clean—no Council or ties to
any of our families. But you’re right, I have no idea about the
other two places.”

“Why do bad guys ruin all my fun?” our girl mutters as she
kicks a rock. “It’s a pain in my ass. Don’t say it, Fitz.”

Chuckling, I give her an innocent look. “Who me?”

“If you believe that shit, I’ve got a castle in Bavaria to sell
you,” Aubrey says with a snort. “But I believe you’re being
inaccurate... we can obviously have plenty of fun without the
pall of our enemies. Tonight is a perfect example.”

Dolly smiles softly, pulling away from Felix to walk over and
kiss the dragon’s jaw. “You’re right, big guy. They can’t mess
up our private time, even if they’re putting me in a rapidly
shrinking cage.”

“If we’re done being sappy...” Rennie winks at her and she
huffs again, turning on her heel to stride towards the big steel
dungeon doors on the front of the store.

I snicker, tugging Chess along behind her without waiting for
the sourpusses. The excitement of exploring this world with
our girl is flooding my veins now that we’re here and I can put
up with all their sniping as long as I get to waggle some
tentacle dildos until she turns the pink I adore. “Probably
shouldn’t say sap inside here. Who knows what freaks we’ll
run into?”’

“Duh. You’re here, right, Fitzy?”

Ugh. Low blow right in the balls, but I fucking love it. Baby
Girl is sexiest when she s confident.



“Behave in here, you miscreants. We don’t want to be invited
to leave before we get to explore.”

My brother puts in his best ‘in charge’ face and I roll my eyes.
“You can take charge in the bedroom all you want, Raj, but
I’m second in command until you give real orders. I’ll have as
much fun as [ want.”

That gets a laugh out of my baby girl and I see the nervousness
in her posture fade a little. She’s adventurous in private, but |
know her lack of experience eats at her. It’s cute that she
worries about disappointing us simply because we’ve got
decades or centuries on her; however, if she realized just how
fucking dopey we all are for her, she wouldn’t fret. Even my
twin is besotted as hell—I know because he’s letting her see
the real Felix.

1ts a gift very few get to experience since our exile.

As if to prove my point, Dolly whirls back towards the big,
castle-like wooden doors and pushes them open with her
shoulders squared. Her hair makes her look like a Viking
queen, and I add that role to my internal ‘play’ list for later.
Blond braids and a sword sound like a rocking good time.
Maybe I can get Chessie to play along, too. I bet if [—

My internal monologue comes to a screeching halt when we
walk into the dimly lit store. We knew this place was shifter
owned because of the background, but they did not prepare me
for the nirvana in a strip mall we discovered. Much like the
bookstore, it’s massive inside, but it has levels going up
instead of down. The main floor is lit with purple lights, but
the upper levels have color coded lighting starting with blue
and ending on the top floor with a UV glow. I bounce on my
toes, adrenaline pumping through my veins as my tiger prowls
inside.

“Holy fucking Hela,” I whisper to my twin. “We found the
real Valhalla run by people who actually know what the fuck
they’re doing. I may never leave.”

Aubrey rolls his eyes and rubs his hand over his face. “As
impressed as | am, I fear Fitz’s mounting enthusiasm is going



to get us banned for life. Considering the combined current
lifespan of our family, I fear that will be a very long time.”

“Don’t worry, big guy. We can keep him mostly calm,” my
beautiful bunny says before smiling at me in a way that makes
my dick twitch. “Fitz, if you can keep it under wraps, you can
pick out all the weird stuff you want and we’ll negotiate later.”

Letting out a quiet war whoop, I salute her and take off into
the purple hazy level to find out what delights lurk here. I
know the rest of them are probably losing their minds, but
that’s because they don’t get me like she does. Chess comes
the closest and my twin after that, but my baby girl knows
without having to ask that I’ll return anything that makes her
uncomfortable. I’d never push her on sex shit because she lost
her virginity to an assface who manipulated her emotionally.

I know V-cards arent actually as important as the older
dipshits make it out to be, but it was hers to share, and he stole
that decision from her with his lies. I won t ever do that to her.

A display of glowing, oddly shaped dildos gets my attention
and I pause, coming out of my head to study them. “Hmm.
Alien, unicorn horn... ouch... wolf knot... gross. Oooh...this
one is interesting, and it works with that sexy strappy thing...”

That’s when the group finds me and I get to watch our girl turn
the lovely rosy color of her nipples from head to toe. “Fitz! 1
was joking about that.”

“I wasn’t,” I sing-song. “And look at Chessie! He likes the
train idea, too. Take a sniff, baby girl.”

“For fuck’s sake, Fitzgerald!” the dragon growls as I beam at
them. “That’s not even... accurate. It doesn’t look... like
that!”

“It doesn’t?” Chess says with a puzzled expression. “Do you
have a cloaca, then? I thought that was wyverns? But they’re
even more rare so I don’t have actual evidence...”

Felix blinks, his head turning slowly as he looks at me. “Are
you picking a dildo you think looks like his when he’s a
dragon? Thor’s hammer, Fitz!”



I shrug. “I’'m fucking curious. You assholes can not tell me
you’re not curious about what Dragon Daddy and Gargoyle
Grampy are packing when they’re shifted. They could google
what tiger and cheetah cocks look like. Everything about them
1s speculation.”

That makes Dolly turn even redder and I know it’s because
she’s felt the emo professor’s big boy for herself. She socks
me in the shoulder and grumbles, “This is a little weird. Admit
it.”

“It is not! And now I know his giant pole is definitely special,
‘cause you’re trying to distract me. I’'m buying this inaccurate
guy, his cumtube, and the harness, baby girl. If the heaving hot
pants wants to prove me wrong, he’s going to have to show
me.” I hear Chess groan, but they’re all full of crap. I can
smell everyone getting excited and I’ll have my big orgy if it
kills me.

“He doesn’t have a cloaca,” Renard says helpfully. “This is not
that far off, though the spines aren’t big—"

“Enough!” Aubrey roars, then softens when Dolly giggles. “If
you insist on pursuing this line of thought, I bet the black or
blue rooms can match our French poet.”

Everyone laughs and I shrug. “I plan on investigating this
entire place, my winged weenies. I’'m sure we’ll have boxes
full of fun to teach my baby girl how depraved we are.”

Now, to lure him to the ropes and restraints on the red level so
I can get him all worked up.

My grin spreads as they stare at me, and I shrug. “I think we
need to hit up the red level next. Baby Girl’s bondage box is
dangerously amateur. Any of you want to help me fix that?”

As predicted, no one protests.
Hell yeah.



TROUBLE

DELORES

THE COOL WATER OF THE SHOWER COURSES OVER ME AS |
finish getting the conditioner out of my rainbow locks.
Learning to take cold showers was hell at first, but since they
help me calm down the increasing urge to grab one of my men
and go to town as well as maintain my color, I’ve accepted it. |
took a fuckton of them over the summer when we were
separated and I know from Zhenga’s classes last year it’s
because my shifter hormones are in high gear.

Being a teenage bunny and finding... mates... I haven't
claimed causes that, apparently.

I have one last day of semi-freedom while people arrive and I
intend to kick ass at practice, then make the most of it with my
guys. Fitz’s shopping spree included five boxes of goodies that
had them all so giddy we could barely get to sleep when we
got back last night. It was late and this damn Pred Games thing
was early, so nothing got taken for a test run, but I can feel all
the fun times gear as if it’s haunting me.

Smiling to myself at how easily our family is coming together
after the disaster at Apex, I finish up and head into my room,
wrapped in my towel. As predicted, there’s a sparkling hot
pink workout kit waiting for me, and I shake my head. Rennie
gets a kick out of leaning into Felix’s original ‘Barbie’
nickname and his stuff reflects that. Even the damn tennis
shoes match, so I know I’ll at least /ook the part of the spoiled
princess the other team members will expect me to be.



Getting them to believe it so they leave me alone is another
thing entirely.

Once I’'m dressed, I scoop my hair into a tight ponytail and
grab my bag. I’'m the last one here this morning because Felix
and Fitz went to meet Zhenga for a strategy session before
practice, and Aubrey drafted Rennie for library duty. The latter
grumbled, but since Betsy hasn’t arrived yet, he could
convince him with stern glares. He would have taken Chessie,
too, but my sweet knight got an email requesting he meet with
the guidance counselor to go over some of his additional
duties as their assistant.

I’m a little nervous about making the trek down the lane and
through the tunnels to the underwater field access alone—I
have no idea what terrors await me at Capital Prep when more
of the students arrive.

Luckily, the moment I step out the front entrance to the library,
the Captain comes scampering up with a crooked grin. “Aye,
lassie! I’ll be escorting you to practice as Raina’s busy in the
Aquatic dorm. She wishes ye well, though.”

I smile and shake my head. “They knew I wouldn’t feel safe
until we get the lay of the land, right?”

“Aye. Our most generous gargoyle made certain the loyal prey
from Apex were given jobs here, and we all mean to repay him
by keeping his future queen from anyone who might harm her.
You’ll have eyes on ye everywhere ye go that are friendly, too.
Don’t worry your whiskers, Miss Dolly.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Captain! Just Dolly is fine. Didn’t
Raina tell you that?” I chuckle as we walk down the path past
House Reptilian, frowning as a dark vibe makes me shiver.
I’m glad we made that my ‘fake’ warren, but something about
it gives me a wiggins, even from here.

He arches the eyebrow without a patch at me. “She did, but
my crew 1s well trained. None of our men will do Admiral
Renard the disrespect of calling his mate such a familiar
name.”



Admiral? Did they promote him? His band of merry prey is so
incredibly odd.

“Okay. But remember, he’s not my only... uh... boyfriend. I
don’t want the others to get jealous,” I tease gently. “Be nice to
them, too.”

“Of course, lassie! Now that we are no longer at Apex, all the
friends of the Admiral are part of our crew. That includes
Betsy, first mate of the books, and the ship’s medical staff
and...”

He goes on for a few minutes and I realize that somehow, my
brooding boyfriend must have saved the jobs of almost all the
prey who survived the attack at Apex. Not only his closest
friends, like those who worked in the Tower or the nurses who
saved me, but the herbivore who maintained the grounds, the
pigs and mole rats on the cleaning staff, and even the
capuchins and macaques who worked in the kitchens. My soft-
hearted gargoyle probably couldn’t stand them losing their
livelihoods because some dickweasels decided to bomb us.

Rennie is the biggest mother hen of any gigantic, exotic
predator and it makes me squishy thinking about it.

“I really appreciate it, Captain. I’'m learning to defend myself
and I’m getting good, but I can’t watch my back and my front.
The guys have to do more work here than at Apex, so they
aren’t able to follow me all the time, either.” I wrinkle my nose
as we enter the tunnel from the stairs and the walls surrounded
by water make my heart rate jump.

“Their tube impresses me. It’s like the underwater cafeteria,
but it keeps the Games area separate.” The raccoon shifter
squints at me as he tilts his head. “Are ye sure yer ready for
this, Miss? Even prey watch the college and pro Prey Games
—they are not for the faint of heart, lassie.”

As he swipes his card with tiny hands, we enter the secure
tunnel to the island where the practice arena and the actual
Games stadium are. They don’t give clearance to people who
aren’t in or working with the teams. They ferry fans over for
the actual matches and that boat doesn’t sail when it’s not a



game day. Felix pointed out that if I don’t make enemies on
the team, I might even be moderately safe here.

“I know, but I have fantastic coaches and being part of
something this big might convince weaker preds to leave me
alone. At least, that’s the guys’ theory.”

The Captain doesn’t look convinced, but he nods as he opens
to the doors that lead to the practice arena. It’s another Khan
sponsored building, but Felix assured me they own arenas in
all the major academies. Besides the Leonidas’, the Khans
have more influence in sports than all the other families
combined. Fitz confirmed it has to do with sports book betting
and the program at Bloodstone, but I feel like that’s not the
only thing they’re doing by donating expensive facilities. That
asshole who fathered them is as crooked as my parents and
grandfather, and eventually, I’1l use it against him.

I just have to survive this murdering motherfucker and the
cloaked cockwaffles first.

“Pick 1T UP, LADIES! YOU WOULDN’T CATCH A SICKLY
gazelle, much less a competitor at that speed!”

Gritting my teeth, I dig deep and push harder to pass the front
of the pack so I'll cross the line before the rest of them. The
larger assortment of female competitors today gave me pause
at the start of practice, but as time went on, I felt the daggers
aimed at me when I could outshine most of them. I tried not to
do it; I really did. But just like now, Zhenga wouldn’t let me
stay in the middle of the group by putting less effort in. She
refused to let me be less, so I wouldn’t threaten the new girls
—which is sweet, but it’s going to cause a lot of fucking
bullshit.

“Careful, DD, or those things will black out your eyes!”

My eyes widen as the shrill voice of Gold surprises me so
much I almost stop short and cause a pileup on the track.
Instead, 1 sprint past the starting line and straight over to the
bench to flop down and guzzle water. I don’t look in my ex-



friend’s direction—that’s what she wants more than anything.
Attention is all the Heathers live for and if I stop allowing
their immature behavior to affect me, I win. This 1s a new
school with new rules and it’s the perfect place to establish
them as insignificant bullies rather than rulers of the roost.

“Aw, did that upset the whittle bunny?”” This time it’s Pink and
I have to fight not tense up. “I guess knowing you’ll still be a
freaky loser at this school would be upsetting. Now that we’re
here, the people have something to aspire to.”

Does she even hear the bullshit coming out of her mouth?
Gross.

Before I end up laughing and ruining my untouchable act,
another voice cuts in. “Coach Z! Who let the cheer morons on
our field? I knew that high-pitched doggy whine had to be
coming from somewhere. There are mutts in our midst.”

“Holy fuck,” I whisper to myself as I look up to see the group
of girls I was avoiding fan out in an alpha female formation in
front of the Heathers.

Their leader is the one who spoke—a tall, muscular jaguar
shifter named Selene, whose mother is a famous pop star and
father is an ex-Pred Games World Champion. But her gang
comprises four other preds, just like Gold’s, though they
couldn’t be more different. Unlike my old frenemies, these
chicks aren’t dressed the same or even the same species.

Selene has a rainbow cadre of infamous friends, including
Charlotte Bruce, a great white shifter; Jaiyana Faez, a
crocodile; Roswitha Faust, a grizzly bear; and Kyaw Aung, a
fangy python. Chess looked them all up when we saw the team
roster earlier this week—their parents are diplomats, royals,
rappers, sports stars, authors, and a fashion designer. The Faez
family 1s an actual goddamn brand name, so she’s definitely
not going to be intimidated by Gold’s stature.

I watch the Heathers mirror the new group—who I’m secretly
going to call the Queen Bees—and I wonder if there’s going to
be a non-sanctioned rumble in the middle of the grass.



“Ladies!” Zhenga comes storming over to the two groups
squaring off, her expression annoyed. “Coach Rockland
requested time on the field for her squad to practice with their
new members from Apex. Let’s not have blood spilled from
our cheering section—at least, not today.”

My lips curve as I watch the Bees stand their ground, but the
Heathers know how dangerous Zhenga can be when she gets
mad. They’ve seen her in the Games at Apex and these new
chicks haven’t. It makes for an interesting stand off until a
skinny woman with a long neck and ratty beehive comes
rushing out of the stands squawking loudly. The sound is
actually worse than Gold or the others shrieking and my
sensitive bunny ears ring with the noise.

Who the fuck is this disaster and how do I avoid her as much
as possible while we’re at Cappie?

“Coach Zhenga i1s right, my lovelies. These are our mighty
heroes, battling for our alma mater in the gladiator’s circle and
along with their muscled male counterparts, they deserve our
undying admiration! Our squad are their muses, and they will
show their appreciation for us when they are victorious.”

My eyes move between the two groups of glamazons and then
to Zhenga, hoping someone will tell me what the fucking hell
is going on. I pull my phone out of my duffel, shooting a text
to Fitz as the two coaches have a confab in front of their
groups.

BabyGirl: Someone needs to look into this Coach
Rockland woman who runs the cheer squad.

CSpot: She’s my new boss.
TigerWoody: What?!
TigerKing: Why?

EmoBatMan: This sounds as if it will be
problematic.



LustyLibrarian: Could everyone stop making
enemies for a day or two until we deal with the
ones we already have?

BabyGirl: I'm not making enemies! The Queen
Bees on my team just had a standoff with the
Heathers. There’s a mean girl brawl about to pop
off, so she and Zhenga are trying to settle them
down. Something about the way she speaks...
makes my gut clench.

CSpot: She’s also an author... She asked some
really uncomfortable questions.

TigerWoody: That’s it. I'm taking her tongue for a
jar.

BabyGirl: Fitzy, | love my collection, but we can’t
do that until we know why she’s creeping me out.
Maybe she’s just icky, but not evil.

EmoBatMan: What kind of author, Chester?

CSpot: Self-published, but | didn’t ask because |
was trying to get out of there.

TigerKing: Princess is right. We have to tread
lightly until we have a foundation here. Fitz will
hit the dark web and Aubrey will use the library.
Chess, go charm the admin office. Renard, talk
to your network. We’'ll discuss tonight.

BabyGirl: What do | do?

TigerKing: Behave, Princess, and let us help you.
When we’re all home, we’ll reconvene while we
do that damn chip search we forgot about.

BabyGirl: Yes, Sir!

TigerWoody: Keep edging him, baby girl. It's
funny as fuck.

I smile at the screen and lock it before I put it back in my bag.
We’re not taking any chances on security this year, which is
why Felix is focused on making sure we don’t forget things
like the trackers. I hate thinking about some damn things



buried inside of me that help my mother stalk me, but we have
to cut off her access. That she hasn’t reached out yet after I
was called to school early doesn’t bode well.

Looking up at the crowd of women yelling at one another, I
ponder for a second.

Maybe the enemy of my enemy is my friend?



BEST FRIENDS

DELORES

“UGH, I cAN BARELY WALK,” I GROAN AS I TRUDGE OFF THE
field for the day. It took Zhenga and the gangly cheer coach
almost a half hour to work out where the cheer squad could
practice that wouldn’t put them in the line of fire and kept the
warring girl gangs far enough away from each other. She made
us do these ass aching sprints called ‘suicides’ while they
plotted their detente, and I feel like I’'m going to die.

I thought César was bad; Zhenga makes him look soft.

Fitz chuckles, pausing for a moment to give me his back. “Hop
on, Baby Girl. Z isn’t known for being the only chick to
compete in the male games for nothing.”

I blink. “She what?”

“Yep. She petitioned the fucking league and won the right to
jump from the women’s team. It’s why my bro let her fight
him all the time. He knew she wouldn’t /e him win.”

Felix snorts. “Until she started using it fo—" He coughs.
“Well, until she was unscrupulous for a while.”

My eyes narrow and I’m surprised to hear a low growl echoing
out of my chest. Both the tigers smirk when I have to shake
my head to stave off the bunny’s instinct. “Stop making that
face, both of you. I can’t control it!”

“That is why we’re looking so pleased, Princess. Your Battle
Bunny doesn’t like the idea of Z using matches to cop a feel
and neither of us hates it one bit.” Felix bobs his brows as |



hold on to his twin, letting him carry me down the tunnel to
land.

“Fine. But it’s just biology,” I grumble. “Don’t get all weird
about it.”

“How is it the two of you have managed to fucking switch
places? Now you’re all soft and she’s bristly. I can’t keep up,”
Fitz complains. “You need to bang it out and get this shit
under wraps.”

“Shut up, Fitz.”

Giggling into my piggyback partner’s hair, I squeeze him. “I
don’t think anyone expected you to be such a matchmaker.
You’re practically throwing me at people.”

Fitz stops, turning his head to put his nose against mine. “Not
people, Baby Girl—our family. I don’t mind sharing you with
our family, but anyone else will die painfully. Understand?”

I roll my eyes, booping my nose against his as I return the
crazy look he’s giving me. “Ditto, baby.”

“Are you two done? I'd prefer we exit this fucking sci-fi
monstrosity with our wits about us, if you don’t mind,” Felix
retorts drily. “We have no idea what the fresh hell is on the
other side of the airlock.”

“Understood, General Dick-tator!” Fitz says with a mock
salute that makes me snicker.

“We’re all going to die. I can see it now.”

Fitz ignores his brother, climbing the steps to the top without
hesitation, and opens the door to the waning sunlight. We all
scan the area quietly before walking onto the path that leads to
our part of campus. There aren’t many people in this half, so
we head for the library quickly, skirting around to the back
where the private entrance is.

Just before Felix waves his arm at the door, a flash goes off,
damn near blinding me. Fitz stumbles backward and for a
second, I’'m certain I’'m getting dropped on my aching butt. He
recovers in time for me to see something flying away into the
sun, but I can’t make out what the hell it is.



“What the fuck was that?” Felix snarls as he rushes to help me
off Fitz’s back.

“I don’t know, but I doubt it was good,” I reply
grimly.“Apparently, we’re not even safe by air.”

“Just fucking great.”

“Fuck, ANGEL. THERE’S ANOTHER ONE.”

My head thunks against the back of the couch as I watch
Chess run his detector wand thingy over me with a shocked
expression. This is the fifth RFID they’ve found on me and
I’'m feeling like an endangered species on a nature show. I
don’t know what the actual fuck Lucille needed all these chips
in me for, but I’'m guessing they were injected with
vaccinations throughout my childhood.

Lucille Drew, giving credence to conspiracy theorists
everywhere with her bullshit.

“Even our father didn’t tag us with that many,” Fitz mutters.
“I’m going to enjoy skinning that woman for a parlor rug.”

The image makes me chuckle. There’s a rug from a similar
threat in Lucille’s office. It’s been there since I was little and
she brought me in to watch them deal with an accountant who
was skimming off the top. The spectacled puma always gave
me the creeps even though she insisted I called him ‘Uncle
Dutch’, so I was less upset that he died than about losing my
favorite nightgown to blood splatters.

“I know how to skin,” I say with a shrug. “I could help.” They
all look at me like I’ve grown a second head and I sigh. “Life
lessons from Lucille were rarely fairy tale material.”

“Yeah, but—"

Aubrey cuts Rennie off before he can ask, and I give him a
grateful look. It’s not a memory I feel like reliving, especially
since we’re currently removing my psycho mom’s access to



my whereabouts one by one. I have a feeling this will finally
prompt a phone call and when it comes, it won’t be pleasant.

“Dolly can skin. Good info. Did we get them all, Chessie?”
Fitz rubs his hands together with a devilish gleam in his eyes.
“Because I think we should feed them to a couple of randos in
the cafeteria so she doesn’t know she lost the feed.”

Bless his crazy, non-judgmental mental heart.

“Good plan, Fitzgerald,” Aubrey says as he scoops up the pile.
“I’m sure the kitchen simians will be glad to help.”

“I’ll speak to the Captain in the morning. His crew can
redistribute as they see fit.” The gargoyle’s eyes are filled with
mischief and I feel tension finally deep out of my frame. “You
should heal those quickly, ma petite, so no one will be the
wiser.”

“Let’s move on to our assignments for the day. What did you
find out about this new player on the board, Fitz?” Felix gives
his brother a look and Chess immediately gets up to wheel the
Cappie board over so he can make notes.

We already have the old rivals listed with small summaries and
a map of campus in black and white so we can highlight
territories and paths. Hopefully, it won’t look as ridiculously
unbalanced as the one on the Apex board does, but who
knows? This place hasn’t given us much chance to get a feel
for its atmosphere because it’s been a ghost town until today.

“I was slightly limited in what searches I could start on my
phone, bro. But it’s weird so far. What I know so far is more
geared towards her ‘author persona’ than her real identity.”
My hyper tiger rubs the back of his neck, giving Chess a rueful
expression. “Looks like Carina Raquel Rockland graduated
from that defunct private academy the Hopewells ran until a
decade ago. She’s held a lot of random jobs related to
counseling since, but only one of note: Capital Prep.”

Aubrey grunts, shaking his head as he looks at Chess. “None
of you were here when Rainbow Ridge Academy had to
shutter, but they lost accreditation. It was a big pyramid
scheme designed to make those hypocritical fuckwads a



fortune off preds who wanted their kids to attend a school that
‘accepted everyone.” Unfortunately, all they fostered was a
slew of uneducated morons because it was all a facade.”

I frown, remembering Purple having a bunch of issues in late
elementary school that Pink held over her head for a while
before getting her father to ‘fix’ it. Lucille was on the warpath
about making sure I had all these lessons in ferocity around
that time and I didn’t pay attention to whatever Purple had
going on. It was hard to focus when I barely slept because of
the nightmares.

“That explains why a fucking scavenger is allowed to be part
of an elite five staff,” Fitz mutters. “Job placements were
likely part of a settlement with the families who paid for their
kids to attend.”

“It’s what the Raj would have done,” Chess agrees. “He
wouldn’t return money, but he’d throw his weight around.”

“What else did you learn, Fitz? I’m interested in the author
portion especially.” Renard’s wings pop free and I can tell he’s
feeling agitated. I frown, peeling myself off the cushions to sit
in his lap, and his wings surround us protectively.

Lacing my lips against his ear, I murmur, “What’s wrong, my
lyrical lover?”

He shakes his head, and the wings tighten. “I don’t know.
Something about this is disturbing my gargoyle. It feels...
unsettling.”

“It should, you big softie.” Fitz grins as he holds up a finger.
“Rockland isn’t a well-known high tier family name and since
she’s a scavenger, I can’t find a damn thing about her
provenance.”

“Zeus help us, he’s watching the Princess’ mysteries again,”
Felix mutters. “The gargoyle is right, Fitz. If you can’t locate
her family, we need to know what the public persona says.”

“Okay, okay. I was saving the best for last, you tight asses.
The suspicious guidance counselor is a romance author called
C.R. Rockhard.”



“Oh, gross!” Everyone looks at Chess as he brushes himself
off like he’s been infected. I pat Rennie’s knee and he lets me
out of my cozy wing haven to go to him. The cheetah is still
muttering as he shakes himself, his face full of disgust.

“Chessie,” I say softly as Fitz joins me in flanking him until he
stills. “Tell us what’s got you acting like you need a radiation
shower.”

His eyes are dark and I can see the animal flickering in them.
That’s unusual for our placid mate, so I tug his bun free and
stroke his hair gently. He purrs a little and Fitz sits his chin on
the opposite shoulder. Once we’re enveloping him, I feel his
heart rate slow.

“I thought she was being friendly. She showed me around the
office, lamenting that I’'m only there part time, and asking ‘get
to know you’ questions. But every once in a while, she’d ask
something too personal, then laugh it off when I hesitated. It
was uncomfortable, but I tried to keep her happy since we
need allies.”

Dual growls escape Fitz and me, making Chess flush and Fitz
hold his fist up for a bump. Once 1 oblige, | ask softly, “Are
you comfortable relaying what she asked that made you so
upset?”

Chess nods and sighs. “It was about Fitz and 1. A little about
Felix and the other Apex employees, but she came back to Fitz
and I more than just in passing. It felt like... she was testing
the waters to see how much I’d tell her. I felt weirdly profiled
as a gossipy gay man.”

That makes Aubrey shoot out of his seat and walk over with a
dangerous fire in his eyes. “I will crisp her, Chester.”

“Hey, knotty knight. I want to defend his honor. You can have
the leftovers,” Fitz complains.

“How many times do I have to tell you that thing is not cor—"

I arch a brow at them both, pulling back from the embarrassed
cat to interrupt their squabble. “No one is crisping, removing
tongues, or doing anything to this creepy bitch until we know
what the hell her game is. Maybe she’s a spy for Lucille or



someone sent by the hooded dicks? We can’t waste
opportunities just because she’s gross as hell.”

Felix gives me a pleased smile as he motions for us to be
seated. “Princess is right. With so many unknowns, we have to
be strategic. There’s a ton of research to be done on shit from
Apex, much less this new garbage. No deaths until we can
maximize the effect.”

“He didn’t say ‘no maiming’ so I’'m good,” Fitz crows. “I hope
you have space in that trophy case, Baby Girl.”

“You know I do,” I reply with a wicked grin. “Surprise me.”

“By Hades toga, you two are so fucking creepy,” Aubrey
grumbles. “Just kill people and be done with it.”

“Some people deserve to suffer first, Buffalo Bibliophile. It’s
justice.” Fitz winks at me and I giggle.

Even his insults are getting more high-brow. I love it.

“Can we stop focusing on me now that I’ve shared my
experience? The admin staff here are worse than the owls at
Apex; they’re all raptors of different types, so they despise
felines.”

“Great. That means they’ll hate me, too,” I groan. “We all
know what raptor birds do with rabbits. Mattie i1s an
exception.”

“Fine. We’ll move on to Aubrey, since the Brooding Bard is
probably waiting for his info.”

Felix’s very ‘Fitz-like’ nickname is so jarring that we all laugh
and the cloud hanging over the room disappears.

Until my phone beeps with a summons for tomorrow afternoon
after my first day of classes—with the mysterious Ms.
Rockland herself.



DOG DAYS ARE OVER

DELORES

DRAGGING MYSELF OUT OF BED THIS MORNING WAS NO SMALL
feat. After Chess’ admission last night, the boys decided they
were all staying in my room again. We piled in and got comfy
with a movie, leaving it on until everyone dozed off. I think
everyone was feeling protective of our cheetah, and though the
guys didn’t specifically say it, that meant they needed to be
close.

I’'m not complaining—the family blob in my bed is the most
safe and accepted I've ever felt in my brief life.

But they’re all gone now—off to prepare for early classes,
appointments, or visitors in their respective positions here.
Since my first class of the day is Acting, followed by Voice,
I’m not starting at the crack of dawn. I have Shifter History
after my break and it worries me more than the first two. It
might be a day full of new professors, but the last Shifter
History professor made my life miserable until I ended his.
The odds of me getting a decent person teaching a class based
on the Council’s curated narrative aren’t good.

My cheeks flush as I pull on the skimpy uniform Cappie
requires—one even more revealing than the one Apex forced
on us. The rules here say I have to be wearing it between the
hours of seven a.m. and five p.m. when classes are in session,
regardless of what class I’'m heading to. The duffel bag of
clothes to change into when I get to Acting is sitting next to
my messenger bag. | hope they have a locker room in the arts



complex because I don’t want to get stuck carrying all my gear
every day.

After I pull my hair into a ponytail and add a little makeup, 1
check my bag to make sure I have the tech, chargers, and
materials I’ll need for today. I have a copy of my schedule on
my phone, but I also have a printed copy with the map on the
back. Since people messed with my access to tech last year for
the first part of the semester, I don’t want to be left blind if the
Heathers found a sponsor after the dust-up at practice.

Taking a deep breath, I close my eyes and focus on centering
myself. Today is important—I’ll see Rufus and Cori for the
first time in months and meet my new professors. I can’t let all
the insecurities and doubts I shed by the end of the year come
back just because my old enemies followed me here. Capital
Prep is a whole new world and a student body full of people
who don’t know the Delores Drew I am now.

This is my chance to start fresh and I'm going to take it.

I squat down and pet Jinx’s head. “Everyone deserves a second
chance, right, baby?”

Her mew makes me smile and I watch her scamper back to her
treechouse before I head out.

Hopefully, I'm not being naive again.

“BUENOS Di4s! MY NAME IS ADRIATICA LOS FELIZ AND IF YOU
are new to Capital, 1 will be your theater and speech instructor.
I am also the head of the Theater department, so questions you
have about the program should be funneled through me.”

They gave us access to lockers, so I just returned from
changing and storing my stuff to find a colorfully dressed
woman clapping her hands for attention in the middle of the
room. My eyes dart to Rufus and Cori, both of whom are
leaning against the wall behind her with matching grimaces.
That doesn’t bode well, but I turn back to the professor
quickly so it’s not obvious I picked up on their displeasure.



“This 1s an upper level course, so I expect all of you—
especially our transfers from Apex—to keep up with our pace.
We have many talented young performers in this program and
now that it is being funded appropriately, our schedule will be
rigorous. We will begin with warm-ups. Take your places and
prepare to stretch.”

She doesn’t give further instructions, but I notice the girls
from the Pred Games team striding to the front to stand in a
starting position for yoga. Taking their cue, I find my space
near the back so I can observe their routine without being a
spectacle. This isn’t how classes ran at Apex, and Professor
los Feliz obviously has a more structured approach.

That's why my besties look irritable, 1'd bet. We had lots of
leeway and now we don t.

By the way she takes us through the moves, I know she’s some
sort of feline. The grace our new professor moves with is
unmistakable—I know because I spend a good amount of time
watching my three big cats. Her eyes flick to her new
assistants occasionally, and I feel my bunny’s annoyance when
she rolls her eyes at Cori. My friend is a talented dancer, but
she struggles with balance in this type of situation because of
how she’s built. If this woman picks on her, there’s going to be
a problem.

“Now that we’re warm in body, we must get our chords ready
for speaking!”

Everyone shuffles around until we’re in a circle and she leads
us in a bunch of weird exercises where we make loud sounds
and trills. I'm used to some of them from vocal lessons, but
they have not asked me to mimic other animal sounds. It feels
ridiculous, but the Cappie students don’t seem a bit fazed.
When we finish, Rufus walks around with packets, winking at
me as [ take mine. I’'m going to have to wait for the skinny on
their experience with our odd drama teacher, but I bet it’s
good.

“This 1s our first production for the year?”

I recognize the voice belonging to the brash jaguar from my
PG team immediately. She’s the one who squared up with



Gold and her followers are right behind her again. I never
caught her name during the practice they deigned to show for,
but her attitude tells me she expects to be on top of the heap
here.

“Yes, Selene. The first quarter production will be a small play.
We will audition for it during our next class and start
rehearsals immediately after casting. The performances will be
right after midterms.”

Her beautiful features mar as she looks at her friends. “I don’t
know this play. Do any of you?”

They shake their heads, and I look down at the synopsis for a
moment, studying it. A growing sense of horror fills me as |
read and my eyes dart to my friends. They both look
uncomfortable, and I realize they likely complained about it,
but their protest fell on deaf ears.

“#Viral 1s a recent work by a new playwright and I’'m very
excited to explore its themes! It’s perfect for a high school or
college setting. Though the speaking parts will be all female,
we will have plenty of ensemble and backstage positions for
the guys.”

Dear Hera, please let someone who has powerful parents
complain before we embark on this theatrical Titanic.

“It’s an amazing idea,” the crocodile in the group coos. Her
insincerity practically oozes from her words and, paired with
her species, I make a note to give her a wide berth. So much
about this girl suddenly reminds me of Bruno and I have no
interest in finding out if her bad side is as terrible as his.

I pull out my phone quickly, making a few notes about the
people in this class, so I’'ll remember later.

Selene: Pred Games, jaguar, head Cappie
Jaiyana: crocedile, sne of Selenes girls, Pred
Games team



Roswitha: grizgly: one of Selenes girls; Pred
Games team

Kyaw: pythen; sne of Selenes ginls; Pred
Games team

speech; very stuctured; dsesnt seem te like

must want te die

Unfortunately, I’ll have to rely on my detective skills here
because if every professor cares so little about making sure
they acclimate the new students, I’m going to have a rough go
for the first few weeks. Chess and Fitz can pull rosters and do
some digging, but until then, I’'m flying blind. I’ll need to be
very cautious about who I interact with and how until I know
what side they fall on, Council-wise.

As for the hoods, who the fuck knows?

“Thank you, Jaiyana! I am looking forward to seeing all of
you audition on Wednesday.” Professor los Feliz smiles
broadly, but I sense something behind it I can’t put my finger
on. It might be paranoia because of Abel last year, but she’s
not saying exactly what she means. “One of my new assistants
will pass out the syllabus, schedules for the rehearsals for this
production, and your homework for the weekend. After that,
please break off on your own or in groups to read through your
sides for the audition until the end of class.”

I wait patiently until Cori comes to me, Rufus following as
they lead me to a corner at the back of the theater. The rest of
my classmates are moving to their own spaces as well, so it
doesn’t stick out when they follow me. Once we’re all
together, I rush forward and hug them tightly. A feeling of
safety comes over me, and I sigh. “Thank hell. I missed you
guys so much.”



Rufus chuckles and pulls back a little. “Well, isn’t this adorbs,
Coco? Our scaredy bunny is showing emotions and touching
people! What have those boys done to you, boo?”

Smacking his arm lightly, I wrinkle my nose. “Make fun of my
trauma all you want. You know you love me.”

He sniffs and Cori bursts out laughing. “You two are the worst.
Stop sniping ‘cause we have a fon to catch up on. Talking on
Fangtime was not enough and I can’t wait to hear all the tea
about your summer, D.”

“What summer? I worked for Luc, which is always great, and I
trained with César, but otherwise I was locked up like freaking
Rapunzel,” I mutter. “Lucille had her goons watching my
every move when she wasn’t in residence.”

“So sad, Dollypop. Coco worked for my Aunt Brandine in the
salon and I did my usual underhanded shit for my family. It
was a blast, but not having you there was a total drag,” Rufus
says as he settles on the floor. “However, we will claim you
tomorrow night in our dorm so we can fix that mess you’re
calling hair.”

[ throw a pen at him, narrowing my eyes. “How was I
supposed to upkeep this without you guys? It’s not like I could
go to Lucille’s people and I sure as fuck wasn’t going to
attempt it myself. Is it really that bad?”

Cori giggles and nods, her curls bouncing. “You have like four
inch roots, babe. Didn’t those boys say anything to you?”

“They have informed me they firmly believe I look perfect no
matter what. And no, I’'m not telling you about my lesson
regarding that tidbit.” My face heats, and they both snort in
unison. “So, no. They will not tell me if my dye job needs
work—TIike ever.”

“That’s what we’re for; don’t worry. 1 have zero problem
telling you when you’re a hot mess, girl.” Rufus winks and
Cori elbows him, making him choke on his gum. “Damn it,
Coco.”

“Now that we’ve established my shitty self-care routine, can
you guys tell me about this chick?” I hold up the play pages



with a frown. “Tell me about this disaster waiting to happen.
Does she have some sort of agenda or is she really this
clueless?”

“Clueless!” they chorus, and I groan.

I will not enjoy this class one bit.



NEW IN TOWN

DELORES

MADAME DE BOUVIER RAN MY VOICE LESSONS EXACTLY HOW
I’d expect. In fact, so far, she’s my favorite new professor. She
was pleasant, if not a little mousy for her species.

As I exit the Cappie version of the Shird from my second day
of classes, I ponder for a moment. I’'m uncertain I want to
venture through the tunnel to the cafeteria on my own, and |
also don’t want to call for an escort. I saw one of Raina’s men
watching this morning as I walked to the building next door;
he seemed shy. He’s probably lurking around here somewhere,
but the quokka doesn’t know me yet and I hate to force him to
interact.

Maybe I'll grab food at our quarters for now and leave the
main campus for my afternoon classes.

Heading down the path, I look up at House Reptilian and
frown. I have to go there soon to rumple something of my stuff
and make it look like I’ve been around. It feels even more
foreboding now that students are here and I can’t figure out
why. It just has an icky vibe, so I don’t want to be anywhere
near it. I thought it was my bunny at first, but the more I think
about it, that doesn’t feel accurate.

I shake my head as I scan my arm at the back door of our new
home, muttering, “I’ll make Fitz come with me. That will fix
it.”

“You’ll make Fitz go where, Baby Girl? Do I need to crack
someone’s head already? Show me who and it’s done.”



Blinking as the tiger in question bounces over like a Disney
character, I laugh softly. “No, you don’t have to beat anyone
up. My dorm building is still creeping me out and I decided
you should come with me tonight.”

He picks me up, throwing me over his shoulder and patting me
on the ass despite my squeals. “No problem. I’'m always happy
to guard your body. Plus, I can discourage anyone who thinks
they can gawp at my girl. Win-win.”

“Put me down, you ape!” My voice sounds exasperated, but
we both know I don’t mean it. I’d let Fitz Khan manhandle me
anyway he chooses anytime and my protests are weak.

“I can only assume you meant to say ‘pretty please with a
cherry on top, oh masterful and sexy boyfriend of mine,” so
I’ll let you go once we get to the kitchen.”

“Hmmm. No, I don’t think I forgot to say that. Felix isn’t
here.” My lips curve as he makes a sound of betrayal and stops
mid-stride. Before I know it, Fitz is nose-to-nose with me,
grinning like a crazy man.

“I’d literally pay for you two to get your shit together and
bump uglies, Baby Girl. My brother desperately needs to let
himself go for once, and you need someone to rein you in a
little.” He dips his head to kiss me lightly and cocks his head.
“Now, come eat before you waste all my touchy time with
verbal sparring.”

This. Freaking. Guy.

I let him lead me over to the counter, plopping on one of the
stools and letting my bag hit the floor. He whistles as he pulls
a bunch of stuff out, assembling a huge sandwich that looks
fucking delicious. Fitz winks as he pushes one towards me and
the other at the chair next to me. When he joins me, I pick it
up and groan as the flavor rolls over my tongue.

“Damn, Fitzy. You make a mean sandwich when I send you to
the kitchen,” I say as I wipe my mouth. My eyes dance as I
give him a playful smile. “You’re on post sexy time food duty
from now on.”



He rolls his eyes, licking his chops clean. “Don’t give me too
much credit, Baby Girl. Chessie made the aioli; I’'m sure of it.
By the taste, I think your bunny likes the garlic...what’s up
with that? Speaking of which, I don’t ever think I’ve seen you
eat a carrot, and that’s just freaky.”

And there goes his ADHD again.

Instead of asking why the hell he’s wondering about carrots, I
just shrug. “Not much for them unless they’re cooked—never
have been. I guess it is a bunny sin, huh?”

His face lights up and he nods, then sips his soda. “Yup.
Though, you eat meat and I guess that’s odd, too. I’'m just glad
you don’t pick at salads and shit because you’re dieting all the
time. It would make the brooding brothers and Chess lose their
minds. They’re such henny penny motherfuckers.”

I arch a brow. “Says the guy who carried me from the door and
made me lunch?”

“I don’t know what you mean by that,” he shrugs and finishes
his food. “Now eat up so you have energy for my afternoon
delight, woman.”

Well, if you put it that way.

IT’s A piTy I CAN’T HAVE FITZ FOR LUNCH EVERY DAY. OR
Chess. Or... Okay, I’d accept a rotating lunch schedule; I’'m
not picky. I mean, who’d complain about big sandwiches and
big O’s for their mid-day break? Not this bunny, that’s for
sure.

I sigh as I leave the library. It sucks that I didn’t get to see
anyone else, but Aubrey was swamped with the dreaded
password reset shit he dreads every semester and Rennie was
in class. Felix and Chess were both in their offices meeting
with students, though I’'m not sure why my royal tiger would
need to. Maybe he and Zhenga are plotting shit for the Pred
Games schedule? It wouldn’t surprise me. They seem
determined to turn the Cappie team into a juggernaut. I like



Felix has something that makes him excited. He hates the
shifting classes with a passion and this seems to make him

happy.

I'm not even worried about him spending so much time with
Coach Z.

“Fitz isn’t the only one having growth,” I mutter as I head into
the tunnel. Apprehension fills my veins as the airlock closes,
but I know there’s a new quokka behind me. He waved when |
walked out, and I knew he was the afternoon companion.
Truthfully, I feel better with someone following along, even if
they don’t talk to me.

Raina’s triplets don’t /ook threatening, but neither did she until
she pulled out a compound bow and went Legolas on those
hooded freaks. I learned a lesson about underestimating an
opponent just because they aren’t a pred that day. Triplet Two
is probably packing heat, but he will not show it unless we
face an issue. Interestingly, the quokkas dress like bikers, not
pirates.

By the time I emerge from my musings about my raccoon
friend’s little harem, I’'m at the end of the underwater tunnel
and 1 swipe my card to exit to the main campus. Looking
around, I note the various dorms, then the pathways leading to
the student buildings. The center is very exposed and I’m not a
fan of all the places someone could dart out to attack. I
remember the weird flash bang from the other night and look
up to see what must be an avian shifter class above.

Nope, don t like that, either.

“Don’t worry, girly. They aren’t allowed to fly around
unsupervised at night or on weekends.”

I blink in surprise, looking at my quiet companion. “That’s
good to know. It’s a bit jarring to have them circling like this.”

“Agreed, ma’am. I’m no fan of winged preds, either.”

He doesn’t elaborate, but he falls in step with me as I head for
the Scholastic Complex. I decide to bridge the gap myself.
“You can call me Dolly. Raina and The Captain do and any
mate of theirs is a friend of mine.”



“Bowser,” he replies with the bright smile his kind are known
for. “My brothers are Banjo and Kirby. Don’t say it... our
mum was an old school gamer.”

Stifling a giggle, I press my lips together to get a hold of
myself before I speak. When 1 finally have control, I ask,
“Felix calls me Princess—please tell me you call Raina that.”

His cheeks flush bright pink as he mutter, “Peaches. I call her
Peaches.”

That does it—my control snaps, and I burst into laughter.
Apparently, all men are assholes and even my raccoon friend
has to deal with it. “Oh, my.”

“She gets very cranky,” Bowser admits. “But I love it and her
response.”

We stop at the front of the building, and 1 wipe my face.
“Thank you for this. I was very nervous about this class
because of my experience with a bad professor and you’ve
calmed me down a lot. I really appreciate it.”

The quokka winks at me despite his embarrassed color. “I had
a feeling you needed a pick me up, girly. My Princess adores
you and I’d do anything for her. Be safe in there. Banjo will be
here to walk home with you if none of your men shows up.”

Giving him a little wave, I head up the stairs of the oddly
shaped building. There are lots of students filtering out, but I
don’t make eye contact. For the moment, I just want to learn
about the landscape of this place. I recognize a lot of faces
from social media——children of movie stars, musicians,
politicians and more—but none of them seem to know me.
That’s a good thing in my book; I’d rather get recognition on
the Games field than from the shenanigans in my past or my
family name. My classroom is on the second floor and once I
hoof it up the steps, I stand outside it to peek inside.

No one problematic yet—score.

A rough jolt sends me sprawling into the room and I have to
employ every skill I learned this summer to stay upright.
When I whirl around with my fists raised in position, I see
Gold smirking at me with her acolytes behind. They all looked



pleased with themselves for nearly flattening me and my
bunny sees red inside. A swell of fury threatens to consume
me, but I school my expression as I look at the girls who seem
incapable of simply fucking off to live their lives like adults.

“What is your problem?” I ask coolly. My hands drop to my
waist and [ mimic the cocked hip pose they’re all in.

“That Capital Prep also allows trash in its student body,” Gold
snarks. “Now you’ve sullied two respected institutions, loser.”

These fucking chicks are psycho. I haven't seen or spoken to
them in months, yet here they are still doing this childish
nonsense.

“Grow up, Heather—that’s directed at al/ of you, by the way.
This obsession with abusing me in public is pathetic and
immature. You didn’t scare me off last year and you won’t
succeed this year. I don’t care if you think you’re better than
me; your opinion doesn’t define my self-worth.” T sniff and
flip my ponytail at them, spinning on my heel to walk to the
back row to take my seat.

“You’ll be sorry, DD. Mark my words; we have plans for
you.” Pink calls out as I go.

Snorting as I drop into my chair, I give them a wide, toothy
grin. “Knock yourself out, ladies. The more you show
everyone exactly who you are, the less your narrative makes
sense. With time and distance, your focus on drawing this
bullshit out is going to look like what it is—a desperate
attempt to stay relevant by punching down. Chew on that for a
while.”

I reach into my bag and pull my tablet out, purposefully
ignoring them as I peruse my notes from earlier in the day.
Adding their names to my list of people’s details, I don’t
respond to any further comments or growls. The other students
are certainly watching, especially those close to Cappie’s
current power structure.

I’d bet texts and DMs are whizzing to the celebrity mean girls’
group from my acting class as we speak. Those two cliques
fighting one another for control of this school can only help



me, and I’m happy to let them duke it out while I solve the
mystery that brought them here.

After all, as long as they dont go after me or my friends, |
don t need to deal with them, right?

My nose wrinkles as my brain protests because that was the
old Dolly. I did that when I ran with the Heathers and look
where it got me. Fuck. Sighing as I look around the room, |
realize I’ll have to stand up for anyone either bitchy group
picks on and it’s going to put an even bigger target on my
back.

Just fucking peachy.



RISE

DELORES

[’M PRETTY SURE BEING A DICK IS A REQUIREMENT TO BE A
Shifter History professor. They probably ask about it on the
application to teach at the academies. That’s the only
explanation that makes any sense.

Herr Helmut Blitzen is an enormous aquatic shifter—my nose
said shark, but I’'m not as familiar with those—and he stomped
into class like he was storming a beach in battle. His dark,
glittering eyes looked over all of us hungrily and landed on me
so quickly I know he was told who I am. He didn’t call me out
like Abel; no, he simply called on me so many times I looked
like the class dunce within minutes. The questions he asked
about Council ‘victories’ weren’t things covered in last year’s
curriculum, and I’'m not sure if that was because Abel sucked
or because he skipped ahead.

The result was the same, regardless. Everyone laughed at my
expense for the entire class.

My eyes drifted to the clock constantly, watching the hand
move wistfully as he bellowed and flashed his teeth. Instead of
mouthing off like I did to Abel, I answered calmly and
apologized for my lack of knowledge. He didn’t seem pacified
by it, so that strategy won’t work for the rest of the semester.
The only thing that might save me is having Aubrey give me
private tutoring and reading far beyond our place in the texts.
I’ll have to dedicate time daily to preventing him from



humiliating me in every class which really chaps my
thumpers.

“As if I have time to fuck around with this shit. Between Pred
Games, people out to kill me, and fucking four productions a
year, I’'m already booked into oblivion. Now I have to make
time for some cockwaffle’s neurosis, too.” I mutter as I leave
the Scholastic building.

My brain is aching as potential schedules whiz through it. |
can survive on less sleep and work on some of this shit on the
weekend, but I also have five fucking boyfriends I actually
want to spend time with. That’s not counting my besties, who I
missed like a piece of my heart all summer. I thought Cappie
would be less demanding than Apex—everyone has always
ranked my school at the top of the heap for standards. Maybe
that’s just PR, too?

Hell if I know. All I know is I'm screwed and now I have this
meeting with Coach Cuntmuyffin.

Sighing, I walk down the steps and head to the Dupree Student
Center. The guidance offices are located there; Chess told me
where to go last night while we were watching the movie.
Cappie allowed him to teach some of the minor theater classes
—apparently, the professors here hate all the technical courses,
so he got those. However, his secondary role was guidance
liaison for Apex transfers, so he spends half his time working
for this woman.

Based on his experience the other day, I'm extremely
uncomfortable with that. I thought she was odd at practice, but
I figured it was the nature of being a cheerleading coach. The
girls who gravitate towards those teams are pretty specific, if
my memory of Shifter Secondary is correct, and you’d have to
be a little weird to deal with them and their parents. But the
story about her fishing for greater detail about Chessie’s
private life and our discovery of her pen name made me
wonder if there’s more to it than lack of social skills.

According to our Google searches on her ‘work,’ I believe |
know exactly who this chick is and what she was doing.

“You need evidence, though, Dolly, or you can’t accuse her.”



With that last pep talk, I step off the elevator onto the third
floor and take the right turn, Chess told me. Coach Rockland’s
guidance office is at the end of the hallway, sitting on the edge
of the building. My nervous cheetah told me it’s huge, full of
expensive snooty furnishings, and has a spectacular view of
the campus. None of those things contradicted our suspicion
that her position here was a bribe to keep her family from
demanding money back from the defunct Rainbow Academy,
so another strike goes against her name.

I knock on the door lightly, waiting until I hear a sing-song
command to ‘enter’ ring out. Opening the door cautiously, I
walk into an office that reminds me of the one for the dictator
from the magic movie except it’s not decorated in pink, but
rainbow. Everything in the room is a different color and the
walls are a coordinating gradient. Posters declaring popular
slogans like ‘Born This Way,” ‘Yas Qween,’, ‘Slay All Day,’
‘Love is Love,” and ‘Proud ally’ are framed on the walls
facing her desk. Under them are bookshelves filled with
textbooks, reference books, and stacks of novels, but I notice
most of them have the pseudonym Fitz found on the spine.

Likewise, single books are nestled in cubbies with small
decorations to create displays for each title on the top shelves
of each low case.

Holy mother of Cerberus, this place is a shrine to her own
ego. I’'m in serious trouble.

The woman in question beams at me from behind her standing
desk, walking on a treadmill as she gestures for me to sit in
one of the garish armchairs facing her. “Welcome, Delores!
I’'m so happy to have you join us at our elite institution.
Forgive me for not letting you in, but I have to get in my steps
and dictation. I may not be as prolific as some, but their
derision can’t stop me!”

I nod, confused by her response. It sounds like she expects me
to know details about her I’'m not privy to and I’m unsure if
it’s because she believes she’s that well known or if she’s just
clueless. I don’t want to set her off, though, so I give her a
tight smile. “No problem, Coach Rockland. I have to admit I



was a bit surprised by this appointment; I was unaware I
needed to see you once we settled my schedule.”

She laughs—a throaty, condescending sound that makes my
skin itch. “Oh, no. This isn’t about your schedule. I called you
here to discuss your mental health.”

What?

“Im aware of your... interesting emergence and the
subsequent issues that plagued you at Apex last year. Several
students expressed their concern about your delusions and
victim complex, so under our protocols, I contacted your
mother.”

My face goes from friendly to blank within seconds. I know
what’s expected of me as a Drew or Rostoff—whichever
Lucille wants to equate me with this week—and I cannot
allow this woman to glean any knowledge of my emotions. |
don’t know if this is a trap set by my psycho mother or my ex-
BFFs, but since they’re both involved, I have to be strong.
“What did my mother say about these spurious accusations?”’

“She admitted you had a rough transition to your animal, and
that she was constantly disappointed in your inability to handle
challenges thrown at you during your first year as a college
student. By the time we finished speaking, she agreed with my
assessment that you should have two counseling sessions a
week with me until I feel you’ve worked through your issues.”
Her smug smile makes my stomach turn, but I don’t even

blink.

[ nod and tilt my head. “When will these sessions be
scheduled? My schedule is quite full and my mother expects
me to excel in every aspect of my school work. I cannot allow
something as trivial as ‘therapy’ to derail my achievements
here.”

Keep it frosty, Dolly. Don 't let her know how angry you are.

“I’'m adding them to your schedule for the first semester now,
but I see space Monday morning and Thursday afternoon. You
will be here on time, ready to work on your self-centered
delusions, and we will resolve your needless hatred for the



people who are simply trying to make you a better person
despite your... handicap.” Her smile is bright and friendly, but
I can see the malevolent glee under it. It’s tinged with some
sort of eagerness as well and I don’t understand it. “We will
also discuss your narcissism and how it’s led to the
nymphomania you’re engaged in. Talking about this aberrance
in great detail will help me understand how to fix your broken
mind.”

Suddenly, I get what’s happening. My eyes dart to the decor
and then back to the vulture smiling at me as if she cares
deeply for my well being. This is all a trap, and it wasn't set
by the Heathers or Lucille. No, the scavenger sitting in front of
me forged this steel cage, and it benefits her more than anyone
who lent their hands to building it. Coach Rockland knew the
moment the Heathers visited her to spew their bullshit that she
could force me to come spill my guts to her if she embarrassed
the great Lucille Drew enough. Lucille played into her hand
expertly and now she’s got an unwilling captive to mine ideas
for her fucking books.

As soon as she's done scraping everything she can out of me,
she’ll declare I'm miraculously cured, no doubt.

I don’t let her know I’ve figured out her play, nor do I show
one ounce of emotion. “I appreciate you working with my
schedule and calling me into your office to explain the
situation. Is that all you need from me today, Coach?”

“Oh, my. You should call me ‘doctor’ while we’re in session,
Delores. I am the one tasked with making you a presentable
member of our society, after all. Your repaired image will all
be because of my hard work and talent. I cannot wait to write
up the specifics for a book.”

My eyes narrow for a second, but I get it under wraps. Like
hell she's going to use my misfortune and hard work to profit.
“As far as I’ve been told, ma’am, you’re not a doctor of any
kind. I wouldn’t feel comfortable giving credence to a false
narrative simply to enhance your self-worth. I’ll stick to
Coach, thank you.”



Despite my even tone and unreadable expression, Rockland
doesn’t take my declaration well. Her cheery facade snaps,
revealing the darkness lurking under it as she glares at me.
“We will see about that, Miss Drew. I am the one in charge; |
have more sway than you. If it takes more strident methods to
get you under control, I won’t hesitate to use them.”

“Last year, I learned to accept that I cannot control the actions
of others, only my response to them. If you choose to employ
less savory efforts to curb my free will, I cannot guarantee
what damage that might do to you in the long run. But
threatening me won’t do much—my mother is far superior in
that arena and I know she will follow through.” Rising to my
feet, I pick up my bag with one hand and push the emergency
button on my phone screen with the other. “If that’s all, I have
homework to attend to.”

She slams her palm on the handle of the treadmill, stopping it
to jump off and advance towards me. Vultures are carrion
eaters and looked down upon by almost all preds, so I know I
have a tactical advantage if she attacks. I may be prey, but they
trained me to be a pred, so I won’t pull my punches if it’s
defending myself. But she doesn’t come close enough to get
physical—instead, she pauses at the edge of her desk with a
cunning grin.

“Miss Drew, you’ll find I don’t threaten anyone. I make
promises and I offer my sincere help to those who need it...
like you. You needn’t fear my sessions; no, use them to
become a better version of the lowly prey animal you turned
out to be. With my help, you’ll rise to a modicum of respect in
line with what you deserve.”

Don t react, Dolly. She wants you to attack her so she can call
you crazy. Reel it in, bunny rabbit.

Before 1 can respond, the door pops open and I see Fitz’s
glowing eyes and a toothy grin. He looks as if he’s barely
controlling the crazy as he clears his throat. “Ah, there you
are, Miss Drew! They have sent me to fetch you by Coach
Zhenga for a Games strategy session. Forgive me, Coach, as I
must steal her away.”



I look at him, then the nasty counselor, my eyes suspicious.
Why is he talking like a fucking butler in an Agatha Christie
movie? The whole thing is weird, but he definitely got my
distress call and he’s trying to save me, so I nod. “Absolutely,
Professor Khan. We were finished here, anyway.”

“Oh, please. As if it’s not well known this girl is sleeping
around with half the staff, including you,” Rockland says,
waving her hand. “You have no right to end my meeting
before I say it’s done.”

Fitz’s grin widens, and the psycho fills his eyes as he steps
further into the room. “Thank fuck. I was already tired of
pretending to be nice.” He cracks his neck and steps closer to
the vulture, his expression more menacing than before. “Since
you know, I can make it crystal clear that Dolly is our girl, just
like Chess is our cheetah. If you so much as wear a perfume
that bothers them, I’ll take great delight in plucking every one
of your feathers individually before roasting you on a spit to
feed to the reptiles. And since that sort of thing was my job for
the ambush, I am skilled at making it last for weeks.”

Rockland arches a brow, but I can almost taste the fear in the
air. | take Fitz’s hand, giving her a big fake smile, and follow
him out the door without another word.

1’ve won this round, even if I don't know what the next holds.



HEATHENS

Firz

[F MY BABY GIRL HADN’T PUT THE KIBOSH ON KILLING PEOPLE
before we know what their game is, I would have strangled
that corpse nibbling bitch with my bare hands. 1 can tell
whatever she said has Dolly shaken because the icy exterior
she erected hasn’t melted and we’re halfway through the
tunnel. Her posture is ramrod straight and the grip she has on
my hand would make a lesser pred cry.

But I'm not a lesser pred and if she needs to crush my hand
bones for a couple hours, I'll live. It won 't be the first time its
happened.

“Baby Girl...” I start, but she shakes her head emphatically.
“Not here.”

My brow arches, but I catch her looking around furtively. She
believes it’s possible there’s surveillance in this stupid tube
and honestly, she’s probably right. I would have thought of
that myself—hello, hacker—but I’'m so fucking angry about
her being upset that it’s clouding my brain box.

“I just wanted to ask about your first day. I can see it went
very well, though.” That almost gets a laugh out of her and I
beam.

“Yes, it was quite pleasant,” she lies. “Capital Prep is an
excellent school.”

If anyone believes that horseshit, I've got a swamp in Florida
to sell them.



I muffle my chuckle with a cough and squeeze her hand
lightly. She was okay at lunch, despite the weird Theater
professor, so all of this tension i1s about her stupid fucking
History class and the guidance cunt. My mind races with ideas
on how to fuck up her ridiculous cheer squad and make her
pay in tiny ways that will cause the avian to molt with anxiety.
Even if 1 can’t come at her directly, I guarantee the winged
wankers will help me figure out less obvious ways to torture
the bitch. It’s Ren’s specialty and I know he’ll play along.

“You’re coming over for dinner, right?” It occurs to me I need
to keep up the pretense she’s not coming home to the library
every night, especially since we haven’t checked out her dorm
recently. “Felix and Chess are coming, t00.”

Her eyes light up as she gets why I’m saying it so loudly. The
rules say only the Flaming Hot Cheeto and Grumpy Goliath
can live in that space—there has to be an explanation as to
why we’re all there at night. Felix, Chess, and I are supposed
to be living at our off-campus townhouse. Since our girl
arrived, we’ve barely set foot in the damn place, and I doubt it
will get any better as the semester goes on. I should probably
get that crew of prey minions to move most of our stuff in over
a couple of nights, so we don’t have to make trips back and
forth.

“Of course I’'m coming to dinner. I want to talk about
everyone’s first day and how your classes went, t0o.”

The tiny wink she gives me makes me roll my eyes and I
chuckle softly. Dolly is smart as a whip, but stealthily, she is
not. We’ll have to work on creeping and crawling so she
doesn’t stick out like a sore thumb. Even if she spent the past
year cultivating a look that definitely begs for attention, she
needs to know how to blend into the background if we’re
going to solve the mystery of the dead kids and the hooded
freaks. I’'m sure we’ll have to sneak around a bit to find clues.

When we reach the other end of the quiet passage, | wave my
badge at the scanner and the lock opens to let us out. Breathing
in a deep lungful of fresh air, I let it out slowly. I don’t know
why these assholes at Cappie didn’t just build a goddamn
bridge instead of that underwater birth canal, but I really



fucking hate it. It’s too contained, and the access is out of my
control—I don’t fucking trust it a bit.

“We need to figure out a way to bypass that nightmare,” I
grumble as I take her hand. “It feels like we’re asking to be
ambushed or gassed or some bullshit by being in the damn
thing.”

“Are you claustrophobic, Fitzy?” Dolly grins mischievously.
“I would never have known.”

“Hell no. That thing feels like a giant trap a Bond villain
would devise. The airlocks? The glass? I mean, I’m just
waiting for someone to declare ‘the sharks got smarter’ and a
fucking megalodon to bust through it.”

Her eyes widen, and she clamps her hand over her mouth for a
moment. [ know she’s trying not to laugh, but I’'m serious with
this shit. I have a bad fucking feeling about that tube and my
tiger refuses to let it go. I'm about to growl at her when
something drops out of the trees, making us both scream like
bitches. When my vision clears, I see Renard double over,
laughing so hard he can barely stand.

That mother fucker, I'll...

I bum rush the chortling gargoyle, knocking him to the ground
and rolling around as we take swipes at one another. He’s still
cracking up as we tumble around, but I’'ll show his ass.
Scaring the absolute fuck out of our girl is not funny. My ears
prick up at a tinkling sound and suddenly, I realize I'm
punching him, but Dolly is actually giggling. In fact, she’s flat
on her ass, clutching her sides as we wrestle, and she might
even be crying.

“Baby Girl, I’'m defending your honor. The least you could do
is... ow, damn it!” I snarl at Ren when his tail yanks mine.
“You’re a fucking cheater, Laveaux.”

She sobers a little, wiping her eyes and trying to catch her
breath before she replies. “I’m sorry, Fitzy. It’s just... he got
us. We’re so big and bad, but he literally scared our pants off
dropping from a tree. [ mean... he’s not invisible. How bad do
we suck?”



Put that way, it is pretty humorous.

I stop wailing on Renard as I chuckle softly. I’'m more
embarrassed than mad, anyway, so she’s right. “Okay, okay.
Pouty Prankster wins this round.”

“Merci, Fitzgerald. Your concession is much appreciated.” The
shifter in question leaps to his feet and holds his hand out to
me, then to our girl. “I was watching for your arrival, but you
needed to lighten up.”

Snorting, I grumble, “I don’t know if making me jump out of
my fucking skin is the right way to tone down the mood.”

Dolly brushes off her butt, picking up her bag and grinning
widely. “It worked pretty well, honestly. I needed that laugh,
and so did you.”

Renard winks, then bows. “At your service, as always, ma
petite lapin. Felix wanted someone to watch for another aerial
attack as we entered. That flash looked like a flash grenade on
the feeds and it makes all of us nervous to think someone is
using human weapons to distract or disarm us.”

A flash bang? Since when the fuck do any shifters need human
shit? Have we made yet another enemy?

“That seems like overkill,” our girl says thoughtfully. “We
weren’t prepared for air, so they could have dropped a damn
coconut from above to knock us out and it would have
worked. Could it be about testing our defenses?”

I blink, then burst out laughing again. “A coconut? Would it
have been migrating?”

They snort and roll their eyes, but Renard is the first to reply.
“Fitz, you’ve been watching entirely too many human movies
with them.”

“I strongly disagree,” Dolly says as she links one arm in each
of ours. “Now take me home and feed me, boys. I could eat a
water buffalo.”

Yes, ma’am.
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“CHESS, THIS IS DELICIOUS.” DOLLY SLURPS UP ANOTHER
noodle, making my cock kick in my pants as she groans
happily.

I could kiss my darling cheetah for making this Italian dish,
and the smirk on his face says he knows it. He wipes his
mouth, smiling broadly before he says, “I knew you’d like it. I
made sure it was spicy enough for the big guy, but not so
much it would burn everyone else’s tongues.”

She grabs another piece of the cheesy bread and takes a bite,
chewing it with more indecent noises. Every eye at the table is
watching her and when she realizes it, she turns bright pink.
“Stop it, you guys. I had to live on fucking salads most of the
summer because of Lucille’s watchdog and his pack of
dickheads. Having actual food for the past few days has been
glorious.”

“But... you’re... a bunny?” Felix says with an amused look.
“Are you complaining about lettuce and shit?”

“Don’t be an ass, bro,” I mutter as I scoop some more pasta on
her plate. “Our girl likes a big helping of meat on her plate,
and I’m not complaining.”

My twin blinks, then actually laughs, making everyone else
follow suit. Man, I really love how he’s opening up. Felix has
been punishing himself for so long that I can barely remember
how much fun he was before the weight of unrealized
expectations crushed him. His eyes dance as he watches Dolly
dig in with gusto and he twirls a wineglass in his fingers. He’s
enjoying himself without the aid of a hefty tipple of scotch and
it’s fucking beautiful.

“I suppose you’re right, Fitz.” Felix turns to Chess and claps
him on the back. “Good job, bro.”

I’m about to add my tidbit of wisdom when I get distracted by
the swipe of a pink tongue over pouty lips. Fuck. My eyes
narrow as [ watch her closer, scenting the change in the room



greedily. If we can clean this shit up quickly, we can probably
work in some naked time before—

“Calm down, Fitz,” Aubrey says, bringing me out of my
trance. “We still haven’t discussed what happened after snack
size’s morning classes.”

Dolly growls under her breath and wrinkles her nose. “Ugh. 1
was trying to avoid that garbage. Fine, I’ll spill. But everyone
needs to put down their pointy objects. Capiche?”

The others share a concerned look, then they glare at me when
I shrug. “She’s right. You don’t want to have a weapon in
hand.”

“I am a weapon,” the dragon snarls as he leans back in his
chair. “But I'll try to keep it cool.”

How do you argue with that shit? The motherfucker burnt
down the Library of Alexandria as a child. He's not wrong.

“Go ahead, Princess,” Felix says as he puts down his fork.
“Tell us what the hell has you on edge and Fitz scrambling to
cover.”

“Shifter History was... as expected. Blitzen is a dickwalftle,
and he embarrassed me at every turn. He didn’t take any sides
or let either group of mean girls pick on me as much as force
me to look stupid. I’ll have to study my cottontail off to get
ahead, so he can’t do it every day all year.” Her brows knit as
she looks down at her napkin, clearly frustrated with herself.

“You aren’t to blame for that, ma petite. Even your friends
agree that your mother purposefully kept you ignorant to
control you,” Renard says softly. “Flames and I will work with
you to get you up to speed.”

“Ugh, I know, but I hate feeling dumb. It’s just another thing
they can point at and say I’'m unworthy. As much as I know
it’s not true, I can’t help but get upset. I don’t know how this
asshat knew what button to push, but it fucking sucked.” Dolly
flops back in her chair, looking up at the ceiling with a long
sigh.

“I get that,” I interject. “People have always treated me like an
idiot because they didn’t know how to handle me. But you did,



Baby Girl, and now my head’s clearer than it’s ever been.
Sometimes smarts aren’t just in books, you know.”

She smiles softly, getting up from her spot to walk over and
plop down on my lap. One hand brushes over my hair, pushing
it out of my face before she leans in nose to nose. “Fitzgerald
Khan, you are not, nor have you ever been, stupid. Anyone
who thinks so will die before they finish saying the words.
Cross my heart.”

“Awwwww,” Aubrey says, his voice laced with playful
sarcasm. “Look how cute our family psychos are. It’s
adorable.”

My brow arches as I point a finger in his direction. “You,
Flaming Fartknocker, better be nice or I'll spill the tea about
your antics. We lost a lot of shit before the beautiful bunny
bounced into our lair.”

He snorts, blowing a smoke ring in annoyance, and I know I
got him. “Fine. Be body part collecting weirdos all you want.
It’s perfectly normal and not at all worrisome. Carry on.”

“Tell them the rest, Baby Girl,” I say as I turn back to her.
“They need to know why you hit the distress button.”

She makes a huffing sound, but leans back into my arms as she
complies. “That cunt cheer coach called me into her office to
tell me she’d had reports of my ‘delusions’ from last year from
other students. Then, in her infinite wisdom, she called
Lucille, who sold me up the river, and they decided I have to
get ‘counseling’ from her twice a week until she feels I'm
cured.”

“What?!” Chess blurts out, toppling his chair as he stands. “No
way. You can’t.”

“I have to,” Dolly replies glumly. “She’s made it part of my
schedule and run it up the flagpole. I could get banned from
shit like the Pred Games and performances if I don’t do what
she’s ordering. Lucille signed off on it, too, so I can’t even
work that angle.”

“Guys, there’s something really wrong with this woman,” I cut
in. “Her office looks like a unicorn barfed in it and she has all



these posters...”

Dolly groans. “Her office is this giant shrine to her books—
and based on the color scheme plus her poking at Chess, we
can guess what that is. The posters are full of generic ally
slogans and she’s got a bunch of authors I recognize on the
bottom shelf where there are books that aren’t hers.”

I didn’t get that part and now I’m ready to boil over. How
fucking dare she try to—

“Fitz, calm down,” Felix booms as he stares at me. “Princess,
tell us why you hit the button. This is all bullshit, but it’s not
why you panicked.”

She nods, dropping her gaze to look at her hands. “She called
me a narcissistic nymphomaniac and implied I’d have to
discuss my decline into that life in great detail to work through
it. The look in her eye was so predatory that I knew something
wasn’t right. When I tried to leave, she started talking about
control and her sway, but I could feel the hunger radiating
from her. Not to attack me, but... to force me to talk.”

The gargoyle’s wings pop out, and he flexes them with an
agitated look. “Ma petite, we will work on getting this
woman’s edict reversed, but I cannot stress enough how little
you can reveal to her. No matter how emotional she gets you,
no matter what she uses to prod your wounds... do not tell
your story.”

I frown, wrapping my arms around her tightly as I stare at the
broody shifter. “Why is that, Rock Man? What’s got your tail
in a knot now?”

“I was worried when Chester mentioned all the questions, but I
thought perhaps I was overreacting. Now that Dolly has had a
similar experience, I can express my fears.” He throws his
napkin down and paces across the room. “Many years ago, |
took up residence in Italy. This was after my exile and before I
came to Apex, of course. I met a writer, and we became
friends... Suffice to say, they stole my story as inspiration and
I’ve had to watch it echo through time, reopening my wounds
every time I see the blasted tale.”



“I don’t recall any gargoyle tales that are that well known,”
Aubrey says as he frowns. “Are you sure...”

Renard smirks as he turns to us. “He was human, so I did not
tell it as a gargoyle and his true love. The thief wrote it with
different characters and that’s all I will say about it for now
since it 1s not the point. I am only trying to caution our bunny
rabbit that every word she says may end up in a new romance
novel that goes viral.”

I groan, thunking my head back against the chair. “Could we
hit pause on collecting new enemies for a bit? I’'m at fucking
capacity for planning people’s deaths for a while. Look at our
fucking board; it’s full of assholes trying to screw us over.”

“Er, sorry.” I look over to find Chess diligently making notes
about the shitty vulture woman on the board in his precise
script. “I thought I should...”

“No, no.” Felix waves his hand. “You were right to add her.
And Renard i1s right about giving the bitch details.
Unfortunately, it means someone is going to have to read her
drivel to see if we should be worried.”

“Not it!”

Everyone shouts at once and my twin sighs. “Fine. Fist, Fang,
Claw, Bite.”

Dolly beams as she sits up. “Oh, ’'m very good at this. Rufus
taught me.”

“Best two out of three?” Renard asks as he clears the plates.
“We’ll go after we finish cleaning up.”

“Agreed,” we chorus.

I’ll kill that little gangster shit if I end up having to read this
nonsense.



BAD FEELING

DELORES

THE NEXT MORNING COMES WAY TOO EARLY. RENNIE ENDED UP
being the loser in our little tournament and I think it almost
made up for him scaring the hell out of Fitz and 1. Once I
grabbed the power shake Chess had ready and my stuft for
Shifter Basics, I booked out of there before the sniping got too
intense. I feel bad for my poor gargoyle, but I think out of
anyone, he’ll be the least upset by whatever the fuck he finds,
so it was a good outcome.

Besides, all I can focus on right now is heading for Felix's
class.

He was long gone by the time I got up, which means he was
up before dawn. That doesn’t surprise me a bit, but it worries
me a little about what the hell he has in store for us. The email
to our class this morning said we’d be in the practice arena for
the Games, so he’s not planning a repeat of the dreaded
whiteboard shit from last year. I have no idea what he’s doing
instead, but knowing my grumpy Raj, it will be grueling.

“Good morning, Miss Dolly.”

The sound of a cheerful voice gets my attention and I realize
this must be quokka triplet number three, Kirby. His smile is
even brighter and I can tell he’s the joker of the group by his
playful tone. I smile and let him catch up as we make our way
to the airlock. “You’re Kirby, right? I’ve met Bowser and
Banjo, but I haven’t met your armadillo or skunk friends. Is
the skunk related to Argyle in the infirmary?”



Kirby nods enthusiastically. “Indeed! They are cousins, and
yes, Percy is as prickly as his relative. As you mentioned, our
last member is Holliday, and he’s in charge of weaponry at
Apex, so that’s where he is here as well. You may see them for
trips in the evening, as they start even earlier than this for their
positions.”

By Poseidon s seashell jockstrap, that’s early as fuck.

I swipe my card at the entrance, looking at Kirby curiously. “I
can see the laundry being open that early, but why the
armory?”

He shrugs and gives me the broad quokka grin again. “No
idea. It’s always been that way, though, Miss. I suppose those
who work there expect it. Sometimes, you find them entirely
staffed by nocturnal creatures, which makes it easier. Holliday
is an oddball that way; he prefers night to day.”

We stroll over to the secondary lock, swiping again and
entering the tunnel that heads to what I heard people refer to as
‘Arena Island.” Looking around as I walk down the
underwater pathway, | take the suggestion Fitz made about
looking for security in my surroundings. Besides teasing
Rennie mercilessly with Aubrey, he also declared himself in
charge of teaching me stealth.

According to my crazy tiger, he thinks we’ll have to sneak
onto Apex’s campus at some point and there could be other
less than scrupulous activities involved in getting answers
about our enemies. Fitz swore Felix agreed and so here I am,
checking for hidden cameras in the tunnel as I walk to class.

If you told me this would be my life last year, I would have
laughed in your face.

The airlock to the field stairs beeps as I wave my card again
and I arch a brow as Kirby follows me. His brothers seemed
uncomfortable entering pred spaces, but he trots along like it’s
no big deal as we cross the grass separating the main stadium
and the practice field.

“Why are you walking me through the pred area when your
brothers didn’t want to enter them?” I ask curiously.



Kirby shrugs. “Raina and The Captain said our gracious
gargoyle’s orders were to accompany you until we knew you
were safe with allies. You are not safe until you have been
deposited at your class and I see it with my own eyes.”

My nose wrinkles. “You guys take Rennie pretty seriously.”

“He is the protector of the prey staff, Miss Dolly. Before his
arrival, it was terrible to be one of us. Our families have
worked at Apex for many, many generations and the stories
prior to him are bleak. We are very grateful for his protection.”

Wow. Is Rennie like the prey staff Hercules or something?

“I didn’t know that. He doesn’t talk much about himself—I
only knew about The Captain because when I first toured
Apex, I saw him threaten some aquatic shifters giving the crew
trouble during feeding time.” I grin a little, remembering how
scared I was of the hulking form of his gargoyle then.

Stopping at the pitch, Kirby chuckles. “I imagine he was on a
tear. Our benefactor i1s soft with those he cares for, but he is
mighty in defending them.”

“Well said,” I agree as I see Felix glaring. “Time for me to get
to class. Thank you, Kirby.”

“Anytime, Miss Dolly.”

With that, I turn and head over to where my grumpy boyfriend
1s tapping his smartwatch with a look of irritation.

Doesn 't he know good things come to those who wait?

“GET A MOVE ON! I KNOW FOR A FACT AT LEAST A HALF DOZEN
of you are on the Pred Games teams. You have to be faster
than this, even in non-shifted form,” Felix growls from
where’s standing at the edge of the circle. He’s pacing as he
watches every single person in our class run the dreaded
suicides. My tiger is in rare form this morning—he’s had us
run two miles worth of laps and after that, he started on
stretches and then these damn things.



1 suspect he's using this as extra practice for the Games.

To be fair, he’s right about the amount of Games athletes in
this class session. The Cappie Plastics and the Heathers are all
sweating away, though the latter group is whining as if it pays
by the word. There are a few male Games competitors as well
and they’re from Cappie, so they aren’t handling Felix’s first
day punishment well. It seems like they’re the male
counterpart to the Plastics, but they haven’t harassed me like
my ex’s group would, so I mostly ignore them.

Huffing as I continue to push my muscles to the point of
exhaustion, I watch the interaction between Selene and Gold.
Their respective cliques keep knocking into one another or
causing ‘accidental’ trips. I can tell Felix has noticed, but he’s
ignoring the plaintive cries from both sides as he focuses on
the rest of the class. He didn’t have patience for one set of
spoiled brat bitches, much less two competing for Queen of
Petty Bullshit. Besides, he’s got members of Ais team panting
like they’re going to die from exercise that isn’t as rough as
what Coach Z demands of the girls in practice.

That's making his tiger prowl, and I'm a little excited that |
can sense that.

A whistle blows and we all jog over to the edge of the circle to
drop onto the benches. They passed water around and I
consider dumping it on my damn head. That’s how hot I am.
But I don’t, because my next class is Speech and I’m barely
going to make it through the stupid tunnel and the Arts Center
in time. My saving grace is that the Plastics might share that
time slot with me and if so, Professor los Feliz won’t want to
yell at them. Crossing my fingers for that bit of luck, I toss
back a gulp of water with a sigh of relief.

“You’re all a bunch of spoiled, ill-trained weaklings. None of
you would survive Bloodstone and you may not survive this
semester if you don’t shape up. I suggest anyone who had to
sit early or barely made it through this round consider a private
regimen to get up to speed.” His eyes light on me and I know
he’s pleased, even though his expression doesn’t change. I can
read the praise in his gaze and it makes my flushed cheeks
even hotter.



Fuck, I'm a sucker for his ‘good girl’ eyes. It's embarrassing.

“Now that I have a decent baseline on your physical
capabilities, I want everyone to drop and give me a hundred
push-ups followed by a hundred crunches. When you’re
finished, you can hit the locker rooms to clean up and head to

your next class early. Don’t even think about cheating; I’ll
know.”

I wing a prayer of thanks to the universe. Thanks to César and
his torture sessions, I’'m good with that amount of calisthenics.
I won’t collapse and humiliate myself as long as I can keep my
aching thighs from betraying me. Walking over to the grass, |
flop down to do the crunches first. I’ve barely started when a
shadow falls over me and I see Felix giving me the tiniest of
grins as he looks down.

“Make sure you do this correctly, Miss Drew. I’d hate to give
you detention.”

If I didn't ache from head to toe, I might take him up on that.

“I promise to do them correctly, Sir,” I say sweetly. His chest
rumbles and I laugh, starting my crunches as if I don’t have a
care in the world.

“Brat,” he mutters as he walks away.

I keep doing my exercises as I’'m told, knowing the longer he
holds out on this date thing, the hotter it’s going to be.

And I’m going to keep pushing his buttons the entire time.

As 1 PREDICTED, EVEN WITH THE EXTRA TIME, WE BARELY
made it to Speech. Rufus and Cori weren’t in this class, so |
checked my phone to see if they’d messaged yet. The group
chat was full of complaints about their morning classes and it
helped me get through the massively boring introduction to
this class. At Apex, we had so much freedom to learn our craft
on our own, but it appears here, we’re going to be spoon fed
every aspect of theater slice by slice. Thinking about it makes



my brain hurt, but I make it through Speech and Music Theory
without falling asleep.

I walk out of the Shird, squinting at the midday sun and
cursing Felix’s morning exercise. My break today is small and
I pull a power bar out of my bag. I have just enough time to
chow down while I sneak into my stupid dorm to ruffle shit.
Fitz will be upset that I’'m going by myself when I asked him
to come, but we haven’t worked it in yet. I’'m worried some
asshole hall monitor or my roommate will report that I’'m not
where I'm supposed to be. It’s not like Apex where I
abandoned a single room on a floor by myself, someone’s
going to figure it out if [ don’t get this shit done.

House Reptilian looms in front of me like a giant bug. It’s
shiny and slick, like a reptile’s skin, and rounded like it’s
coiled up. It’s giving off a vibe that makes the hair stand up on
my arms, but I suck in a breath and head up the steps, anyway.
The front door has a badge scanner like everything else, so I
scan in and look around. Dark woods and wrought iron are
part of the gothic decor, making the common room look like
they have designed it for Halloween. There’s two people
curled in big chairs reading, but everything else is quiet—
eerily so.

This was a bad fucking plan.

It’s too late now, though, so I stride over to the elevator and
push the button for the fourth floor. The damn thing is old,
rickety and has an open cage as the doors. I can’t help but
wonder if that’s for aesthetic because Cappie sure as fuck has
the money to upgrade this bullshit. It stops with a jerk and I
get out, walking toward my assigned room. Another card
swipe has me inside and I close the door behind me.

“Thank hell no one’s here,” I mutter as I look around.

They placed the various clothes and personal items we bought
all over my side of the room. I assume Raina helped the crew
do this because they shelved books with little knickknacks in
vignettes, clothes are in the open closet and draped over the
desk chair, and they made the bed with fluffy pillows and



stuffed animals. If you didn’t know me, this could easily fool
someone into thinking I’m here occasionally.

I turn to look at the opposite side of the room, snorting when 1
see it’s filled with science books, lab coats, hefty texts and
plain furnishings. The pred who lives here is obviously
majoring in one of the many science or tech programs the
Ericksons sponsor. Nothing personal is lying around, only
materials for classes like beakers and pipettes, plus vials of
various liquids strewn across the desk. There’s a weird
chemical equation on the desk and a bunch of scribbled notes
with molecules.

My brows furrow as a zing of energy races through my veins.
It’s like my instincts are telling me this is important, so I pull
my phone out to snap pictures of everything I can. I’ve never
felt a buzz like that before, but I know in my gut I’ve found
something the guys should see. Who the hell is my roommate,
anyway? Listening for a moment to make certain no one’s
going to surprise me, I rifle through the papers until I find a
name on one.

Kinsley P. Crandall

Frowning as I rack my brain for why I recognize that name, I
put everything back in its place. I don’t have much time before
Piano, so I have to get moving. I take the time to rumple my
spread like I’ve been here to nap, leave the wrapper from my
bar on the desk, and move around some shoes. I squint for a
moment, then put a book by the pillow, hoping it looks like I
was reading.

With a final distrustful gaze at the space, I turn on my heel,
exiting to the hallway. The elevator is creakier on the way
down and the students in front of the fireplace haven’t moved.
This is the fucking dorm where time stands still, I swear.

“At least you got in and out without having to deal with
anyone,” I tell myself reassuringly. “You can run this weird
shit by the guys tonight.”

As long as nothing else happens before then, of course.



SPELLBOUND

AUBREY

HAVING CONTROL OF THE STAFF ACCOUNTS AT CAPITAL PREP
was a boon I did not expect. At Apex, I was able to reset
things and i1f needed, start new accounts, but this school has a
much more intrusive system. To prevent leaks about student
mishaps to paparazzi, the network admin can get into any
account and check activity—from DMs to email to browser
history. Fitz figured it out within minutes of inspecting my
system when we arrived and I’ve done my best to avoid
intruding on people’s privacy ever since.

However, the conversation about this creepy counselor made
me wonder if this is her typical MO or if she’s chosen our girl
as her first experiment. Rennie 1s reading through her skimpy
backlist to find specific keywords I should look for in her
digital footprint, but once I had a break today, I couldn’t help
taking a look at her most recent behavior.

Despite how invasive it felt, I feel justified now.

‘Coach’ Rockland’s internet searches reflect a desperate need
to gather information not only on Dolly, but all of us as well.
She’s done multiple searches on the tigers, Bloodstone, Chess,
and his parents’ disappearance. There are articles about my
family and Renard’s, plus a wealth of shit on the Drews. She’s
messaging with a contact that I’d bet my scaly ass is one of
those bimbette girls who keep coming for the lunchable and
another who seems like they might be on the Council. Both are
feeding her tons of info via cloud storage on all of us and the



happenings at Apex. That points a finger at displaced staff
making a quick buck off of the things they witnessed.

I’d be troubled by this by itself, but emails to Dolly’s mom,
the head of Cappie, an agent, and yet another mysterious
source give me pause. This woman clearly has no moral code
and she’ll do anything to get ahead, including damaging
someone who is supposed to be under her ‘care.” My evidence
agrees with the snack size; her mother is being snowed by
another master manipulator. But her ex-friends are in this ass-
deep, as are others I will need Fitz to help me locate.

Pulling my glasses off, I rub my hand over my face. There’s so
much going on all at once that I believe it’s being orchestrated
to keep us constantly reacting. Attacking Dolly on her way to
school was reminiscent of the disappearing students, but it was
too coordinated. The team prevailed—but should they have?
I’m not certain because eyewitness accounts are mostly
inaccurate and colored by bias. Perhaps the real goal was to
put us on high alert so we’re distracted from seeing others
things.

“But what?” 1 whisper to myself as I stare at the trash in the
counselor’s recent history. “Was it to keep us from focusing on
staff and student deep dives before school began?”

If so, it worked. The attack and our decision to create a second
home base for our girl took time. The extra jobs we were
forced to take on here at Cappie take extra work. Even Dolly’s
heavy course load and piles of work are eating up more free
time than they did at Apex. Maybe all of this is to prevent us
from doing more sleuthing into the hooded freaks and the
Council. One or both of those factions could influence enough
people to make this shit happen.

This is something we have to examine as a group—I’ll bring it
up at dinner.

I flick the mouse, scanning through a few more emails before |
call it a day and head back to our new nest. Suddenly, a few
words catch my eyes and the fire in my belly starts to burn.
Squeezing my sparkly bunny in my left hand, I try to breathe
slowly as she’s been teaching me. It’s hard, though, because



this load of bullshit just became the number one topic I'm
going to address when everyone is back. We can’t let this
happen; 1t’ll draw attention from much farther away than these
silly elite schools.

Pondering for a moment, I pick up my phone and call my
companion. He’s been grumpy since he drew the short claw,
but I don’t call for no reason. He won’t ignore me.

“Bonjour, mon amour. You’re interrupting a perfectly
enjoyable funk.”

“Apologies, but I believe we need to bring the bear and badger
into the fold. I’ve discovered some troubling correspondence
on the carrion eater’s system.” I wait for him to think about,
squeezing the bunny reflexively as I grit my teeth.

He lets out a slow breath. “If you are suggesting it, I don’t
doubt it. I will contact them. They can join us for dinner and,
perhaps, offer a fresh perspective on some of the enormous
amount of shit we’re juggling. It’s only been two days, mon
ami. None of us will be able to keep up with the deluge if it
continues to accumulate like this.”

“Exactly. From the minute Fitz went to get her, it multiplied
exponentially. This isn’t normal.”

“I’1l take care of my part. You have all your ducks in a row for
the presentation. Oh, and make sure to let Chester know we
will have guests? He hates to be unprepared.”

I snort. “I know. He’s turning into a clone of you.”

“If only, mon amour. If only.”

Right.

WHEN [ FINALLY FINISH PRINTING ALL MY DOCUMENTS FOR THE
meeting, | head through the corridor to our quarters. The smell
wafting from the kitchen is delicious and I inhale deeply.
Though Rennie and I get sustenance from other sources, I’ve
always enjoyed eating. When I discovered he’d trained as a



chef, he spent months making all sorts of delights, but since
we were always alone, it eventually waned. I thought he might
start again when the Khans stormed our fortress of solitude,
but he seemed content to let them go home most nights.

Dolly's changed everything, especially since Thanksgiving last
year.

Chess has taken over the cooking, but my mischievous mate
frequently joins him in the kitchen. I’'m waiting for him to
admit he’s Cordon Bleu trained, but getting personal details
out of Renard i1s a slow process. I’ve had the benefit of
centuries; the rest of them are just beginning to peel away the
rock hard exterior that isn’t solely his shifted form.

Admitting to our relationship is a big step.

Bypassing the main room for a moment, I go into our room to
change into more comfortable clothes. This is my big change,
I suppose, and proof that even an ancient dragon can learn new
tricks. Moving into this place we set up to be comfortable for
all of us cemented the formation of a family—a clash— for
me.

I don’t lounge around in my pressed work clothes; no, I wear
sweats and tees like the rest of them. It was hard switching
over because it made me feel more vulnerable and less distant
from them. But it also felt like the right thing to do. I can’t
expect our girl to be honest with us or the others to share their
tales if [ don’t start letting them in.

Shaking my head, I sit the papers and my tablet on the dresser
so I can strip. | toss the dirty shirt and pants in the laundry
bags and pull on my new home garb. Looking in the mirror, I
pause for a moment to see the expression on my face.
Amazingly, I look happy and not like I want to roast the entire
campus on a spit. Of course, I do want to toast most of the
fucking people here, especially those we know are gunning for
our girl. But I don’t look like a thundercloud coming over the
hill ready to burst and cause havoc.

A tiny mew startles me and I grin bigger, stooping to pick Jinx
up and set her on my shoulder. Her small claws dig into my
shirt for purchase and I walk over to get my stuff with the



shoulder mounted kitten in place. Hopefully, the rest of them
are arriving and we can distribute all of this shit so Dolly isn’t
burning herself out trying to balance it all. She feels
responsible and she’s going to be even more stubborn once she
hears my news.

Fuck. I hate being the bearer of supremely bad news.

“DoLLypop, I’M SUPER JELLY YOU HAVE DIGS LIKE THIS. THEY
have me on the third year floor of the fucking dog house and
let me tell you... floral scented bathrooms it is not,” Rufus
says as he waves at the hallway. “Not to mention you have
your own chef, you brat.”

Fitz glares at him, rumbling softly as he shoves my bestie into
our sunken nest area. “You’re not moving into our
MojoDojoCasa.”

“I told you letting him and Princess watch that Barbie movie
on the tablets this summer was a bad idea.”

I pinch the bridge of my nose, sighing as I look at Felix. He’s
conveniently forgetting we set that up so he wouldn’t drive
down and do the exact thing he did the minute we weren’t
watching—sneak into her house. “It’s done now, isn’t it, Raj?”

“Don’t be a hater, Prof,” Rufus says to the room at large. “You
asked us here for a reason, right, Coco?”

The colorful polar bear nods, her curls bouncing as she hops
into the big couch and sighs happily. “Yep. Ru-Ru’s correct—
you wouldn’t have curtailed your sexcapades to have us over if
it wasn’t important.”

“Guysssssss,” Dolly groans. “Stop. No sniping. That means
you, Rufus, and all the rest of you testosterone-fueled a-holes.
Cori, however, is perfect.”

“That’s what you get for liking dick, D. If you just swung the
pendulum, I bet—"



Snack Size looks over at her, glaring as she puts her hands on
her hips. “No longer my favorite. Behave. I have to go get this
Predhub uniform off so I can join you.”

I arch a brow at her, eyeing the wilted hair and sheen on her
skin. “You changed back into after Zhenga’s practice?”

An aggravated screech is my only answer and I chuckle as she
stomps away. “What did I say?”

“They make us put it on between seven and five pm. Her
practice ended before five so she had to re-dress for the walk
home or risk demerits if someone tattletale saw her.” Cori
sighs and looks down at herself. “That’s why I still have the
damn thing on.”

“Amen, sis,” Rufus replies. “These tight asses really enforce
that shit, too. I already got ten for venturing out for breakfast
in PJs. The heads in the doggy kennel are real cocksuckers and
not in a good way.”

“At least they stuck you with something remotely similar.
They put bears in with cats, if you believe it. It’s ridiculous
and they hate every single ursine in the building. Our head
glares at me like she wants to use my ass to sharpen her
claws.”

Dolly comes back wearing an oversized tee that belongs to
Fitz—the Bloodstone security logo on it tells me that—and a
pair of yoga pants. Her hair is tied back in braids and she’s got
bare feet with sparkly toes. I smile at her cozy appearance,
moving over so she can drop on the couch with her friends.
“I’m sorry you guys got shafted coming here. If it wouldn’t
get you in trouble, I’d find a better place for you.”

Felix looks thoughtful for a moment, but he shakes his head
and walks over to the kitchen. “Chess, is this ready? I want to
get whatever the big guy has to say before we eat.” I give him
a surprised look and he shrugs. “You have that pensive look
and you’re dancing. It means you found something and you
don’t like 1t.”

He's absolutely right and I'm a little stunned. Am 1 that
predictable?



“I found a lot of bullshit, but one thing in particular concerns
me the most. And I had Rennie call your friends, lunchable,
because our boards are too full—which is also part of the
problem.” I find a seat on the end, waiting for the gargoyle to
curl in his usual fashion nearby. “Chester, you’ll want to come
in here.”

The cheetah pauses, looking at me curiously before he fiddles
with dials on the stove. Once he’s done, he comes in and very
carefully sits next to Fitz.

Smart move.

“As everyone but your friends knows, my position at Capital
Prep allows me more access to digital information than my
position at Apex did. Between my access and Fitz’s skills,
we’ve been compiling data, clues, background, and more on
the players in our mysteries. Today, I did some peeping in staff
accounts. | can actually see everything they do, including
access to WiFi with their own devices.” 1 frown, still
uncomfortable with that level of spyware in their system.

“Famous people and politicians,” Rufus says with a nod. “Not
a shocker, honestly. Imagine what the paps would pay.”

“Indeed,” 1 agree. “But I was really looking at the worst
offender so far...our Ms. Rockland. There’s an absolute
fuckton of shit she’s up to that isn’t kosher but... The most
pressing one is a contract with her agent for a new book. Her
proposal is full of holes—whether it’s ignorance or purposeful,
I don’t know—but it appears to be about... you, Nibblet.”

Dolly’s jaw drops and she pops out of her seat, striding over to
me with a furious expression. “Are you fucking kidding me?
She’s trying to profit off a story about my pain?”

Felix tilts his head back and I know he’s trying to rein in his
temper. The tail that flicks over my ankle tells me Rennie is
doing the same. Chess has his fists balled on his lap and his
face is red, but the real surprise is Fitz. His expression has

gone completely neutral and everything about him is almost...
blank.

That s not good.



“I’'m sorry, cupcake, but it seems like she is. The email had a
whole script prepared for public promotion and a schedule for
all the places online and in person she plans to send releases
to. I assume she put it in motion the minute someone
confirmed you’d be attending school here.”

“No worries. It won’t be an issue if they can’t find any
pieces.”

At the tight words from Fitz, our bunny moves from me to
him, sitting in his lap and stroking his hair off his face. “I love
your crazy, baby, but we can’t do that right now. Anyone who
knows her plans could bring the Council or Sibbies here. If
she’s a plant for one of our other enemies, it will tip them oft.”

“Excuse me, psycho family?” Rufus grins as he arches a brow.
“While I /ove me some chaos and blood, I think Coco and I are
a bit lost. We’re not privy to all of the enemies and whatnot.”

“Why are you here then?” Fitz grinds out as our girl tries to
soothe him.

“Because we can help,” the bear says as she bounces in her
seat. “I don’t know everything, but I think Rufus has a
possible solution to this one thing. Tell ‘em about Farley.”

Who in the fuck is Farley?



CAN’T BREAK ME

DELORES

LEANING BACK AGAINST Fitz, I TILT MY HEAD AS I WAIT FOR
Rufus to speak. It occurs to me that with the overarching
drama at Apex and my personal shit, I don’t know much about
either of my best friends. It makes me feel bad and I rub my
arms as the feeling of unease spreads through me. Have I been
a bad friend? I’m not sure, but I know that’s because the only
friends I’ve ever had were the Heathers. The dynamic there is
nothing like what I have with Rufus and Cori which means I
don’t have any comparison to examine.

“I’ll try to be brief since all these alpha males seem set to
pop,” Rufus says with a smirk. “Dollybear, you don’t know a
lot about my family, but I’'m sure your knuckle draggers
checked me out. They run a specific illegal trade throughout
the Northeast because they moved from the South about a
hundred or so years ago. We were well known bootleggers
even then and had a huge feud with another family in the area.
It was a long one and a lot of people died, so near the end, a
splinter faction moved up North to start a new empire.”

My eyes narrow because this sounds pretty familiar, but I
know Rufus’ family is a predstasy cartel or something. Surely
no one was selling that in the 1800s? “Okay. But what does
that have to do with this?”

“Patience, D.” Cori winks and socks Rufus’ arm. “Get on with
it, drama queen.”



The badger chuckles and shrugs. “I can’t help myself.
Anyhoo, my great-whatever grandpappy and granny and some
of their bazillion kids moved up North to similar country to
what they left. They started a new empire that over the years,
morphed into what it is now. But they took the structure their
daddy used to be successful and expanded it with some very
stringent rules. Each generation would have enough children
to supply a few heir possibilities plus children who will go into
legal, business, and political pursuits. That way, everything we
need stays in house.”

Felix gives him a sharp look. “So the McCoys basically breed
a never ending supply of badgers to keep their community
isolated and non-infiltrated? Sounds like something my father
would do.”

My friend shrugs and gives him a toothy smile. “As I’m the
top of the heap for heir apparent despite my ‘handicap’—as
Granny calls it—I have access to damn near everything in the
family. That’s where Farley comes in.”

I bristle at his sexuality being called a handicap, but it appears
Rufus has made peace with it. He’s fought his way to the head
of the clan status regardless and I assume that came with a lot
of blood and teeth. “Who’s Farley?”

“And what the hell good will a drug dealer do us?” Aubrey
grunts. “Except for possibly making Fitz jizz in his pants.”

“O1, Snarky Salamander! My love juice is reserved for Baby
Girl and Chessie. None of it’s getting wasted in my fucking
sweats.”

“For the love of Hades’ sweaty nuts, Fitz,” Felix growls, “let
the gangster speak.”

“Why, thank you, Professor Khan. I’ve always depended on
the kindness of strangers,” Rufus drawls in a sugary accent.
When his joke doesn’t land except for Cori and I, he rolls his
eyes. “Tough crowd. Okay, so like you surmised, we have an
entire firm of lawyers who handle various specialties and it’s
just your luck that the meanest, most vicious honey badger in
that place is also the most skilled intellectual property lawyer
in the country. Farley guards all of our proprietary blends of



legal shit humans consume like pot and vapes with a wink and
a blade to the kidneys.”

“We can’t kill her,” 1 blurt nervously. “I mean, not yet? Who
knows what she’s shared? My reputation is in tatters as it is; I
can’t have some ridiculous bullshit floating out there
suggesting all sorts of crazy shit I didn’t do.”

“Relax, Dolly,” Rennie says with a slow grin. “I think I see
your tattooed friend’s point. He’s saying his relative is a
skilled litigator in both the shifter and human realms. He’ll be
able to dig into putting the kibosh on this lying bitch legally. If
he’s as vicious as Rufus claims, this should tie her hands for

long enough that we can knock some other players off the
board.”

“Exactement!” Rufus snarks. “Farley will do anything I ask
because he owes me for saving his bacon when we were kids.
You don’t have to worry about some insane bill—not that one
of these assholes wouldn’t foot it—because this is a quid pro
quo situation. Should I let him loose on the corpse gobbler?”

Looking around at my guys, I read their responses on their
faces. They think it’s a good idea, but they’ll go with whatever
I decide. Cori squeezes my hand and I sigh, knowing she’s in,
too. “Okay. Send your honey badger to fuck her up. Anything
that gets some of the pressure off that nonsense is good. I
haven’t even considered how Lucille will react if it gets out
because I’m savoring her lack of contact.”

“You know that’s bound to change soon, Baby Girl,” Fitz says
as he buries his face in my hair. “Just like Felix knows we’ll
hear from our asshole father soon.”

Another growl rumbles through me and everyone laughs. I
know they all think it’s cute that I consider the current Raj one
of my targets, but I’'m serious as a fucking heart attack. I’'m
coming for that man for what he did to the cats and he’d better
sleep with one eye open once I get the resources. My new
‘Fuck ‘Em Up Sis’ list is extensive and much more ambitious,
but I’ll get through it if it kills me.

Which going after my mother and the Raj of Bloodstone just
might.



“Regardless, that takes Rockland off the board for the
moment. Thank you, Rufus,” Chess says as he puts an asterisk

next to her name to note her as ‘in progress’ before continuing.
“Who’s next?”

We all stare at the list on the board quietly.

Current Enemies & Pesple To Watch
Hesded Freaks???
Student Murderer???
Apex Poisoners 7?77
Lucille & Bruns Drewr

Al Fleathers— Gold, Fink. Fuple, Silver,
Yellow.

ledd and dsuchebags squad?? (Maybe?)
Khan Raj

Veird Smelling Porssn Ren Want Talb
Absut

Sphinxes (Aubrey insisted.)
Plastic Cappie Mean Girds & Guys (Maybe?)
Hebnat Blitgen

Carina Rackland *

Randsm wnbnswn spies for either side?
VWhseover is thrswing shit from the sby?



“I don’t suppose ignoring the ones without a specific name or
description is possible?” Cori asks. “I mean, Ru-Ru and I can
help watch the Heathers, the Todd-bros, and their new rivals in
classes when we see them. But some of this is too vague to
follow up on.”

“No shit,” Aubrey growls. “Every time we found new clues at
Apex, a body dropped or one of the minor players caused
enough trouble that it distracted all of us. And the working
theory I wanted to discuss is that it’s all connected in some
way. Everything is happening at once now—from more
demanding jobs and to classes to constant bullshit from
random people who should have no skin in this game. It’s
orchestrated chaos.”

Rennie beams and claps his hands. “Oh! This is my area of
expertise. Chester, please flip a board to a clean side. I want to
write everything in a bubble and do some shit while you all
discuss.”

Chessie does as he asks, looking confused, but Aubrey waves
him on. “Let him go to town. Renard is excellent at wei gi2
and this is more like that than chess.”

“You think one or both sides of this shit we’re caught in the
middle of are purposefully pulling enough strings to make life
chaotic so we don’t have time to look into them?” Fitz says.
His brow furrows and I run my fingers through his hair as he
thinks. “In a totally Psy ops wielding perspective, it makes
sense. Look here so you don’t see what we’re doing there.”

“How do we combat it?” 1 ask impatiently. “Because, not
going to lie, but I’m really tired of feeling like every minute of
every day here will be scheduled to prevent some fucker from
humiliating, attacking, or flunking me.”

“Isn’t that normal college?” Rufus smirks and shrugs. “The
key is to chip away at it and not let the bastards grind you
down. Let’s divide up the duties and we’ll make this shit our
bitch.”

“Exactly. I need Fitz’s help doing some higher level tech
things with my access,” my dragon says in a begrudging tone.
“I think Snack Size needs help being grilled on Shifter History



—more advanced than her level so that drill sergeant can’t
embarrass her.”

“Oh! She has people walking her, right?” Cori claps her hands
and beams. “I’ll make like twenty sets of flashcards and bring
them. Anyone escorting her with have them on a ring and can
quiz her as they go!”

“N000000000,” I moan. “Not everywhere.”

“It frees up time, Princess. Your friend has an excellent idea
because if she makes that many we can give them to the
Captain’s crew.” Felix arches a brow at me, his expression
reproving. “Unless you want to spend more time studying than
with us?”

“Fine.” I cross my arms over my chest and Fitz peeps over my
shoulder, his arms tightening on my waist. “Stop it, you big
perv.” He ignores me and everyone laughs again. Assholes.

“That means we can star the Blitzen fool, Chess,” Aubrey
muses. “Do we think we can leave the dingbats to fight each
other but keep an eye on them? Outside of talking to the
creeper, they haven’t done anything you can’t ignore, right,
Nibblet?”

I think about it for a moment and nod. “For the moment. But I
think we have to add someone. I didn’t get to tell you guys
about it yet, but the more it stews, the more I believe this is
important.”

Everyone looks at me in concern and I clear my throat. Going
to the dorms alone wasn’t smart, but I can’t always call people
every time I move. If my enemies force me to have a twenty-
four hour bodyguard, they’ve won. I’ll be in a cage of my own
making and I can’t allow that. It gives weight to the claim that
I’m weak and maybe I was last year, but [’'m not now.

“I went to the Reptile Pit today after class to futz with my
stuff.” Fitz starts to protest and I hold up my hand. “Don’t get
mad; I know I asked you to come but I wanted to get it over
with, so I did it.”

“What did you find? I don’t know anyone from that place so
far.” Cori frowns as she looks at Rufus. He shakes his head in



agreement. “What the hell classes do they take?”

Felix strokes his chin, thinking for a moment. “I’ve had a few
in Shifter Studies. They’re quiet and shifty. [ met a few snakes
and a gator. Apparently, the crocs prefer Aquatic and the
gators always go to Reptilian. No one mentioned why,
though.”

“I haven’t seen any in the library.”

Rennie shrugs. “Some lizards and snakes in the lower English
courses—one Gila Monster, which 1 found fascinating.
Crandall or something.”

“That’s my roommate!” I whip my head around, eyes wide as |
think about the possibilities. “Her desk was full of chemical
molecules and equations and shit that looked suspicious. I got
this weird vibe from the dorm and it got worse in my room. I
took a bunch of pictures so you and Aubrey could check this
shit out.”

“Your bunny?” Felix asks curiously and I shake my head.

“No. It wasn’t her. I had this overwhelming feel of foreboding
in the dorm, but when I glanced at her side of the room, I was
drawn to the desk. I haven’t ever felt anything like it, but I
knew I had to check it out. Once I did, I couldn’t stop myself
from documenting everything. It felt so important.” Chess
walks over and I hand him my phone so he can send the
pictures to everyone. “I really think Kinsley Crandall has
something to do with... part of this... but I don’t know what
or why.”

“Baby Girl, you know that’s the only poisonous lizard, right?”
Fitz sits his chin on my shoulder. “I mean, we still haven’t
figured out the poison shit. A Chemistry major would be a
perfect puppet for creating a poison no one has in their
databases.”

“Fitz, you’re a genius!” I grin and turn my head to give him a
smacking kiss. He flushes and shrugs while the rest of the
room breaks out into loud chatter. I clear my throat and they
all look at me again. “Okay, so Aubrey and Rennie will look
into this poison stuff then?”



“We will, ma petite. That’s another star we can add.”

My stomach growls abruptly and Fitz pats it lightly. “I say we
eat, then we’ll do the rest. Our girl is starving and since we
have guests, I can’t feed her my cock. I suppose pot roast will
have to do.”

“Fitz,” Felix sighs in exasperation. “For the love of everything
holy...”

“It’s okay, Sir.” I wink when his eyes flash. “I’ll keep him in
line until we get our work done.”

“I’m holding you to that, Princess.”

Rufus frowns and kicks the table. “So fucking unfair they’re
all taken. I’m registering a complaint.”

My crazy tiger looks over with a smug smile. “About that...”

1 Exactly
2 Also known as ‘Go’



PROBLEM CHILD

Firz

I’M PRETTY FUCKING PLEASED WITH MYSELF THIS MORNING.

Not only did I help solve shit for my baby girl, but I even did
her punky friend a huge dick-flavored favor. She was
extremely grateful this morning in the shower and Chessie was
similarly happy with me last night. I need to get the two of
them in my bed together when we’re not all sacked out, but I
was waiting until I thought my girl was ready. Given her
recent behavior in the boutique, I think it’s time. I grin to
myself as I walk across campus at a leisurely pace, dreaming
up scenarios that make my cock twitch eagerly. A random
student gives me an odd look as I whistle a jaunty tune, so I
snarl in his direction. It makes him scamper off like prey.

What a fucking waste. At least the rich kids at Apex had a little
backbone—Cappie kids are soft as butter.

My two classes this morning were a drag. Not only do Cappie
kids have no balls, but their computer science department must
have been run by a total moron. None of my advanced kids
have a fucking clue how to do anything not based in the
Erickson Tech OS. Their hacking skills are nil, so they won’t
be worth spit when they get out of here. No wonder U&M 1is
the choice of the geek squad preds. All these fuckwhistles are
good for is mid-level management, not actual programming.

That sounds like I care, but I honestly don’t. I can revamp my
curriculum to allow for their many deficiencies and assigning
them a bunch of crap they’ll struggle with means I can cancel



in person classes while they work in the lab. It’s exactly what I
did this morning so I could take this stroll over the green to
study the patterns of the avians overhead while I made my way
to the admin building.

Chessie isn’t here today, so nothing I do can be linked back to
him if I’'m caught. Baby Girl had class early with my brother
and right about now, she should be in a three hour block with
our cheetah. I didn’t tell anyone about my plan, but I definitely
checked out the schedules on the fridge to make sure no one

would get blamed but me. This little stealth mission is all Fitz
Khan.

“Here goes nothing,” I mutter as I jog up the steps to the
entrance.

If Capital Prep is anything like Apex was pre-magic bomb,
there’s always staff in the main office. However, once you
walk past it to the elevator bank, no one’s ever watching the
other floors. Maintenance and security might take up residence
on the back half of the first floor, but those morons are
probably just like the dipshits at Apex. They sit in their break
rooms and watch TV until someone forces them to get off their
ass to do work. That’s why it’s staffed with lowest tier preds—
it’s a shit job no one wants.

I give the birds in the office a jaunty wave as | pass the
window. They look down their noses at me, but only because
I’'m still whistling. I don’t give a single fuck about their
judgmental bullshit, so I push the button for the lift, lifting my
arm to pretend to look at my watch. If I'm pressed, I’ll say I'm
meeting Chessie and it’s doubtful anyone will know whether
he’s supposed to be here or not.

I am a super genius, even if my girl’s the only one who
recognizes if.

Hopping in, I run my finger over the screen that lists the floors
and what offices are on them. I don’t need to break into the
ass-sucking counselor’s abode—Ghost Pepper and Frenchie
McPoutface have her covered for the moment. Besides, I'm
more interested in her digital slime trail than the eyesore she



works in. No, I want to worm my way into a bigger preds safe
space today: Headmaster Bathalzar Slechtsrijven.

None of us have met the pompous ass, but we’ve all snorted at
his pretentious emails. I’'m not sure why someone who is
supposed to be running this place is never around and doesn’t
address students or staff in person, but I guarantee his office
has something we can use locked away. The bell dings,
interrupting my thoughts, and 1 step off on the fifth floor
confidently. My attitude says I belong here and that alone
should keep anyone from questioning me.

But there's no one here—not a damn soul.

I pause, taking my phone out of my pocket to turn on the
flashlight. Holding it up like I’'m trying to get a signal, I watch
the screen to see if there are cameras in the waiting room that
weren’t listed on the school security grid. I looked it up after
that night with Dolly in the tunnel, but there was a
suspiciously small amount of them. There has to be a
secondary grid buried in some subdirectory of the system and
until I find it, I’'m checking every space I enter.

When I’'m satisfied there’s nothing to worry about, I cruise
past the empty desk of his assistant and down the hall to the
double doors that must be his office. My eyes widen as I look
at them, unsure how I’ve gotten so lucky. “What a douche
canoe. He has a regular old lock on this place.”

The knife Felix always preaches about is clipped to my belt, so
I grab it and bend down. Mine isn’t so plain, which is why I’'m
able to pop lock picking tools out of the handle. I make short
work of the basic thing and put my tools away. The doors
swing open slowly and I stare at the room it reveals.
Everything is giant sized, though I suppose that makes sense
for a fucking hippo shifter. I flash my phone around before I
get too far inside and once I’ve confirmed this place is clean, |
tuck it away.

Wouldn t do to leave evidence lying around by mistake.

“If T were a lazy fuckwad, where would I keep damning
evidence?” I tap my fingers against my lips as I study the big
hutch against the far wall. I’d lay money that has a TV in it, so



not there. The bookshelves are crammed with serious looking
tomes of every variety, but they seemed unused. I doubt this
jackass has read anything in here; it’s probably all decoration.
That leaves the cabinets behind his desk and the desk itself, so
[ stride over to examine them.

My eye twitches as I look at the gorgeous, hand carved piece.
The damn thing is made entirely of African blackwood and I’d
bet my last dollar it was either a gift from or procured by my
dickhole father. Not only is this shit expensive as fuck, it’s also
a protected species. Some stuffed shirt motherfucker having a
desk the size of a goddamn grand piano made out of it is
obscene, especially since it looks as if it almost never gets
used. Even I know this kind of thing should be in a museum.
My idiot sperm donor probably let it go for a favor of some
kind years ago—maybe even one that made certain my
brothers and I ended up at Apex instead of any other school.

[ hate dickweasels like this and I'm not sorry I broke in here
now.

“Cabinets first since they aren’t making my tiger angry,” I say
as I whirl around to look at the imposing wooden structures.
These have a keypad, so I’ll have to do more than a little
fiddling with tumblers. I reach into my other pocket and pull
out a plastic badge with a specialty chip in it. Waving it in
front of the pad, I check to see if its RF signal is corruptible.
The small beep tells me it is and I grin. “Child’s play.”

Taking my phone out again, I remote into my main system and
scroll until I find the security grid. Once I have it, I wave the
card again and this time, the lock’s information pops up on my
screen, digits flying by as it calculates the code for me. When
it comes up on my screen, | smack my hand on my face in
absolute disgust. “One two three four five? Is this moron
serious?”

[ punch it in with vicious stabs, muttering about the
combination on my luggage in a tribute to the fantastic movie
Dolly had us watch about space pirates. This entire day has
been like a Fitz birthday blowjob full of fun and I get the
feeling I'm going to find something amazing to show
everyone. The drawers open one by one, showing me files of



various types as they slide forward. I kick the ones that look
financial closed—I assume he’s crooked so I don’t care about
money laundering—to search for personnel and student files.

“You should have digitized this a long time ago, Hungry
Hungry Headmaster. Now I’m going to take pictures of all the
dirty secrets and no one can stop me.”

Flicking through sections until I find this year, I pump my fist.
Fuck yeah. The student files are alphabetical by first name—
something that is fucking strange and works in my favor. It’s
like I’m being guided by Lady Luck today and I’'m going to
leave some shit for whatever deity is helping me for sure. Fitz
Khan isn’t stupid enough to ignore this much goodwill in one
damn day. Sorting through until I hit ‘T°, I sing-song to
myself, “Where are you, Todd?”

I owe that shitstain a comeuppance for making my baby girl
hurt. She might have taken her revenge and I took his fingers,
but I’'m not done with him yet. Call me petty, but causing her
ex pain makes me a little giddy. When I find the file, I plop it
on the desk and start rifling through it. It looks like a dead end
until I hit a contract in the very back of the folder.

“Well, well. Isn’t this interesting? The two-fingered twat has
been sold off to the new member of the bitch squad. Maybe
that’s why Dolly hasn’t seen either of them yet?” I snap a
photo of the marriage contract between the Maclachlans and
douchebag Todd’s family, then put everything back in the
drawer.

Moving quickly, I go through each Heather’s file, then switch
the staff files. I take pictures of anything I’m not sure about
and slip them all back into place. Sighing, I turn to the huge
desk behind me and frown. It’s not going to have a keypad and
knowing the kind of craftsman who probably made the damn
thing, the triggers for the locks won’t be obvious. I knew this
would be the hardest part, which is why I saved it for last.

I drop to my hands and knees, crawling underneath and start
feeling for odd protrusions or switches. It’s slow and
painstaking—something I’m not made for. Grumbling as I feel
my natural hyperactivity start to peak, I close my eyes. Chess



and Dolly tell me if I just breathe and try to focus on this one
thing, I can keep it together long enough to finish what I’'m
doing. I don’t believe them, but I try anyway as I feel along
the wooden furniture.

As if by miracle, I hit a spot near the back corner and all five
drawers spring open. Fitz for the win!

“Now let’s see what kind of treats you have for me, my
beauty,” I whisper as I scoot out from under the damn thing.

The top drawer i1s boring—pens and office bullshit. All I find
in the next two down are full of extra shirts and snacks. I hit
pay dirt in the very last one in the form of a laptop that does
not look like the official ones given to us by Capital Prep. In
fact, this one looks like a personal system that probably
doesn’t have much protection. Grinning, I boot it up and flex
my fingers.

Here's hoping it's not full of hippo porn.



WHATEVER IT TAKES

DELORES

FELIX DRILLED US UNTIL I ALMOST DROPPED AGAIN, SO BY THE
time I changed back into my uniform and found my escort, I
was moving like an elderly rabbit. The smiling Captain just
adjusted his stride, chatting with me about his new duties with
the Aquatic House and in the river that splits the campus.
Apparently, the swimming bunch here aren’t nearly as shirty
as the ones at Apex, though there are a few transfers who still
need a poke. He dropped me at the new Shird with a salute and
toddled off, grumbling about inspecting House Reptilian’s
indoor pools before he sailed back across. The words ‘sailed
back’ hit me and I made a mental note to bring up the
possibility of an emergency watercraft to the guys later.

Once I got to Costuming, Chess had assignments already
handed out, but he’d kept one for me. Our costuming and set
design courses are running parallel to the productions for my
other classes, so we’ve got basic ideas of what we’ll need to
start despite the casting not being finalized. I flipped through
my assignments based on the #Viral play, noting which
characters I would have to schedule fittings with, then worked
on my designs quietly. In Chess’ classes, no one bothered me
or any other students—everyone worked and only looked up to
get help.

Talk about knowing how to wrangle a group of students—he
didn t raise his voice once.



My gentle knight pulled me aside before I left the stage after
set design, kissing me breathless. Together, we chuckled about
rewarding Fitz for helping Rufus, then I reluctantly walked
outside to find a new escort waiting. Surprisingly, this time it’s
Raina and she’s all smiles.

“Miss Dolly!” She hugs me tight before we start towards the
dreaded tunnel. “I’ve missed seeing you, but the Captain says
your fluffle takes most meals in your nest.”

I blink at her in confusion as I hold my badge up to the
scanner and we head inside. “My what?”

The raccoon tilts her head at me. “Your fluffle, Miss Dolly.
That is what a family group of bunnies is called. Did you not
know that?”

Of course not. I'm as ignorant of prey shit as I am pred shit.
Fucking Lucille.

“No, I didn’t. The guys have been arguing over whether it’s an
ambush or a clutch or a clash. Mostly, I ignore their chest
beating,” I admit with a rueful grin. “Terms don’t matter much
to me; having people with care about me is the most important
thing.”

“Aye, that’s true. But, if [ may say so, you re the Queen of that
group, Miss Dolly. It should be called your term, not theirs.”
She waits for me to scan us out of the tunnel and I realize she
managed to distract me from my nervousness about this stupid
tube with ease. “The Captain may refer to us as his crew in
public, but I assure, it’s my gaze in private.”

Now I've learned two things within a span of minutes from my
masked friend.

“Raina?” I ask as we start across the green.
“Yes, Miss Dolly?”

I look at her seriously. “One, please just call me Dolly. You’re
my friend, not my servant. Two, can I ask you about prey
things sometimes? I mean, I know I’m only sort of prey and
we don’t know why but... I feel like I know nothing about
either side of me. It’s dangerous.”



Her face lights up and she nods enthusiastically. “You
absolutely can! I’d be honored, Mi—Dolly. In fact, I can make
up cards like the ones Miss Cori gave my men for your history
classes.”

“I appreciate it, Raina. I’'m so glad we became friends in the
cafeteria last year—truly. You’ve been amazing and I haven’t
taken the time to thank you properly.”

We stop in front of the academic building and the raccoon
puffs up happily. “You don’t owe me anything. You and
Monsieur Renard are the kindest preds we know. My gaze will
always be loyal to your fluffle.” She stops and snaps her small
fingers, then digs in her apron until she finds a card. “Oh! I'm
supposed to ask a question. Let’s see... ‘what was the cause of
the Great Divide?’ That’s an easy one, Dolly.”

I frown, wondering if the prey are taught different answers
than us. “The Great Divide was when shifters and magic users
stopped interacting. Magic users were abusing their powers to
gain control over many powerful shifters and their families, so
we fought until they were forced to go into hiding.”

Raina raises a brow, her expression curious, then she flips the
card to verify my answer. “Is that what they teach you?”

“Yes?” I reply as I watch her. Her head shakes slowly and she
shrugs. “Is it wrong?”

“Maybe not wrong, Dolly, but certainly not accurate. We’re
taught a much more global picture in our schools, I’'m afraid.”
Her gaze turns fearful as she looks around. “But perhaps we
should discuss that at another time.”

“Got 1t.” 1 force a smile and give her a little wave, climbing
the steps to head up to Shifter History. The information that
the Council is serving us history written by the ‘winners’ isn’t
news, but I wonder how much the ignorance preds have about
their real history is coming to roost with weird ass magic
people blowing up one of our schools.

The main question is: why the fuck now? What kicked this shit
off after hundreds of years of nothing?

I don’t have that answer, so I just head into class with a frown.



“THAT’S ANOTHER MARK, Miss DREw. HOw YOU SURVIVED
your first year in that hellhole you transferred from is beyond
me,” Herr Blitzen sneers. His huge body is straining the seams
of his dark suit, but unlike my kind dragon, he looks like a
stocky goon.

In fact, he looks like someone Bruno would employ. Gross.

Pursing my lips, I force myself to grind out an apology—again
—as the rest of the class snickers. Most of these ‘children of
famous people’ don’t know the answers, either, but they’re
happy for him to pick on me. The Heathers use it to call out
nasty barbs and because the Cappie kids are self-absorbed
assholes, they laugh at that, too. Ignoring all of them at once
has become the gauntlet I use to meditate away stress.

“She was banging half the staff; that’s why,” Pink says loudly
enough for it to float over the entire classroom. It gets her
another cheap laugh and phones all over the room buzz. I'm
sure she’s uploaded the clip of her voice already with some
cheeky hashtag.

“That won’t be the case here,” Herr Blitzen harrumphs.

Okay, that’s it. I'm not letting a middle aged dickwad professor
riff off me, too.

[ push to my feet, knowing there will be recordings of this
before I can finish speaking. Looking out over the room, I let
the red bleed into my eyes as my bunny fills my body with
strength. My voice is calm, but menacing as I pin everyone—
including the shark professor—with my infuriated gaze.

“Despite Heather’s inability to do basic math, I was not nor
will I ever be, sleeping with half the staff of Apex. My fluftle
consists of five men who are my fated mates, so sorry if you
were hoping to fill out an application, Prof; I’'m full up and
you wouldn’t make the cut.”

His eyes widen and he starts to stomp over to my desk, but I
hold up my hand with a crazy smile straight out of Fitz’s



playbook. “I wouldn’t, if I were you. The last Shifter History
professor who crossed me hasn’t been heard from in a while.”

“I knew it,” Gold growls under her breath. “Daddy couldn’t
find him anywhere when we moved to Cappie.”

Turning my distinctly unhinged look on her, I just stare until
she looks away. “Make no mistake: I am nof the Delores Drew
these girls knew in high school and I’'m not the one who
started Apex with no one by my side. If you’re coming for me,
I suggest you attend the first Pred Games match Saturday
night and see who I am now. That’s your one chance to make a
better choice.”

I watch all the phones lower, making sure I don’t back down
an inch as I gather my things. Flipping my hair in a Heather-
esque move, I stalk over to the door, turning to blow the room
a kiss and flip them off before I slam out the door.

Motherfucker that felt good.

The elevator is too slow as I ride down and a small shred of
regret creeps in. The guys are going to kil/l me for mentioning
Abel, especially after we worked so hard to cover up his death
with the explosion. My outburst is one of the things César was
working on with me—taming my bunny’s fury—and I’'m
going to get a lecture from him, too. It might have felt great to
fuck up all those people, but I’'m definitely going to pay on so
many levels. I might even—

The phone in my pocket buzzes and I’m so distracted, I pull it
out without checking the Caller 1.D. before I answer. “Go for
Dolly.”

“Delores Diamond Drew, that is not how you answer the
phone!”

My eyes widen and I almost drop it when I hear her voice.
Lucille has been noticeably absent since the guys finagled my
early trip here and I was almost convinced she stepped on the
wrong toes and someone killed her. Or was that hoped? Fuck
if I know. 1 take a deep breath, ratcheting back the temper that |
allowed out for my classroom outburst. That won’t work with
Lucille and I’'m not in the mood to add Bruiser to board today.



“Lucille,” T purr. “Please accept my apologies for the
rudeness. Today has been a stressful day and I answered
without checking to see who was calling. It won’t happen
again.”

The venom in her voice is palpable. “It had better not because
I’ve seen your little performance today at that low-rent
academy.”

Holy shit does she have a fucking ‘Delores’ alert on the
Preynet or something? I bet she does.

“Lucille, I—" Before I can respond, she growls into the phone
and I fall silent.

“Delores, I never thought I’d be in a position to say these
words and I’m furious to lose a perfectly good yacht over it.
However... today you were the perfect image of what a
Rostoff should be.” She sighs heavily and I hear her sipping a
drink, so that must have physically pained her to say. “Your
grandfather texted me to pass on his approval. You’ll find a
large bonus in your account from the family coffers.”

I blink, unsure what the hell I’'m going to say. Dmitri’s dirty
money 1s not something I want and I sure as hell don’t need
his approval. I don’t even want Lucille’s fucking praise and
I’ve figured out just how much I like that shit lately. Her
words just make my skin crawl and I shiver as I stare at the
phone.

“Delores, are you there? You’d better not have hung up on me,
you little—"

“No, Lucille. I'm sorry. I lost service in the elevator for a
moment,” I lie smoothly. “But I appreciate your call. I hadn’t
heard from you in so long I was concerned. I almost checked
in with Mattie to confirm your safety.”

Her scoff is incredulous. “Never be worried about me, my
chunky lagomorph. Lucille Rostoff Drew is a force to be
reckoned with, not a tragic headline. I had Council business to
attend to and the renovation of Apex is more complicated than
we assumed. Those things are far more important than
verifying my disappointing progeny is alive.”



And there s the real Lucille.

“I understand. In the future, I’ll remember that.” I look around,
hoping to see my next escort here early, but there’s no one
here. I don’t want to stand around until the stupid appointment
with Coach Cuntface, so I'm going to head over to the Admin
building alone. “Is there anything else I can do for you,
Lucille?”

This time, her voice carries a threat and i1ts unmistakable. “You
chose to enter the Games with our name, Delores. Your father,
grandfather, and I will not tolerate a loser wearing our name in
public. Whatever it takes, you will win that match or they
won’t know where you went afterward. Do you understand?”

I swallow hard, biting my lip until it bleeds. Coach Z has been
working with me and I’m doing well, but I don’t know shit
about my opponents. The rosters for each team aren’t released
until after the first match of the season to prevent
‘unsportsmanlike conduct’ in the pre-season. It’s code for
murder and maiming, but no one seems to bat a lash. However,
my mother just made it very clear that if I don’t win, she’ll
have me dispensed with.

“Yes, Lucille,” I murmur, working hard to keep the wobble out
of my voice. “I understand.”

“Good. I look forward to seeing your victory.”

She hangs up abruptly and I dig my shades out of my purse so
no one can see the uncertainty in my eyes as I walk across the
green to the offices. If her goal was to throw me off my game,
she’s succeeded for now. The great manipulator knows exactly
how to push my buttons so I lose my confidence and my
strength.

Thats because I wasn t lying to Rockland last time we spoke.
Lucille does not make idle threats.



FIREWORK

DELORES

AFTER MY FIRST ‘APPOINTMENT  WITH THE DAMN NOSY COACH,
I know for certain we have to put a stop to her shit. She started
out fairly normal, asking questions about my childhood and
my parents. Despite wanting to out Lucille and Bruno, I kept
my answer vague so she couldn’t play back any hidden
recordings to use for notes. I’m already dancing on a wire with
my mother, especially considering my pimp grandfather has
taken notice of me. Rockland is stupid enough to give hints
about her work in progress to press or online sycophants—any
of which could find their way back to my sociopathic family.

I did my best to shut down like Fitz does and give her nothing
but a blank wall, even when she probed into my emergence
and near-death experience at the Vom Prom. Truthfully, I'm
neither hurt nor angry at my old life anymore. The way it
happened damaged me, but finding out where I stood was
more valuable than any other lesson before it. If I’d come out a
weak pred, I might have stayed with my sexually incompetent
ex and treacherous friends for a long, miserable life.

But Rockland doesn't need to know any of that. I'm not on
board with my likeness being used for her personal profit, no
matter how she justifies it.

My reticence aggravated her eventually, though, and she made
tea, sitting a mug of what she called ‘healing herbs’ next to me
with a fake smile. Unfortunately for the conniving vulture, the
Heathers taught me not to accept drinks from people I don’t



know unless they’re sealed or prepared where I can see every
step. Using my phone, | texted the guys to get her out of the
office. It says a lot that no one even asked why.

Once she excused herself to check on the fire alarm that
suddenly started buzzing, I poured the tea into my empty water
bottle and gathered my things. I figured Aubrey would know
who to send this to in D.C. He took a position working at the
National Library one day a week while we’re at Cappie to get
us access to its archives and files. I knew he’d probably met
someone who could analyze this to see what the hell this
woman tried to drug me with.

1t’d be fucking great if people would quit trying to poison,
maim, assault, or kill me for a day.

Her absence made it easy to scurry out without her knowing
and I headed home with Bowser on heels. He left me groaning
about my homework load, off to see Raina and their gaze. I,
however, went inside and barely had time to eat and finish my
work before I fell asleep at the table. When [ woke up again, it
was to my alarm this morning and a flurry of texts in the group
chat letting me know where everyone would be today.

Which brings me to the class I’'m currently tuning out while 1
think about all the damn shit I have to deal with between now
and Sunday night. Professor Kamara Rakoto is lithe and
vicious looking in her pinstriped suit and Edna Mode glasses.
I’ve only had one another class with her, but I can tell she’s a
big cat and that she takes her subject matter very seriously. She
expects the students to as well, but her teaching methods don’t
make it easy. International Diplomacy should be pretty
interesting, but so far she’s had us outlining chapters and
memorizing by-laws. It’s as dry as can be and as tired as I am,
I’'m struggling to focus.

I almost cry with joy when a message pops up on my tablet.

Ru-Ru: How’s your day so far, Dollybear? Coco
and | are ready to rock your first Game!

Coco: Rufus had the best idea. You’re gonna
love it.



Dolly: Ugh, if I make it to Saturday. This class is
gonna Kill me.

Ru-Ru: Diplomacy? But it's a blast. You debate
and argue; | love that shit.

Dolly: Not in my class. We've done nothing but
take notes and outline for two days.

Coco: What the hell? Professor Rakoto is pretty
popular as far as we've heard. No one would like
her if that's how it always goes.

Dolly: Great. Lucky me. Somehow, | got the pod
person version of the cool teacher.

Ru-Ru: We'll look into it, Queen D. If there’s a
story, I'll sniff it out.

Coco: Are you free to do your hair tonight? We
can come over for bitch, bleach, and bad movies.

Dolly: Definitely. | have to get it done before the
match. Felix is supposed to go out with me
afterwards.

Ru-Ru: Uh... are you sure that’'s a good plan? |
mean, the Games are... feral. It gets preds all
sexy and sweaty and ready to fuck.

Coco: That’'s why it’'s a good idea, Ru-Ru!

Dolly: | probably should have remembered what
Fitz did, huh? Way to be naive, Dolly.

Ru-Ru: At least now you’ll be motivated to win by
something other than your bitch mother.

I’m about to snark back when a loud roar echoes in the room.
My head flies up and I see the boring professor with angry
golden eyes I recognize even from this distance. Holy shit,
Rakoto is a tiger. Does that mean...? Swallowing hard, I watch
her prowl from the front of the room to my desk where she
glares a hole in my head. I click the screen of my tablet off,
then turn to look up at her with a sheepish expression. Even if



I’m not a fan of her method of getting my attention, I have to
try not to piss off every teacher I have.

“Miss Drew. 1 know you have a different expectation of
classroom behavior since you attended that other school last
year, so I’ll give you this one chance to redeem yourself.” Her
red lips curve over pointed incisors as she looks at me. “You’ll
write five pages on the original treaty of Bloodstone Isle and
have it in my email by Sunday at 11:59 p.m. Otherwise, I’ll
write you up.”

Is this woman kidding me? How the hell am I supposed to get
that done along with all my other homework and the first pred
Games match?

Gritting my teeth, I nod and mutter a ‘thank you’ loud enough
for her to hear before ducking my head again. We didn’t find
anything suspicious on this woman in our background checks,
but no one mentioned her being a goddamn tiger, either. |
mean, [’m pretty sure there are some tiger ambushes across the
world who don’t belong to the Raj, but it’s not many and I
doubt someone from one would be working at this university.

No, Kamara Rakoto was placed here for a reason long ago
and now she’ll be the perfect asset for the twins’ father.

Frustration floods me and I almost bang my head on the desk.
This whole ‘chaos in a bottle’ attack shit 1s fucking up my
entire life and I’m getting sick of it. I stare at my tablet for a
minute, then I open the outline for the boring ass shit she’s
teaching. My lack of focus is gone—it’s been replaced by
anger and determination. The minute this stupid class is over,
I’m heading to Rennie’s Shakespeare class where I know he’ll
let me work on whatever the hell 1 please. I’ll get her stupid
punishment done today and then rip someone’s freaking head
off at PG practice.

That idea makes me grin and I pick up my e-Pencil, scribbling
notes about the Canine-Feline Declaration of 1909.

This bunny always feels better when she has a plan.



AS PREDICTED, MY SOOTHING GARGOYLE ALLOWED ME TO
work on the ridiculous paper as long as I promised to read our
assignment with him this weekend. I enjoy hearing his deep,
accented voice read lyrical prose and I plan to make my
grumpy dragon sit with us while he does. The solution makes
me smile, especially since I have that essay ticked off and now
I can vent my fury out at practice.

I guess Fitz and Felix were right about my participation
having unexpected benefits.

Striding into the airlock with the quietest quokka, Banjo, I
gather all the fury and rage that has been building up over the
past week. Apex was a nightmare before the mystery and
murder started, but since the night of the explosion, things
were mostly calm. I missed my friends and my guys, Lucille
was a shadowy threat, but I had time to breathe. Since the
moment [ left for Capital Prep, the universe has been piling
obstacles and assholes in my path like I’'m cursed. I’'m fucking
tired of it and tired of being nice.

I slam my badge against the second scanner and stalk down
the tube at a rapid clip. Banjo is probably having trouble
keeping up, but I don’t care right now. All I want to do is get
changed and climb in the ring with whomever Zhenga pairs
me up with today. It’s the first time we’ll be doing full contact
battles and my adrenaline is pumping like a freight train in my
veins.

No matter who it is, I'm ready to rumble.

Banjo waves when we hit the grass and I give him a small
smile before heading into the locker room. Luckily for me,
Coach Z banned the cheer squad from using our facilities
outside of the field. I assume Felix helped her with that blatant
middle finger to the corpse licker; this arena is here due to
Khan machinations. Her dimwits are relegated to changing
over in the Leonidas stadium and walking to the practice field.
It protects me while I’'m naked, at least, even if it won’t help
me anywhere else.

“Your uniforms are being delivered to your dorms today,”
Zhenga calls from the front of the room. “They are made to fit



only you, per our measurement session. You will receive a
new one after every match as long as you remain eligible to
compete. That means you must be academically, physically,
and competitively eligible to participate that week. Athletes
must have a three-point-five or higher, be uninjured, and stay
in the rankings. You are also prohibited from competing if you
are on any kind of behavioral probation. Keep your noses
clean, ladies.”

I feel her eyes on me and I sigh into my locker. She’s probably
trying to warn me about the Heathers. They’ll be subject to the
same rules on the squad, so they know they can fuck with me
if they make me retaliate to their shit. One fucking day. Just
one day without bullshit would be fantastic. Pulling on my
new team practice gear that has appeared in my locker, I wing
a thanks to the sky that each piece is vacuum sealed in plastic.
After the tea fiasco, I’'m not willing to take anything, even
clothing, someone could have messed with.

This level of paranoia is unfair. I should be partying and
having fun in college, not fending off psychos and magic
wielding freaks.

Stowing my shit in the locker, I pause to text Fitz to make sure
the electronic lock can’t be breached while I’'m away. He
doesn’t have classes today, so I know he’ll be on the sidelines
with Felix and the guys team in the main stadium, but he’ll
have his phone. I almost wish he would come to our practice
today, but I know he’ll be at the game Saturday. He can
witness the fruits of his friend’s training again that night.
Tonight 1s supposed to be Felix’s and I don’t want him to
barge into our plans—whatever they are.

“Let’s hit the field!” Coach Z shouts and I rise from the bench,
letting the bunny inside fill me with her pent-up emotions.

It’s time to burn off the fury that is consuming me in a
sanctioned fight. 1 just hope Zhenga hasn’t put me against
someone who can’t handle what I’ve got roiling inside of me.

I don't know if I can leash her now that I let her out.



LEGEND

DELORES

“Miss DREW, YOU’LL BE FIGHTING JAIYANA. SELENE, YOU LL
face Braylynn. Roswitha and Allizia. Kyaw and Philippa.
Helena and Beatrice. Absinthe and Norma Rae. Francesca and
Ashlée. Elizabetta and Denita.”

I watch as Zhenga hands out the assignments, feeling panic
roil in my gut next to the anger. Jaiyana is the /ast person I’d
want to have a practice match with because of her species. The
crocodile in her already triggers my memories of Bruno and
though Selene’s jaguar would be a keen second, I have less
fear of Lucille than my father.

At least, physically.

Bruno has never pretended to like or need me for anything. In
fact, his cruelty was almost worse than Lucille’s because it
was obvious he didn’t give a single fuck if I lived or died—mnot
once. Lucille doesn’t love me, but she had a use for me, so |
felt something from her besides hatred. My father hasn’t
looked at me any different than he would dog shit on his shoes
my whole life. When he meted out his punishment, I could fee/
the pleasure he took in making me bruise and wail. I'm
nothing to him and that bone-deep fear of not knowing how far
he’d go is edging through me now.

“As you know, at college level, the Games are not the same as
what you watch in the pro leagues. You may not kill or
permanently maim another participant. If the refs believe you
cannot control your beast, they will call the match and give the



victory to your opponent. Cheating is closely monitored, so
don’t think you can get away with claiming you didn’t ‘mean’
to blind someone.” The lioness pauses and gives each one of
us a serious look. “If I think you’ll be a liability in the match,
I’ll bench you and hold new tryouts for your spot. Do you
understand?”

“Yes, Coach!” the team choruses.

I catch her eyes, nodding as she looks at me curiously. She has
to know I don’t have any known rivals in this group and I’ll do
the best I can. Much like her competing in the male Games as
the only female ever, I’ll be the only prey animal to ever grace
the college field. It’s going to draw a big crowd—especially if
Lucille’s reaction to my status can be trusted—so Zhenga’s
coaching career could also be on the line. I’ve got a lot riding
on this damn thing and if that’s not enough pressure, I know it
will set the tone for what people can and cannot do to me at
Cappie.

You can do this, Dolly.

I hear a couple hoots from the stands as I take my place in the
circle to face Jaiyana. My eyes flick over and I see Rufus and
Cori clapping in the stands. Their support helps ground me and
I turn to look at my opponent as she gets ready. Jaiyana is tall,
broad shouldered, and has glittering dark eyes common to her
species. Her long black hair 1s pulled back in a tightly bound
French braid and pinned up so it can’t be used against her. We
aren’t much different in height, but her muscles are toned and
tight like she’s been training for this most of her life. Given
her father’s career in the Games, 1’d bet she has.

“Ready?” Zhenga says as she holds up a hand. Our eyes meet
hers and she grins. “Fight!”

Jaiyana advances, clearly favoring the aggressive opening. I
grapevine along the edge of the circle as I watch her, learning
the walk her body moves and looking for weaknesses. A low
rumble comes out of her throat when she realizes I’'m not
meeting her in the middle and I see a flash of the slitted gaze
of her reptile in her eyes. We’re not in the water, so she
doesn’t have the advantage of depriving me of oxygen that



way, but I see her fists clench. She’ll throttle me the second
she gets her hands on me.

I'm faster and I know if I use that to keep her moving, she
can 't get me in the barrel grip.

“Are you scared, little bunny?”’ she sneers.

I hear Selene and the other girls snorting from their places in
the line up. They’re not really my enemies yet, but if I beat
this girl, they will be. No Queen Bees like seeing their
brethren knocked off their pedestals. My lips curve as I shrug
at her, noting the way she holds one shoulder lower. 4An old
injury, perhaps? Noted. The croc steps forward, pushing into
the circle further so she can get within reach. She’s hoping to
intimidate me, throw me off by being as big and aggressive as
possible.

Unfortunately for Jaiyana, I’'m very used to more vicious preds
than her taking this tack. Lucille has always loved playing
with her food and Bruno delights in pain. “No. I’'m wondering
why you haven’t jumped in if you’re feeling so damn froggy.
Worried you’ll lose to a lowly prey animal?”

My words have the intended effect because she leaps into
motion, lunging for me in a smooth move. But I dance away,
letting claws slip from my fingers as I whirl behind her. As
soon as she hits the ground, I take a swipe at her leg and she
snarls as blood drips down her tanned leg. She’s rolled over to
sweep the uninjured leg out within seconds, catching one of
my ankles. I stumble, barely keeping my balance as I try to get
out of her reach.

Jaiyana has an advantage on the ground, like in water, but I
have the edge on my thumpers.

When she doesn’t knock me down, I hear both clapping and
booing from the peanut gallery. I don’t let it bother me as |
crack my neck and start circling again. I’'m not sure how I’'m
going to tap her out; she’s much stronger than me and I can’t
slit her damn throat. Pushing that thought out of my head, I
take a breath and let my bunny fill me more, knowing my eyes
are red and I’m probably sprouting fur. I know I can’t open the
cage entirely because I’'m prohibited from the ending she



wants, but I need her strength to defeat this chick. By the time
I’ve got my brain settled, I feel the hairs on my neck stand up
and I know she’s coming.

My legs flex as I leap out of the way of the charging crocodile.
As soon as I land, I turn and send a spinning kick at her face. It
connects, knocking her almost out of the ring with the force.
My face gets redder as I remember how much more psi I have
in my legs when the rabbit is loose. I need to be careful.
Sucking in a breath as Jaiyana comes at me again, I duck to
the left to avoid her right hook. An uppercut from my left rings
her bell again and she screams in frustration.

Anger makes you sloppy.

Fitz’s voice in my head helps me stay present as the stocky
shifter grabs my arms. Suddenly, her clothes tear and she’s
half-shifted, just like Bruno. Fear makes my heart race and my
eyes widen as ears, tail, and more fur pop out. I'm losing
control quickly and I have to take her down before 1 get
myself in serious fucking trouble. I grip her arms back,
digging claws into her scaly skin. Mine are much longer and
sharper, so she lets out a loud growl of pain.

“You bitch! That will scar,” Jaiyana hisses.

My eyes narrow at her and I keep my expression calm as I grit
out, “You’ll live. You’re a fucking alpha and the heir to your
family. Why weren’t you at Apex?”

She gives me a toothy grin and I’m reminded that crocs have
the strongest bite of any animal on the planet. “Small pond,
big name isn’t how the Faezs roll, appetizer. Plus, Cappie has
the best Games team. Now, where do you want it?”

I snarl back at her, letting go with my left hand to whip it out
in a backhand to her jaw. She didn’t expect that, so she reels
back and I’m able to scamper back enough to break her grip.
“I think you should be asking me that question.”

“My father—”
Fuck that. I spent my life hearing that from my ex-friends.

Ignoring her sentence, I plant my back foot, readying for her to
spring forward as she drones on about her stupid parent. When



she gets within range, I lift my leg and kick as hard as I can.
She goes flying across the ring and lands in a crumpled heap
before she can even finish her list of shit her dad did. Wiping
my forehead with the back of my hand, I mutter, “... is nof in
this fucking ring.”

Zhenga looks at me in shock, blowing her whistle and jogging
over to the prone reptile to check on her. Whooping from the
stands tells me my friends are going nuts, but I’m too numb to
check. I let out a long shuddering breath, putting my hands on
my knees and bending over. 1 barely got my fear of Bruno
under control to handle this, but if I’ve really hurt Jaiyana my
Games career 1s over.

I doubt that would have been so at Apex, but Cappie is so
much softer than my old school.

Warm hands land on my shoulders and I whirl around, using
my elbow to hit the person who touched me without
permission. A groan and a soft growl get my attention, so I
open my eyes, startled to find Felix and his yellow eyed tiger
doubled over behind me.

“Shit. Shit. I'm sorry, Sir,” I pant as I stand up. I think my
arms might be bleeding a little and I’'m definitely bruised, but
I’m not as hurt as Jaiyana for sure.

Felix gives me a heated look when he finally catches his
breath. “That was a foul, Princess. No striking the ref.”

Giving him a sheepish look, I walk over to look up at him
shyly. “Instinct. I was trying to come down from... this and
someone touched me.”

“Fair enough,” he says as he grimaces. “We want you aware
and fighting back, so I'll let that one slide. You did well,
Princess. Fitz will love the video I took.”

I wrinkle my nose and snort. “He’ll be putting it in the spank
bank the second you hit send, you know. I’m surprised he’s not
here.”

“He said ‘It’s your turn tonight, bro. Chess and I are reaping
the spoils tomorrow when she kicks someone’s ass’ and then
sent me packing from practice.” Felix looks amused, but we



both know Fitz isn’t kidding. “So I came to see how you’re
doing.”

“I did okay,” I say with a sigh. “But Jaiyana was sort of a bad
first try. Her shifter form makes my bunny angry and scared
because of...”

His expression darkens. “Your father. You know we’re going
to kill that bastard, right?”

My eyes dance. “Only if you get to him first. Now help me
hobble to the showers, Professor. As long as I didn’t cripple
that bitch, I have to get these injuries healed for tomorrow
night.”

“I suggest soaking in the big tub when you get home. You
need to be mobile for tonight, Princess. [ won’t take it easy on
you just because you had a scrap today.”

Tilting my head, I arch a brow at him. “You still haven’t told
me where we’re going, Sir. How will I know how to dress?”

He shrugs, his eyes dark as he wraps an arm around me.
“Casual is fine. No jewelry, nothing flashy.”

“Mmmhmm. Shoes?”
“Walkable, not tottering nightmares.”

I stop, narrowing my eyes at the smirking tiger. “If you’re
taking me rock climbing or some physical bullshit, ’'m going
to yank your tail as hard as I can.”

His laughter rolls over my skin and he squeezes me lightly as
we walk into the empty locker room. “No, nothing like that.
Don’t worry; I’ll feed you and then we’ll have a fucking
amazing time, I promise.”

Letting go of him, I hop over to my locker and grab my shit,
winking at him over my shoulder. “I’m going to hold you to
that.”



PLAY WITH FIRE

FELIX

IT TOOK IMMENSE CONTROL TO LEAVE HER IN THE LOCKER
room to change. My tiger has been pacing for months because
he knows my twin and Chess have been with our girl while we
have not. It’s not that we can’t share as much as the alpha
instinct; I’'m the Raj and I should have gone first. But that’s
my own fault for pushing Dolly away for so long. All my
brothers have experienced more with her than I and the only
obstacle was my own stubborn need to punish myself.

It was hard to admit Fitz has been right about letting go of the
past for years.

Shaking my head, I make my way to the library to mentally
prepare for tonight. One of the Captain’s crew will be there to
escort her back and I know she’ll head straight for her room to
get ready. Dolly’s consistent ability to distribute her affection
to all of us equally is one of the things that finally pushed
through my shields. She really cares for each of us in a unique
way and makes sure no one feels left out no matter what. It
never comes off as forced or fake—despite being so young,
our bunny sees us as individuals and treats us accordingly.

Of course, the way she's helped my twin open up and show the
real man underneath is part of why I like her, too.

My smile is genuine as I wave my hand at the scanner on the
back door. I hadn’t realized how little this happened before she
showed up and blew a hole in our carefully regimented group
brooding. But now, it’s coming more easily and more often.



Dolly’s effect on even the stubborn ass dragon echoes through
our new ‘nest.” Renard has it decorated to the nines, Chess fills
the air with delicious food smells, and Aubrey doesn’t snarl
when Fitz bounces around like a hopped up rave kid. Her
presence eases us all and I take great pleasure in watching it.

“Felix, is that you?”

I grin as Aubrey calls out from the living room. He’s taken to
spending more time in our gathering space on off days than in
the library—another change I approve of. As much as the
ancient lizard and I butt heads, even I realized he worked far
too hard as a result of outliving his past mistakes. “Working
from home, Lord Draconis?”

He rolls his eyes at me from where he’s sprawled on the
sunken couch with his laptop and a scotch. Jinx is sitting
above his head, purring like an outboard as the dragon stabs at
his keyboard. “Fuck off, Raj. How did the practice match go?”

My eyes darken as I remember and he laughs in a matching
tone. “Our girl conquered her fear and took down a crocodile.
It will probably cause her problems later, but I could see how
much it boosted her confidence when she won. She should do
well tomorrow if she can keep that focus.”

“Shit,” he mutters. “I bet it was hot as hell, but if it was
Hercules’ kid...”

I grimace and nod. “There’ll be videos of it. He’ll come down
on his kid like a hammer and practices will start being
dangerous for the Princess.”

Aubrey sits up and pulls off his glasses, cleaning them on his
shirt as he sighs. “We knew this could happen when we
encouraged her to join the team. If she did well, she’d shake
up the status quo like Zhenga did and it would make her a
target for the bigger assholes.”

“But it should ward off the lesser preds. They won’t want to
mess with her for fear of getting beat by prey or taking the
chance away from one of the head bitches,” I finish for him.
“Either way, we knew there was a down side, but we had to
take a gamble.”



“Who could have predicted the counselor bitch coming out of
nowhere to add another enemy to the board?”” Renard walks in
with a smile and drops onto the couch in a boneless pose.
“Hopefully, Chess will have news that the gangster’s uncle is
working his magic. The other professors are child’s play next
to that.”

I frown. “We know the History dick is messing with her. Who
else?”

He shrugs and leans his head back. “She’s certain she won’t
get any good roles from her theater classes because the jaguar
who teaches it must be linked to Hecate and her kid. The tiger
from her diplomacy class had a good reputation when
Fitzgerald checked her out, but ma petite came to my class
with a punishment after only two sessions. I’m uncertain what
reasons the latter two have, but Dolly will struggle this
semester.”

Son of a bitch. When 1 find out who s pulling these strings, I'm
going to rip them to pieces.

“Perhaps the show tonight will discourage some of these
sycophants from continuing their bullshit,” I muse. Stroking
my chin, I let a hungry smirk take over my face as I look at my
friends. “I’ll have Chess tip the media off beforehand.”

The dragon narrows his gaze at me, looking suspicious.
“Where in the hell do you plan on taking the lunchable for a
date that the paparazzi will follow?”

I snort. “My dear spicy gecko...it doesn’t matter where I’'m
going. If I’m there, the cameras will show up. This is one
situation where it is absolutely good to be the King.” They
both roll their eyes at me and I shrug. “Plus, I might even
please my asshole father enough to send another bonus. I'm
sure he’d be pleased if it bought our girl another crown.”

That makes them grin broadly and I wink as I leave them,
heading for the room Renard cleaned out for my ambush. It
was an office before, but when we decided that everyone
staying in one place was better, his crew of prey animals took
care of it within a day. I shut the door and pull out the clothes I
plan on wearing, making a note to myself that I can offer



Dolly’s friends a private place in our townhouse just over the
academy border. They seemed unhappy with their dorms and
if they’re good at sneaking, they can get in and out without
anyone knowing.

A rainbow haired bear isn't exactly stealthy, but we did make
our secret entrance in a camera blindspot. That should help.

Now I have an unorthodox date to get ready for and a bunny to
surprise.

Time to get clean before I get dirty.

WHEN | EMERGE FROM THE ROOM, THE REST OF THE GUYS ARE
sitting in their usual spots trying to pretend they aren’t waiting
for Dolly and I to leave. She’s not out of her room yet, so I
stride over and give them all a derisive look. “Full house,
tonight, hmm?”

Fitz laughs and slaps his leg dramatically. “Very funny, bro.
Now tell us where you’re taking my baby girl. Cross my heart,
[ won’t shadow you.”

Uh-huh.

“No way, jackass. You’re practically stuck to the Princess with
a magnet. [ was amazed you didn’t intrude on her date with
Chess as it 1s.”

Aubrey grins and shrugs. “He’s easily distracted with shiny
things.”

“Ha! That’s fancy talk for ‘Broody McFrenchKiss got him
drunk and we challenged him to a Smash Preds tourney.” They
tricked me,” Fitz whines and pouts a little as he looks at me.
“You won’t do that, will you, bro?”

I arch a brow. “No. I’'m ordering you to give us some fucking
space this time.”

His face falls and though I didn’t put the whole ‘Raj’ thing
behind the command, he knows I’m serious. My brother isn’t
actually trying to invade Dolly’s dates because he’s jealous;



he’s simply so excited about our family that he can’t help
himself. He’s always been the most social of the three of us
and our exile was hard on him. “Fine. No stalking for Fitzy.
Buzz kill.”

Chess scoots over, always ready to soothe his tantrums. “Baby,
I’ll keep you busy while our girl and our king have a little
alone time. Remember... he’s been alone the longest now that
we know those two are bonking.”

Renard snorts and opens his mouth to retort, but he’s cut off
when Dolly comes out of her room.

She took my sparse information and ran with it, donning tight
black satin jeans and a vivid purple halter. The short lace shrug
she has on doesn’t cover her tatts and her belly ring sparkles in
the lights overhead. I grin, letting my eyes skate down her legs
to her feet, noting the spike-heeled boots that lace up to her
knees. Her hair is in wild rainbow waves around her face,
accenting the dark smoky look of her makeup. Her friends
come bounding in behind her, winking at me before they wave
and head for the back door.

Of course the Terror Twins were involved in this badass look
our bunny is sporting.

“Who let them in?” I ask, waiting for Dolly to approach.

She rolls her eyes and walks over to me, then does a little
twirl. “Don’t be a grouch, Sir. Did we do a good job with the
outfit?”

Reaching out, I haul her close and place a light kiss on her
forehead. Her honeysuckle and candy scent makes me smile. I
murmur low, “You look positively edible, Princess. Are you
ready to go?”

Dolly nods, pulling back to note my simply black dress pants
and black oxford. “Curious as hell, but definitely ready.”

Giving my twin the middle finger before he can ask, I take her
arm and wave to the others. “Don’t wait up.”

“Hey! She has a match tomorrow, dickhead. Don’t you dare
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Fitz’s voice is cut off when we walk out the back door and
head for the parking lot past the Shird. Dolly snickers as she
looks up at me, her lightly tanned skin almost glowing in the
moonlight. “He’s going to worry about that all night, you
know.”

“He let you fight a bunch of magical hooded freaks with him.
Fitz is the last person who gets to comment on your safety.” |
pause for a moment when she frowns, then add, “Besides, he
knows he can track the car and phones. Plus he has a fucking
satellite, Princess. He’ll be fine.”

“Oh, I forgot about that. You’re right.” Dolly beams up at me,
her concerns gone.

Aubrey owes me a hundred bucks; I knew she realized how
closely he tracks her.

PULLING INTO THE DARK PLAZA IN MY PHANTOM, | LOOK OVER
at Dolly with a satisfied smirk. Her expression is confused.
Last time we were here, we absolutely refused to go into /nky
Depths until we did research on its ties to the underworld. This
time, ’m bringing her here on purpose.

“I thought you said this place is controlled by Lucille’s family
and we couldn’t go in?” Dolly frowns and tilts her head at me.
“Now we’re here for a date?”

Chuckling, 1 take her hand and kiss her knuckles lightly.
“Princess, | know the others took you to fancy places, dancing,
or quaint picnics. But unlike them, I’ve had a hard time
fighting the urge to let you spread your wings and I want that
to change. I may be able to issue demands in the dark...” She
grins and I can see her flushing. “...but I need to show you
that I trust you to be a part of the team.”

“You just said Fitz let—"

“Did a good job of riling you up, didn’t I?”” My eyes dance as I
nip her fingertip and she squirms in her seat. “I said that to
make you huffy and it worked. But we researched this place



after we left and what Fitz found was that it’s not what it
seems.”

“It’s not a dive bar?” Her expression is disbelieving as she
unbuckles her seatbelt. “Cause it really looks like a skeezy
dive bar.”

“Not just a dive bar,” I reply as I open my door and hop out.
Walking over to her side, I open her door and wait for her to
emerge, all shapely curves and legs as she rises to stand in
front of me. My cock notices, but I shake my head to clear it.
“The bar 1s a front for the illegal Pred fighting rings
downstairs.”

Her eyes widen and she throws her arms around my neck in
excitement. “We’re going to an illegal fight? That’s so fucking
cool! What kind of fight? Is it bare knuckle or are there
weapons or...”

I cut her off before we start for the door, holding one finger up.
“Princess, I need you to breathe. I’'m not sure what they’ll be
running tonight, but I do need you to promise me a few things.
Otherwise, I’ll never survive this shit. Got 1t?”

“Negotiate with me, my King. I’'m ready to plead my case.”
Her eyes twinkle as she puts her hand on her hip, arching her
back a little in a move that probably works on my brother.

Hell, if it wasn't so dangerous in this joint, it’d probably work
on me; who am I kidding?

“One, do you have your knife?” She nods and I frown,
wondering where the hell it’s stowed. “Two, I need you to stay
where I can see you, no matter what. Even if I’m not close by,
I have to be able to see where you are.”

“Got it. Stabby weapon, stay in sight. Anything else?”

Rolling my eyes, I sigh heavily. I have to be crazy doing this
shit, but I’'m still going to have Fitz tip the media off once
we’re inside. “We see the soft Dolly at home, but here? You
need to be Delores Drew, heir to Lucille Drew’s throne. No
mercy, no favors, and no quarter—otherwise, there could be
trouble.”



Her bright red lips spread into a knowing grin and I watch as
her posture changes immediately. The warmth in her
expression and tilt of her head turn regal as she gazes back at
me with an arched brow. “Like so?”

She looks like she’d stab a bitch with her heel, so yeah, thats
what I asked for.

“Excellent. Come inside with me and we’ll see what trouble
we can get into.” Taking her arm, I transition to my own
‘Khan heir’ deportment as we stalk to the entrance of the bar
quickly. I open the door for her, letting her make the entrance I
knew she would before I step in behind her.

“Your Majesty,” the bartender dips his head and I sneer.

“Where are the rings?” 1 bark without acknowledging his
misstep. My father would have him killed for calling me that
and most non-Khans know it. It’s his favorite trap and most
cruel test of loyalty—which King do they acknowledge.

“Down the hall, through the curtain, and take the elevator to
the ground floor,” someone offers from the crowd.

Dolly doesn’t speak, just surveys the room as I give them a
sharp nod. Once we move, the noise resumes in the bar and I
lead her down the cramped hallway. “See what I mean?” I
whisper.

“Yep. Act like royalty and be feared like royalty,” she
responds. “I know what to do.”

Good thing she does because I'm not sure I know what the
fuck I'm doing at all.



ANIMALS

DELORES

FELIX COULDN’T HAVE SURPRISED ME WITH HIS DATE CHOICE IF
he’d donned a grass skirt and done the hula. I mean, he’s
always the one bitching about letting me put myself in danger.
This is decidedly not safe and our lack of backup makes it
even more dodgy. But he looked sincere when he said he
wants to trust me, so I’m following his rules for the moment. |
don’t mind his bossy, royal ‘Sir’ stuff if he’s not being a dick
and the dominant thing is fucking /ot in the bedroom.

Control is Felix's weakness, and for now, he can have it.

We step into the elevator and my tiger cuts his eyes up briefly
to let me know there’s a camera in here. I clocked it when I
walked in because Fitz has been teaching me about stealth and
being aware of my surroundings is lesson one. We haven’t
gotten to lesson two yet because he’s waiting until I’ve honed
my skills to his satisfaction and, much like his brother’s
bossiness, I like Fitz the spicy teacher. Nodding imperceptibly,
I move closer, facing my date and straightening his collar. It
doesn’t need it, but he takes that moment to lean in and brush
his lips against my ear.

“You need to behave down here, Princess. Remember, I don’t
need saving, even if it looks like I do. Everything has a
purpose.”

My facial expression doesn’t give away what he said, instead I
tip my head back and close my eyes as if he’s being naughty.
That’s a much more interesting picture for anyone watching



security, even if it goes public somehow. I don’t know what
Felix thinks we’re going to find out in this place, but there has
to be more to our trip than letting me put on a show for a
bunch of criminals. I turn my head to nuzzle his cheek briskly
so I can reply.

“I'll do everything exactly how Lucille would; cross my
heart.”

That covers a broad spectrum of crimes and punishment, but
he doesn t need to know that yet.

“Good girl,” he says before his teeth sink into my earlobe
firmly.

I shudder, cursing the effect of his tone on my barely there
undergarments. My pants are tight enough that any friction
will drive me crazy, but he’s not even touching the money
spots. Evil, evil king. Pulling back, I pretend to air kiss his
nose and stand tall as we reach the bottom floor where the
doors open. Before I move, I scan the scene while Felix holds
the doors open, noting everything I can until I stride out. His
lips curl for a moment, then he offers his arm as we walk into
a cavernous underground with gambling tables, a bar, TVs
hanging from the ceiling, and an enormous sunken area
halfway to the other end that must be the fighting ring.

This place runs under the bar and most of the parking lot
outside, | realize suddenly. They’ve put a strip mall full of
seedy shit on top of their highly illegal operations
underground. No one would assume this place is down here
unless they knew and the amount of money lying on tables,
being counted by roving cashiers or bet on the fights has to be
astronomical. There are easily three hundred slimy assholes—
both rich and poor—assuaging their addictions in this weird
cave of vice.

I feel eyes on me as we walk past the roulette table, so I look
over at Felix with a haughty smirk. “Where shall we start
tonight, darling?”

The yellow of his tiger flashes at me, and he cocks his head to
the ring. “I’m feeling bloodthirsty tonight, Princess.”



Something about the way he responds trips my wires, but I
nod, allowing him to lead me over to a booth by the entrance.
Felix arches a brow at the cougar running the gate and the cat
swallows hard, scrambling out of his chair to find someone
else. I’'m not sure what’s going on yet, but apparently, lowly
mountain cats don’t serve the king.

“Excuse me.”

I whirl around, my eyes narrowed as I hear a leopard purr
behind us. It takes a lot to keep my face from showing relief
when it’s not Lucille, but the woman looks like a distant
relative. Knowing I can’t show any fear, I glare at her as if I'm
going to attack. “You dare sneak up behind us like a coward?
Do you know who we are?”

Felix pats my hand on his arm, giving the slinky cat a
magnanimous smile. “Forgive my Princess. Her temper is
genetic, [’m afraid.”

The leopard nods, looking suspicious before she replies. “I am
aware of your reputation, Prince Felix. We have not had the
pleasure of your presence before, nor your girlfriend, Miss...”

“Drew,” I reply in a tone that would make my mother proud.
“My name is Delores Rostoff Drew—something you’d do well
to remember.”

That gets her attention. Her eyes widen and she bows her head
briefly. “Of course you are. My apologies, Miss. I did not
intend any offense to you or the Prince. Please pass on my
sincere gratitude to your families for my position here.”

Our families?

If my tiger is feeling uneasy, he doesn’t show it all. Instead, he
gives her a piercing stare as he replies. “I would like to join
the card—mnext. I’'m feeling spry tonight and I haven’t had a
good workout since Bloodstone. I believe you can make that
happen?”

My entire body tenses, but I cover it by leaning into him with
what I hope is a vicious smirk. He didn’t tell me he was going
to jump in the fucking ring with a bunch of psycho criminals!
How am I supposed to keep my reaction to that bottled up? I



feel the leopard looking at me, and I know she’s watching to
see if this is a set-up. Name dropping freaked her out a little,
but not enough to risk her tail for a bored royal.

“Baby,” I say as I lick up his cheek. “You know I love when
you’re covered in blood. It’s sexy.”

His jaw ticks, but Felix turns to give me a searing kiss. We
battle for control for a moment and when he pulls away, the
cat can see I bit his lip until it bled. That should do it—the
children of Lucille Drew and The Raj of Bloodstone being
violent nut jobs makes perfect sense. “Then blood you shall
have, Princess.”

“Yes, Miss Drew, Your Majesty. I understand. Allow me to
organize your request,” the leopard says, as she watches us.
She speeds away, and I watch, tilting my head.

“She’s going to start the book first, isn’t she?” I give my date a
wry look and he nods, eyes dancing in amusement.

“Most definitely. But you’re doing very well, Princess. |
almost believed you for a second.” His arms wrap around me
and he leans in to whisper, “Don’t worry about me,
remember?”

I snort. “I saw the Staff Games, Felix. Fitz took over, but he
didn’t need to. I'm not worried you’ll lose; I’'m concerned
about our presence being noticed by people we don’t want

attention from. And I wasn’t lying...I do like you covered in
blood.”

His grin 1s feral. “Perhaps the attention is the point, little
bunny. Sometimes, hiding in plain sight works as well as
fading into the background.”

“Whatever you say, Sir.” I wink and follow him as the leopard
gestures for him to come closer by an enormous door marked
‘Staff Only.’

Here we go.



MY STOMACH IS FULL OF BUTTERFLIES AS | STAND IN THE
roped off box our ‘host” brought me to while Felix gets ready.
I know why he wanted me to give off the ‘fuck with me and
die’ air when we came 1n; he knew 1’d be left alone while he
did this. I'm keeping up appearances, looking around with a
steely gaze and haughty tilt to my chin as I eye the people
surrounding the VIP section. It’s not protected by anything
other than a grumpy-looking bouncer and a few velvet ropes
that will stop absolutely nothing from getting in.

If something goes wrong, the crowd has to believe coming
after me will cause their immediate deaths.

As the current competitors tear into one another, I walk along
the partition, sliding the tips of my claws on it idly. I keep a
bored expression on my face, only barely glancing at them
occasionally as I walk back and forth slowly. The movement is
draining a little of the energy coursing in my veins, but it’s
also cementing the impression that I could give a fuck less
about everything around me. In truth, I’m studying the exits,
the cameras, the people, and everything else Fitz told me to
watch for. It’s both practice and practical because I have no
idea how this risky ass gambit of my tiger’s will play out.

The Khans are universally feared, and he is the rightful Raj;
everyone knows that even if they don’t accept it. If that evil
old fucker dies, they’ll never choose a weaker royal to spite
Felix. At least, I don’t think so. Fitz told me the new ‘heir
apparent’ is a slimy little shit who abuses the females and
can’t fight his own battles. Their ambush is too ruthless to put
an idiot like that in the top seat, unless someone is pulling his
strings. Felix putting on this show might ruffle some feathers
—his enemies could see he’s not the beaten down wreck he
was when he first arrived.

But then, my enemies might see how fucking fierce he is and
reconsider; it's a delicate balance.

A loud alarm sounds and I realize it’s serving as the bell.
Looking down, I note the bloody mess in the ring that used to
be a wolf. They don’t hold back in the underground scene, and
the lioness who was in the ring is pawing at the air in victory.
Before I can blink, it shifts and my eyes widen as I stare at a



naked Coach Z pumping her fist in the air. She’s covered in
blood, especially at the mouth from ripping the throat out of
her opponent. It takes everything in me to continue meeting
her eyes as she winks from the spotlight, but I give her a sharp
nod of approval.

Zhenga makes a few more loops around the circle, letting the
announcer go on about her stats and her family line. When
she’s in front of me, she cuts her eyes to another section of the
crowd. Following her gaze, I have to lock it down again when
I see my new nemesis, Kamara Rakoto, standing in the
shadows of the back row. What the hell is she doing here? Is
this why Felix wanted to come? Coach Z moves on when she
knows I understand, smirking and waving at the crowd despite
being clothed only in wolf’s blood and gore.

That s one part of shifter behavior I havent gotten used to yet
—zero fucks given about public nudity.

I pretend to yawn, dropping into one of the lush seats and
crossing my legs as I pull my phone out. The excitement is
dying down and I know it’s only a matter of minutes before
they announce my boyfriend. That’s going to set them off like
a firecracker and the kitsunes running bets around the crowd
will start whizzing like the Flash. I can’t look as if I give a shit
until Felix comes out; it has to look like his victory is a
foregone conclusion in my mind. It is, but rich people always
have this air of untouchable ennui. Lucille is always draped in
it unless she’s angry, so I know exactly how to play this.

“As always, the Leonidas Liquidator has decimated her prey!
Up next, a real treat for our fight fans: a surprise addition to
the card. In a shocking turn of events, we have royalty among
us tonight!”

That gets the crowd’s attention, but I don’t move. I know
who’s coming and they need to see me continuing to ignore
the world around me.

“Get ready to place your bets, because we’re going to see
blood and gore. Our top fighter, Brutus Leonidas, the exiled
heir, will fight yet another cast off from a family of vicious



cats. Make your choice between Brutus and the exiled heir to
Bloodstone Isle: Prince. Felix. Khaaaaaan!”

Gasps, hoots, boos, and screams of delight fill the arena as
Felix strides out in a pair of fighting silks, wrapped hands, and
nothing else. He doesn’t need those wraps, nor did he need the
oil adorning his gorgeous tanned skin from head to toe, but I
know why he did it. He looks more like the exile he was when
he came to Apex than ever—I’ve seen pictures—because his
hair is growing out, his stubble is roguish and he’s wearing a
flippant smirk only perfected by the insanely wealthy.

This is being recorded on so many devices that it will go viral
within seconds of the fight s conclusion.

I finally stand when his eyes move to me and he strides across
the ring, ignoring the ref and his hulking opponent. Leaping up
to the top of the barrier, he holds on, waiting for me to
approach. When I get close, he uses one hand to hold himself
up and the other to grip my chin while he kisses me hard. |
have to grit my teeth not to fucking swoon at how strong he is,
but when I pull away, I mirror his cocky expression as I look
at the crowd. He hops down, strolling over to the ref as if
nothing happened, and I let out a slow, calming breath.

From that moment, it’s like everything moves in fast forward.
The bets end and the match begins with a slow study of one
another. The lion is gigantic for this species and much like the
wolf Fitz fought at Apex, I assume he has to be juicing. It’s
likely the reason he got the boot from the Leonidas’ family—
they’re known for harsh penalties in the League if they catch
players enhancing themselves. From the Pred Games to the
Prey Bowl, they don’t allow cheating in their sports. But this
guy? He’s three times as big as even a shifted male lion should
be. That doesn’t stop Felix, though, because, like me, he’s
using that size to his advantage. His half-shifted tiger is sleek
and fast, so the lumbering dickface can’t get a good grasp on
him.

Until the steroid freak gets his tail and a loud, tiger roar fills
the air. Felix completes his shift within seconds, something I
haven’t seen before. This is what a real alpha of the species
looks like: absolutely in control of every inch of his forms



with no hesitation. His body rolls and his fluid motion allows
him to escape the big dude, but not without a bleeding gash on
the appendage he wrenched free.

First blood makes the audience lose its mind, especially since
it’s Khan blood. I know it doesn’t mean shit, but they all think
their champion is going to beat a future king. It’s making the
tension notch up and I raise my hand indolently, not even
looking around as I wait. A server appears as if by magic and I
grunt over my shoulder, “Scotch. Now.”

Sounds good, right? Hopefully, I can choke this shit down
without making a face.

My glass appears so quickly you’d think they teleported and I
rise to walk up to the barrier as I sip it slowly. It’s expensive; I
know because it’s not burning as much as I assume straight
liquor should. TigerFelix sees me and a minor flash of
recognition runs through his eyes as he darts forward to swipe
his claws over the lion’s flank. He must approve of my act
because he’s continuing his fight without pause, attacking the
big cat over and over until the air is thick with bloodlust.

I let my gaze flick to where Rakoto is and I note she’s staring
at my guy as he finishes his opponent with expert precision.
She has to know he was holding back at first, and her
expression is irritated as hell when the ref jumps in to pull
TigerFelix off of their prone champ. The fight runners don’t
want him killing their golden goose, despite not caring if
Coach Z destroyed her opponent.

Sighing loudly, I toss back the rest of the scotch and slam my
glass down in a show of anger. I want them to think I'm
pouting that Felix didn’t get to murder the other cat; it’s one
hundred percent how Lucille would react. Though, I’'m not
convinced she wouldn’t shift, jump in the ring, and do it
herself if she was mad enough. It’s not out of her wheelhouse
at all. Killing people is her second favorite hobby after
torturing me.

“And the winner 1s the future king of the ambush, the
Bloodstone Brawler, Felix Khan!”



When the announcer holds up his hand and he starts his
victory laps, I nudge my way past the bouncer, heading for the
locker room as we planned. My gaze is dark as I look at
anyone who meets my eyes and they give me a wide berth
when I stalk to the staff area. No one even speaks; they simply
move the hell out of my way as I pass.

If this wasn t part of Felix's plan, its a hell of a side effect.

Ignoring yet another bouncer, I push open the door and stride
into the room like I own the place, leaving gaping idiots in my
wake. Felix isn’t here yet, so I plant myself on a bench, legs
stretched out on it as I lean back. The alcohol is buzzing in my
veins now, hitting the adrenaline from the fight and having a
little chemical party in my brain. I'm not drunk, but I’'m
definitely a wee bit buzzed, so it’s good this place is empty.
Watching Felix literally tear that moron apart without breaking
a sweat has me worked up, especially since I know we’re
doing this to piss people off.

I think my chaos loving gargoyle is rubbing off on me because
1 find that idea delicious.



POWER OVER ME

FELIX

[ COULD HAVE ENDED THE FIGHT SOONER, BUT | LET IT DRAG
out for the assholes who will no doubt have this online before
I towel off. The scratch on my tail is irritating, but it will heal
quick enough. I shifted as soon as I was out of the view of the
fans and now that I’ve shaken off the money grubbing
promoters from this place, I’'m headed for my true prey: Dolly.

Flinging open the door to the locker room, I stalk in, chuckling
when | find her reclining on the wide bench between the
lockers. Her eyes are dark and she gives me a lazy smirk that
makes my cock twitch. My Princess is a blend of whip smart
sarcasm and adorable naiveté—both of which make her
fascinating. She’s prey raised in a pred world with no
understanding of how anything works, but she’s picking it up
like a prodigy. She’s fire and ice and cotton candy with zero
apology for it.

I can't get enough of it.

“That was brilliant—mnot to mention hot. But that was your
plan, right, Sir?” she says as she sits up, placing her spiky
boots on the ground. “You wanted everyone to see me being
rich and unaffected so they’d think twice, especially after you
tore that juicing dickhead apart?”’

My lips quirk as I toss the towel aside and drop onto the
bench, straddling it as I scoot closer. She leans back as I get in
her space, ever the playful minx, and by the time I answer,



she’s almost bent over backwards. “I did. Brilliant of you to
work 1t out, Princess.”

Dolly snorts, her hand coming up to brush the hair out of my
face. “It didn’t take a genius to figure out your plan had more
than one level, Felix. The King is always looking at the whole
chessboard and you are most definitely the King.”

Swooping in, I kiss her roughly and her hands wind around my
neck. Her fingers bury in my hair while our tongues battle for
dominance. Her aggressiveness surprises me, but I like it; it’ll
make her submission that much sweeter. Teeth tug at my lower
lip, just sharp enough to almost pierce it, and I growl loudly.
The others weren’t wrong about the bunny having a little
bloodlust under her skin; the trick is keeping it from clouding
her mind before she’s ready.

“Careful, Princess,” I rumble against her lips when we
separate for air. “You’re being quite naughty.”

Her lips curve before she pulls away, arching her brow at me
knowingly. I watch as she leans down and unzips each boot,
letting the leather fall to the side. Her fingers slide under the
hem of her ripped jeans and a small tab flips out. Tugging on
it, she slides it upward and suddenly, the inner seams of her
pants are parting like her boots.

My eyes widen. “What the hell?”

“Courtesy of Fitz, I imagine. I didn’t realize how they worked
until I put them on tonight,” she chuckles, continuing to reveal
skin until she reaches the apex of her thighs. She’s wearing a
barely there scrap of black lace with thin straps and I groan.

Merciful Bast, this fucking girl is going to kill me.

“Turn around. Get on all fours and be still,” I growl in a low
voice. “Otherwise, I’ll stop.”

Her eyes flash red briefly, but she lifts her right leg up and
over us both in a move only a dancer could accomplish. I grit
my teeth as I watch her slowly adjust until she’s kneeling on
the wide bench with her thighs spread and her hands holding
her up. Her round ass is sticking up, so I squeeze it hard
enough to make her bite back a strangled sound.



“Quiet.” The order is followed by a sharp smack to her right
cheek and I feel the shudder run through her. Her scent is
intoxicating as she fights the instinct to be vocal, and though I
love the sounds she makes, I also know she /oves being told
what to do almost as much as she enjoys fighting me. “Hold
still.”

I turn over, putting my back on the wood as I scoot underneath
her. Once I’'m settled under her bare thighs, I inhale with a
hungry grin. I’'m not worried about someone intruding; they
wouldn’t dare disturb me after the show in the ring. But we
don’t have all the time in the world, either, so I grab her legs to
spread them further. Diving into her wetness, I lick a line up
her slit before moving to her clit. Nipping it lightly, I flick my
tongue over it and suckle, alternating until she’s flooding my
face with more heat. 1 grip her tightly, using the jerks and
harsh breaths of my girl to measure how close she is. Every
time I sense she’s getting too close, too fast, I pull back and
make marks on her inner thighs as she shivers. I want her
panting with need before I'll take her over.

The thought makes my cock twitch in my shorts and I double
my efforts, lashing her with my tongue until she lets out a
strangled squeak. Growling in reproval, I bite down and I
know she’s damn near ready to explode. Our girl loves public
fucking; I’ve seen how hot it gets her. Dolly isn’t perturbed
someone will see her; in fact, the possibility makes her wetter.
I thrust my tongue inside her quickly, bringing her closer and
closer until she’s trembling again, then pull my mouth away.

“Do you want to come?” I ask as I blow cool air over her hot
pussy. “Are you waiting for me to give permission?”’

“Yes, Sir.” Her voice is a throaty whisper and I almost fucking
jizz in my goddamn fighting shorts.

Fitz would never let me live that shit down.

Leaning forward, I nip her again and wetness floods my face
again. “That’s my good girl. When you’re ready, you may.”

I bury my face in her pussy again, letting go of one thigh to
shove three fingers inside of her roughly. She squeezes them
like a vice, riding on my digits and my tongue until her hips



jerk hard. I feel her orgasm as it hits her and continue working
her until her panting breaths get slower. When the shaking
stops, I slide out from under her and roll to my feet.

Dolly is vision as she leans over the bench, head pressed to the
wood and her ass in the air, thighs slick with juices. She’s not
even naked, but I can barely control myself as I straddle the
bench and yank her hips towards me. Leaning over her back, I
rumble in her ear. “Hold on tight.”

That’s all the warning she gets before I drive my cock into her
and my fucking eyes roll back in my head. My fingers dig into
her hips hard, likely bruising them as I fuck her hard, brutal,
and fast. I’ve been waiting so damn long to do this and I
haven’t done it with anyone I gave a shit about in even longer.
But the tiger inside of me is starving for her and I can only do
so much to hold back.

As if he heard me, my skin ripples and claws escape. My eyes
widen but my Princess arches her back and slams back into my
thrusts when they slice into her. The primal part of me lifts his
head to roar, and it rumbles out of me, rattling the surrounding
lockers. Nose twitching with the scent of fucking and blood,
my tiger is straining my ability to stay completely human and
I’ve never felt this way before. I don’t know if I can keep this
up much longer.

Dolly lifts her head, looking over her shoulder at me with a
feral expression as she squeezes my cock inside. Her brow
arches over deep crimson orbs as she rasps, “Here, kitty,
kitty.”

Mother. Fucker:

My hand slips to her clit, rubbing it as my hips snap and I feel
the inevitable taking over. Fangs burst from my mouth and my
cock swells as our bodies slap together loudly. I blanket
myself over her back, grinding into her and waiting until her
walls flutter around me. I lift my head, scenting the air again
as her climax crests and my dick buries in her as deeply as
possible. The swelling continues as the barbs we learned about
last year latch on and she thumps her head on the wood when



another orgasm rolls through her. That’s when the urge grabs
me by the throat and won’t let go.

Bite. Mate. Mine.

I grind my back teeth, pushing at my tiger hard to keep him
from taking over. It’s not time yet, and she’s not ready. Plus,
she hasn’t fucked the dragon yet and it wouldn’t be fair. My
claw tips dig into her hip deeper as I fight the beast inside of
me, roaring for what he considers his right. The struggle helps
my dick calm and with a relieved breath, I feel the hooks
release to allow me to pull out of her. I swallow hard as cum
leaks down her leg and it riles my inner pred up again.

“Felix?” Dolly rises, ignoring the mingled juices as she walks
over to the bin and gets two towels. When she returns, I grab
her and pull her close, inhaling the honeysuckle smell mixed
with sex. She lets me steal the towel so I can clean her up
while she threads her fingers in my hair. “What’s wrong?”’

I lift my head after I get her sorted. My lips curve in a rueful
smile. “The tiger enjoyed your insubordination a little too
much.”

She frowns, then suddenly she gets it and her cheeks flame.
“Oh. Well, I wouldn’t have minded. I like teeth.”

That makes his ire flare at me, and I groan while I wipe myself
down. “Fuck, Princess. You’ll get him started again.”

“Not really a problem for me,” she replies as she bends to zip
up her weirdo pants and then her boots. “But it would keep us
from blowing this joint to get some food and I'm literally
ready to eat a water buffalo.”

Hell yeah, that’s my girl.

“Give me a minute to dress and we’ll do just that. Do you
want to eat out or bring it home?” I don’t tell her about the
tiger’s demand to mate her. I need to talk to the guys and we
have to get all our animals to agree on it before we bring it up
with her. No fucking way am I letting a five-way asshole pred
fight hurt her feelings or fuck up our family.

“I thought you already did that...eat out, [ mean.” Her playful
wink makes my cock stir again, and I blink before I laugh.



“And I’ll do it again, after we get some food in you, Princess.
Have to keep your energy up so you’re ready for tomorrow.” I
wink back, tugging on my clothes from earlier.

Once I’'m dressed, I look at her freshly fucked hair and face,
brushing a few errant strands aside but not fixing it entirely.
This, too, is a look I’m hoping the cameras capture.

After all, the Queen to Felix Khan's kingdom should look like
she's been satisfied.



THE GREATEST SHOW

DELORES

WAKING UP THIS MORNING WAS A TRIAL. I WAS SORE AND
covered in random marks that stung under the spray of the hot
shower. Felix was gone, but a lone rose was in his place—Ie
fucking swoon. 1 threw on one of the big shirts in my basket,
grinning when the smell was Aubrey. I haven’t taken the
laundry out to the hall for pick up yet and most nights, some
combo of my guys sack out with me.

Chess was waiting for me with a huge breakfast and he sat
with me until I finished every bite, smirking at the way I
moved as we chatted. I asked him if he knew about Zhenga
being in the underground fights and he nodded, throwing out a
blas¢ answer about keeping tabs on people. When I sat back
and groaned, patting my full belly, he just laughed.

Apparently, I need a lot of energy today, and he plans to
provide the fuel.

The next boyfriend to show up was Fitz, and he was the one to
put the video on the huge flatscreen on the wall. As predicted,
the whole fight and my walk of fame after our locker room
hijinks were remixed and went apeshit viral. His eyes sparkled
with mischief as he pointed out my ‘just fucked’ hair—thanks
Felix—before tugging me into his lap.

His laughter drew out Rennie and Aubrey, both of whom
watched the damn thing on loop for a few as they gave me
teasing looks and tossed out little barbs about my haughty
persona. The worst part was reading the comments; they



ranged from drooling people saying dirty shit about both of us
to angry morons bitching about the announcer calling Felix the
future king. If I could have reached through the screen to
choke them, I would have.

Fitz’s response was, “Fame brings out the assholes, Baby
Girl.”

He's right—my experience with social media after the Vom
Prom proved that.

By the time everyone calmed down, Chessie had the table
cleaned up and was making notes on the board with this
week’s accomplishments. I told him about the mysterious
Rakoto woman in the stands and how Zhenga made sure I saw
her. That moved her from question mark status to a solid ‘bad
guy’ in my mind, so we need to get someone on her. Fitz let
me know defeating Jaiyana has me on the Plastics’ radar;
they’ve started their own little hate campaign online.
Unfortunately for them, the viral video has quashed it, so we
let it go for now.

Aubrey and Rennie booked us time this coming week in the
National Library for research so we can compare our maps
from Apex to some of their texts. The library here is ill-
equipped compared to my old school, so they want to sneak
out Monday night after dinner to use the more comprehensive
archives. It’s a good plan, but with my workload, it will take a
chunk out of my homework time.

Not that it matters if the people trying to kidnap or kill me
succeed.

We continued working until lunch, then Fitz declared it was
time to get ready for the Games. The others grumbled, but he
sent me packing to change into workout clothes and when I
returned, we went outside to the back lawn.

Now he’s looking at me in my yoga pants and sports bra like
he wished he’d made another choice. “Fitz, what are we
doing?”

“Shit. Distracted.” He shakes his head and grins. “We’re doing
yoga and stretches and meditation shit. Get in a mental place



where all that other stuff is gone before it’s time to head to the
arena. The Games are dangerous and you need to focus and
get your body unkinked.”

I arch a brow.

“Bad joke, I know,” he chuckles and shrugs. “I can’t help it.
You’re covered in tiger bites and scratches. It’s making me
itchy and horny.”

“I doubt me bending in funny positions and groaning is going
to help.”

“Won’t know until we try, Baby Girl.”

Famous last words.

ADRENALINE IS PUMPING THROUGH MY SYSTEM AS | STAND IN
front of my locker. Dusk fell, and the guys had Kirby walk me
over to the Games arena. Since the female Games are first,
Felix and Fitz will be in the stands with the rest of my
boyfriends until they have to join their team. I know Cori and
Rufus will be there; they’ve been texting all day with updates
on my viral infamy with the Khan heir. Rufus swears it’s going
to pack the crowd like the girls’ Games had never seen and
that makes me even more nervous.

If I don't do well, there will be so many consequences I can't
even parse them—no pressure.

When I arrived, they were setting up the ferry on the other side
of the river and it didn’t look bad, but that was probably just
students. It’s been a couple hours since then and I’ve kept to
myself, staying in the mental zone Fitz and I created at our
MojoDojo home. He hasn’t stopped calling it that since
Aubrey grumbled and it cracks me up. Of course, my feminist
AF tiger would choose to make our place ‘me’ centric; he’s
never once balked at any of my quirks or damage. He just
supports me like my personal cheerleader, no matter what, and
has no compunction about letting me find my way.



I shake my head as the different ways the guys and my besties
help me, my heart swelling at the comparison to everything
before them. My life is truly different now and I’m able to be
the person I always wanted to be. For that reason alone, I have
to show all the people who doubted me when I turned out to be
a bunny that I am a force to be reckoned with. The thing they
consider my detriment is my strength, and I won’t hide in the
shadows to avoid conflict anymore.

They yelled ‘run, rabbit, run’ once, but now they re the ones
who need to run because I'm coming for all of them.

matching booty shorts. Competitors need to move and shift
without worrying about restrictive materials. However, like all
pred events, they also want us branded with their logos, so the
uniform gets destroyed at every single match. 1 took off
Rennie’s choker at the house because the crowd doesn’t need
to see the magic, but also I was afraid they could use it against
me. Someone could steal it from my locker or get a grip on it
in the ring—mneither of which is optimal. Even my hair is
braided in tightly tucked dual French braids to prevent hair
pulling; I’'m not giving whoever I fight any quarter.

“Time to line up, ladies!” Zhenga yells from the doorway.

Shutting my locker, I walk over to the line-up. She’s got us in
order of appearance and I’m near the end. I don’t know if
that’s better or worse, but I can feel the Plastics stare as I take
my place. Luckily for me, they can’t arrange an ‘accident’
because none of the matches are paired until right before we
go onto the field. I suppose there’s wiggle room if they have
friends on other teams or minions, but I’ve never seen them
drag along anyone like the Heathers do. No, those girls handle
their own shit and have the power to do it without needing
sycophants. They’re a different breed of bully, though just as
dangerous.

My eyes close for a moment as I remember what Fitz told me
this afternoon. “Baby Girl, there isn't a motherfucker on the
planet—much less that arena—worth wondering if you're
good enough. You’re Delores Drew: a survivor, a warrior, and
we love you. Remember that we believe in you.” It made me
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watery and almost does now, but I steel my spine and jut my
chin out.

I’'m ready to rock, no matter what happens when we jog out.

The line moves, so I follow along, staying in my confident
zone rather than paying attention to the shit going on around
me. | don’t whisper with the others or listen to the extremely
loud crowd echoing in the tunnel as we wait. When the
announcer calls our names, my gaze is hard and I’ve got my
game face on as I run behind Denita. She’s in front of me and |
can feel her nerves as we hit the lights and sound of the jam-
fucking-packed stadium. Someone murmurs about never
seeing this many people here before, but I let it wash over me
while I watch her run across the field to the benches.

A roar of applause and boos in equal measure is a cacophony
when they called my name. I expected as much, so I make my
path across slower, letting them all know I won’t be cowed.
My eyes catch on the front row behind our bench, and the
smile that splits my face is impossible to control.

Sitting there in one long line are my guys in a ridiculous pink,
sparkly version of the Capital Prep jerseys that say ‘Drew
Fluffle’ in curly letters. My number is on them, and I’d be
willing to bet Rufus put my name on the back, too. There’s
something on the sleeves I can’t read, but even Felix is
standing in his Barbie-style jersey clapping. Rufus and Cori
are on the other side of them in their own jerseys and I’ll be
damned if the Captain, Raina, and their entire crew aren’t there
talking with Luc.

They all came, and they 're here to support me.

I give them a brisk nod, schooling my face again as I approach
the bench when it hits me—a gaze that makes the hairs on the
back of my neck rise. When I glare up into the crowd, I notice
the boxes for VIPS. That’s where it’s coming from: Lucille is
here. My mask drops for a moment as I look up, raising my
hand slightly to flip the box off at my side. Not everyone will
see it, but she will. Her eyes miss nothing and that will whip
her into a froth like no other worrying someone else saw me.

Take that, Mother.


https://cassandrafeatherstone.com/shop/shirts-tanks-hoodies/apex-society-adventures/chess-drew-fluffle-pred-games-jersey/

WITH EVERY MATCH, MY ANXIETY GROWS. [’M MANAGING IT
thanks to my guys’ tutelage, but the Heathers are flipping and
spinning around like concrete-footed orangutans. They give
me death glares when they pass and I’ve seen their gross
Coach watching me as well while she talks into her phone.
Lucille and Bruno are sending their own icky vibes and my
fear of failure is edging at my consciousness. I can’t let myself
down and I definitely can’t let all these jackals witness me
failing on the first try. I know I can’t win every time, but this
time, I have to.

“Next up, Annalise Bérgamon of Academie versus Delores
Drew of Apex Academy. Delores is representing both Apex
and Capital Prep tonight in her Pred Games debut!”

Just fucking great. Thanks, announcer dude.

I jump to my feet, looking out into the audience with a stone
face, then stride over to the ring. The ref steps in the middle
and I wait for the showboating Academie student to make her
way here. Every one of them has strolled up like a fashion
model and spent five minutes posing for the flashes. She
finally stands in place for that part and I have to control the gut
deep urge to roll my eyes. This isn’t the runway; it’s a damn
fighting competition. But I let her do it as canine scents fill my
nose.

She’s not a wolf, but definitely has the smell of a dog in her
aura. Possibly a hyena or dingo? My lips curl up a little when
I consider getting revenge on a dingo, even if it isn’t the ones
who chased me last year. Honestly, I’ve got a lot of mutts to
mete out justice to, so it doesn’t matter what kind. Just being
one of their species helps me amp up my bloodlust. The bunny
inside pushes forward, imbuing me with strength and fury as |
wait for her to stop hamming it up.

Before I can stop myself, I grunt, “Yo, ref. Are we modeling
uniforms or fighting? For fuck’s sake.”



My opponent’s eyes cut to me, an icy glare washing over me
as the ref coughs and walks forward to call the start. Madame
Chien didn’t like me pushing her out of the spotlight and it’s
got her off-guard. I can use that. Dropping into a loose stance,
I wait for the whistle and when he blows it, I shoot to the left
before she can charge me. Annalise is quick on her feet,
though; she’s able to catch herself before she tumbles, unlike
Jaiyana.

That’s it, little doggy. Attack in anger with no plan.

Smirking as I dodge her next feints, I curl my fingers into fists,
waiting for my moment. When she gets close enough to bark
some nonsense about my mother, my left shoots upward to
knock her back with an uppercut. Before she can clear the
ducks from her vision, I follow it with a jab and a leg sweep,
taking her to the ground. Unfortunately, her ankles find mine
and she locks them, tripping me as [ move away.

Now we’re both on the ground scrabbling and I kick with all
the power of my rabbit. My legs are the strongest part of me
and it shakes her loose, but my victory is short-lived. A low
snarl alerts me she’s shifted—an oddity this early in the match.
Annalise must realize I won’t be the pushover she assumed.
Jumping to my feet, I square off with the canine, noting her
spots.

She’s a hyena like Todd and his idiot friends... excellent.

The feral response from my bunny surprises me, and I blink as
the red fills my eyes. Fabric rips as the half-shift takes over
and grin around my pointed teeth. This bitch has no idea what
she just unleashed. As soon as I’m shifted, I run at her with the
increased speed of my animal. She leaps into the air to meet
me, so I aim for her throat with my fist. The punch knocks her
back with a yelp and I dive to the dirt, pinning her as my claws
dig into fur.

[ can barely see my opponent through the haze of anger
flowing through me. Loud growls and barks fill the quiet arena
as I pummel her over and over, muttering, “Stay down, you
fucking mutt.”



But Annalise must be as dumb as the Heathers because she
keeps squirming and fighting. Her teeth catch my arm, making
me roar as blood drips on the ground. That wasn’t illegal, but
it was dirty as fuck. Snapping my teeth back at her in a taunt, I
wait until she ducks away from them to bury one hand of
sharp claws into her leg.

The smell of blood is getting heavy in the air and deep inside,
my rabbit wants me to finish it.

Shaking my head, I work to clear the mist when those thoughts
come to me. I smack the ground three times to show the ref
she’s out and rise to my feet, dusting my fur off. Except that’s
when the goddamn fool comes barreling into me from behind
before the whistle blows and I end up on the ground eating
dirt. My back cracked when she hit me and I groan as I spit out
the grass, then tilt my head until my neck and spine crack
again.

I was going to let her live to compete again, but now I have to
teach her—and everyone watching—a lesson.

Flipping my body over, I grunt as the bruises and scratches
ache. The enraged dog has drool dripping from her maw as she
snaps at me and I make a disgusted face. “By Mars’ sweaty
bits, woman, get a hold of yourself.”

Her answer is another bark, and I realize she’s not an alpha.
She can’t talk, nor can she think like anything but the animal.
And she doesn’t have the push. Satisfaction courses through
my veins as | fake a slash at her face, forcing her to look at
me. My arms go limp, knowing she’ll head for my throat.

When she does, I move like lightning. My hands shoot up to
grip her throat and I squeeze as I pray this works. Looking her
right in the eyes, | boom, “Concede!”

A gasp rolls over the crowd at my shout, and it slowly turns
into a roar when the hyena yips and goes totally limp.

The feeling of power that slams into me is immense. I toss her
off me, getting to my feet and glaring down at the whimpering
canine with a smug look on my face. You could end her now,
the bunny whispers. But I don’t want to do that—not for a



game. So I step on her back leg until I hear a crack as loud as
her hit made on me, then hold one arm in the air for the ref. He
comes running over in a flash, blowing his whistle over and
over as if that would stop me from continuing if I chose.

My eyes finally clear as applause and shouts echo through the
stadium. | see Fitz jumping the fucking rail from his seat in
tiger form, followed by CheetahChessie. They dart around the
guards, hoping to stop them as if it’s child’s play to land next
to my feet in a protective stance. A loud roar follows them and
before I know it, I'm flanked by the three kings, all half-
shifted into massive goddamn creatures and a tiger as they
stare into the audience intently.

If anyone was thinking about vengeance, this display put a
libido on it before it even began.

“In a stunningly ruthless display of alpha dominance, the
winner is Deloooooores Dreeeeeeceeeeeee!” the announcer
shouts in a surprised tone. “We are witnessing history today at
Capital Prep!”

My breath heaves as I feel all the eyes on me and the guys
while the medical team carries Annalise off the field. I know
this will make people angry, but I can’t keep being the bigger
bunny. At some point, I had to draw a line in the sand and
today was that day.

1 only hope I chose wisely. Time will tell.



CRAZY IN LOVE

CHESS

IT TOOK A BIT FOR THE FERVOR IN THE STADIUM TO CALM
down. Fitz lifted Dolly in a fireman’s carry once he shifted
back, and to all our surprise, she let him caveman her off the
field. Ren had clothes because of his damn amulet, so he went
to fetch her things while Aubrey snorted smoke and took to the
air. Felix headed for the boys’ locker room to get dressed for
those matches, and they left me to follow my two mates as
they stomped over the grass to the tunnel entrance. I’'m pretty
sure everyone else was as hyped as us, but Fitz growled them
off.

He called dibs on tonight, after all.

My angel has been quiet as we walk, and I think she’s sorting
through her brain. The last time she went super saiyan, she
wasn’t really conscious. This time, however, she made rational
choices and that messes with your head the first time. I know
how that is; they forced me to do much worse in the ambush
trials. I could almost feel/ her wrath from the field, though.
Deep inside, there’s a kernel of darkness that recognizes the
darkness in all her mates—which means she came damn close
to killing that hyena.

Fitz would have, rules be damned, and shrugged it off if they
penalized him for a match or two. He’s always been more
reckless than Felix and me by leaps and bounds. But that’s the
nature of being the second to the king: you always have to be
ready to defend the crown. And Fitz Khan would tear the



world apart for the people he loves, no question. That’s why
he’s lugging her on his shoulder—if someone tries us, he’ll be
the one dismantling their spine, not her.

“Chessie?”

I smile when I see our girl looking up at me from his back.
“Yes, Angel?”

“Do you think I did the right thing?”
She’s adorable when she looks both fierce and unsure.

“I do. The Academie girl came at you dirty and if you’d let it
stand, it would have set a precedent for the entire season.
Right, Fitz?”

He snorts. “You did better than I would have. She’d be carrion
food if it was me. Fuck their rules.”

See?

She lets out a long breath and nods, her eyes on me as she
finally smiles. “I did the focus thing, you know. Like you
taught me, Fitzy.”

I arch a brow, curious how Fitzgerald Ulysses Castor Khan
could teach anyone how to focus. “What focus thing? And
why don’t you use that?”

My lover stops at the entrance, giving me a glare as he swipes
his card. “First off, I was helping her center 4er mind. Second,
mine doesn’t work like that.”

“It’s true,” Dolly pipes up. “He was squirrely as hell while I
did the whole yoga-Jedi-balance-mind-and-body thing. I had
to stay focused and balanced, but he danced all over the place
like he was on something.”

Chuckling, I tuck a strand of hair behind her ear before we
head into the underground. “That makes much more sense.
Those who can’t teach?”

“Exactly,” she giggles, as Fitz smacks her ass playfully.
‘CHey!S,

“You’re full of sass now that you beat someone up. That’s
more like me than you want to admit, Baby Girl.”



He’s right, too. Now that she’s out of the headspace she was in
for competing, Dolly i1s back to being herself, but bubblier.
Getting some of the frustration she’s buried inside out is good
for her. “I think he’s got you nailed, Angel.”

Her eyes dance and then she winks. “Not yet, but soon
enough, baby.”

Gulp.

FITZ DOESN’T WASTE ANY TIME. THE SECOND THE DOOR TO
our quarters opens, he strides down the hall to Dolly’s
bedroom and dumps her on the bed. His eyes are golden as he
growls, “Out, Jinx.”

The sand cat looks up from its perch and sniffs before leaping
to the floor and sashaying out the door. I chuckle softly as he
kicks the door shut. Looks like our lovable psycho is ready to
rock. Dolly props herself up on her elbows, smirking at him
knowingly as he paces back and forth.

“Fitzy, stop that and get over here.” Her voice is husky, and it
makes my cock twitch in anticipation when he does exactly as
she commands.

When he moves, I walk over as well, crawling onto the bed
with them as a flush creeps up my neck. From the second I
saw Delores Drew through the library window, I wanted this
moment—and now it’s here. Fitz looks over at me, his features
delighted as he rakes his eyes over us both. His head tilts and
his voice is raspy when he speaks. “Did you know, Baby Girl,
that the day your beautiful feet hit this campus for the tour,
Chessie wanted this? When you saw us through that window,
we could see you and, for the first time, he asked if we could
share you. He’d never once shown an interest in a girl I had
the hots for, but the minute he saw you, his dick went insane.”

She blinks, taking that information in for a moment. Her eyes
are blown as she looks up through her lashes at him, then at
me. “All you had to do is ask, my knight. I can’t think of a
better place to be than speared by a kitty sword fight.”



“Fuck,” I mutter as I press my swollen cock against her thigh.
“You’re getting a dirty mouth, Angel.”

“Better fill it with something to wash it out, Chessie. I’ve got
business with her golden pussy.”

I laugh softly as our girl grins and nods, allowing him to climb
over her until he’s between her thighs. A soft noise escapes
when he buries his face in her heat and I scoot up on the bed to
line up with her mouth. “Are you okay with this?”

“Get over here,” she growls softly, her hands wrapping around
my hips to tug me close. My body shudders as she rubs her
nose along my leg, making little breathy sounds as Fitz
devours her. When she gets to my shaft, her tongue runs from
my balls up the bottom to the tip. She toys with balls on my
piercing, flicking her tongue over all four before taking the
head into her mouth.

My balls tighten, and I have to consciously struggle not to rush
her. She’s suckling gently when Fitz does something that
makes her moan and jerk, swallowing me down faster than I
expected. The vibration makes me sink my hands in her hair,
holding on tight as she adjusts. Her body is shivering now, so I
thrust faster as the orgasm takes her under. When it fades, I
look down at her, then at Fitz. He’s giving me a fangy grin and
I know what he’s going to do.

While my angel continues to torture me with her mouth, he
leaps off the bed and heads for the chest of toys we bought at
the store. He comes back with a bottle of lube, squirting it in
his hands as he prowls over her. I see her eyes widen, so I run
my hand over her hair soothingly. Fitz won’t hurt her and I
know he’s been subtly working her up to this before today.
The delicate way he handled courting her and teaching her all
the things she didn’t know tells me he wouldn’t spring a new
thing on her tonight.

I know exactly when his fingers slip inside of her to stretch her
ass, because my cock pops out of her mouth as her head falls
back. She reaches up to stroke me firmly while she writhes
against his hand, making deep guttural sounds that draw pre



cum out of my tip. Her tomb rubs it in and I hear her curse—
that’s another finger. “Fitzy, make sure she’s ready.”

“Oh, mon amour, 1 will,” he rumbles back. “I want us to fill
her so full she sees stars.”

Son of a fucking bitch. I love when he s being filthy.

“Do you want that, Angel? Would you like Fitz to bury his
dick in your ass while I ram into your pussy? Are you ready to
take us both?”

“Hell yeah, I do,” she mutters, then looks up at me with a
crooked grin. “I don’t know if I’m ready, but I trust both of
you to help me get there.”

That makes Fitz growl again, and she squeaks when he works
another finger in. I know his cock is like iron because we’ve
dreamed about this since we met her, but it’s so much better
live. Dolly is gripping my shaft like she’s trying to wring the
cum out of me before it’s time and her breasts are bouncing as
she rides my love’s hand. The scent of blood from the match
covers her, pairing with her honeysuckle and Fitz’s musk in a
way that makes my inner muse spiral out of control.

“You’re a vision,” I murmur as I look down at her. “We’re
going to make you feel so good, love.”

Her hips buck and she pants as she lifts her head to glare at
Fitz. “Enough playing. I need one of you inside me now.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Fitz says as he pulls his fingers free and salutes
with the other hand. He grabs the lube and lathers his dick up
with a shudder of pleasure. “Chessie, lie down so she can
climb up on your dick and ride you. I want to see it.”

My lips curve as I do as he instructs, watching both his hand
stroke his erection and our girl roll over onto me with lithe
grace. She pushes up on her hands, looking down at me with
blown pupils and a hungry expression. “Ride me, angel, then
Fitz is going to fuck your ass.”

Levering up, she catches my gaze, then sinks down onto my
cock with a rumble of pleasure. Her wet heat squeezes me and
I have to grit my teeth. This is about sharing her, and I have to
make sure she comes again before Fitz will give me



permission. I rock into her as she moves, loving the feel of her
gripping me and making soft moans. When Fitz gets behind
her, his eyes lock on mine and I can tell he’s having trouble
holding back. The second his head breaches the tight hole, she
throws her head back, and a strangled sound escapes her lips.

“Do it, Fitzy. Just do it,” she says in a dark voice and, to my
surprise, he complies. His cock buries in her roughly, bumping
along with mine, with only a thin layer of tissue between us.
Dolly’s fingers dig into my sides as she adjusts to being split,
but it’s not long before she rocks on me again.

“That’s our girl,” Fitz says, as he wraps one hand around her
hip and another around her throat.

My eyes widen as I watch him put a little pressure there,
knowing she’s a child of violence and fuck knows what her
father or mother did to her. But my angel moans and leans into
his grip, arching and swirling her hips that grinds her clit on
my pelvis. My shock fades when she whispers, “Harder, Fitzy.
I can take it. Fuck me—both of you.”

Golden eyes meet amber over her shoulder and the primal in
the room notches up. My cheetah /oves that demand and I can
feel Fitz’s tiger. His fangs are out as he slams into her in
opposite thrusts from mine and I know he’s going to leave
marks in the places he’s holding onto her. I reach up to tweak
her nipple, tugging and twisting as her moans turn to shrieks.

Delores Drew belongs to us and she’s completely at our mercy
—willingly. It s so fucking hot I can 't stand it.

“Make her come,” Fitz orders as he pants. The tiger is rippling
over his skin now and our bunny’s claws are digging into me.

We’re all right on the edge of something enormous, but I know
we can’t do it yet. Instead, I let go of one breast and slip my
hand to her clit, rubbing until she begins to shake and shout
with pleasure. Wetness floods my dick as she gets closer and
when I sense she’s on the edge, I pinch and she screams loud
enough to rattle windows.

As soon as her walls wave around me, I know I’m going to
lose it, so I look at Fitz pleadingly and he nods. My fangs



lower and I move from her chest to her wrist, bringing it to my
lips. Teeth digging enough to make my animal happy but not
break skin. I bite when the climax slams into me like a fucking
brick wall. Wild roars fill the room and I watch Fitz with cat
eyes as he, too, clamps down on a shoulder. We all hold on
desperately until the waves of orgasm finally fade, but I don’t
stop toying with her bud.

“Chessie, I can’t,” she whines as I flick my thumb over her
fast and hard.

Fitz is hoarse when he gives her ass a slap and snarls, “One
more, Baby Girl. You can give us one more.”

His cock slides out of her, but mine stirs, so I move and
suddenly she’s quivering again. By the time it’s over, Dolly is
slumped on my chest like a rag doll and my lover is returning
from her bathroom with two warm cloths. He lifts her off me,
despite her protest, and settles us side by side.

“Now, my loves, we clean you up and get us tucked in.
Tomorrow will be a calm day, as you’ll be sore.”

His hands drift over both of us gently and though I don’t want
to, I feel my eyes flutter and sleep takes me before he’s even
finished.



SCARS TO YOUR
BEAUTIFUL

DELORES

Fitz wAs RIGHT—I WAS SORE ENOUGH ON SUNDAY THAT I
lazed around the house, eating and working on homework.
Rufus and Cori came over for a bit, jazzing up the place with
their excitement over my subtle ‘fuck you’ to my mother.
Everyone was chill as hell; even Felix and Aubrey joined us in
the big work nest. The day was so perfect I hated to go to bed
and have it end.

But it did, and for the next few days, I had to grit my teeth
through the snide remarks from my detractors and evil
professors until Thursday, when I finally escaped the clutches
of my shitty Rockland appointment. Tonight I’'m going to the
National Library with Rennie and Aubrey to work on finding
information about the maps we saw at Apex. I got completely
caught up on my work for classes by yesterday so I could
focus solely on this. The hooded twatwaffles have been quiet
and we haven’t heard a peep about the dead body since it
happened, but I know that will not continue.

Its never as easy as they finally fucked off to bother someone
else.

When I get back to the library, I wave at Banjo and head to the
back, moving my arm next to the sensor. I giggle when I think
of Raina tossing all our removed chips into various things that
some of my enemies might have consumed. Maybe it’s a bit



asshole-ish, but I also adore thinking about Lucille or the Raj
wondering why the fuck we’re off doing whatever the
Heathers or Plastics do when they’re not bullying me. It’s
extremely satisfying, so I forgave myself for doing something
a little over my lines.

“Im back. She behaved—mostly—today. A lot of the
questions were about the Games and the viral vid.” I frown as
I think about it for a minute. “I wonder if Farley has started his
campaign yet.”

Aubrey appears in the doorway of the main room, walking out
with a fond smile. “In due time, I’m sure. The tattooed badger
swore it would be swift when it happened, so 1 doubt we’ll
have to wonder.”

Grinning, I reach up to grab Jinx off his shoulder and cuddle
her. “Are we still going to the big library tonight? If so, should
I dress sneaky or what? Lucille never took me places where
humans might be about. The first time was with you at the
little bunny fair.”

“I think normal clothes will do, though I advise against a
skirt.”

I arch my brow at him. “Why? Too tempting?”

“Too revealing for flight, lunchable,” he scolds. “We’re going
incognito to a spot where the Captain left a vehicle then
driving. We don’t want people knowing you’ve left campus.”

Since the last I was off campus without a full fluffle, we got
attacked. I see his point.

“You don’t think you and Rennie can protect me?” I pout
teasingly and he rolls his eyes.

“Bite size, you can also protect yourself, as evidenced by the
battle scars from this weekend. But we are far more likely to
draw attention fighting those freaks than Fitz and the crew. My
size alone...”

I bite my lip and bat my lashes at him. “How would I know
about your size? You’ve been holding out, dragon.”



His eyes darken and he takes Jinx back, growling under his
breath before he says, “Go change. We leave in a half hour.”

“Sir, yes, Sir!”

Aubrey snorts. “That does not work on me, nibblet, only the
Raj. You’ll have to try harder.”

Phooey.

THERE’S NO WAY TO DESCRIBE FLYING ON A DRAGON’S BACK
over the city while your gargoyle lover goads him into a chase.
I held on so tightly I was afraid it might hurt him, but Rennie
just laughed as they dipped and spiraled through the air. Fully
shifted, they’re equally enormous and the playful race wasn’t
the stealthiest way to get to our hidden car, but by the time we
landed, my heart was racing.

I may be an adrenaline junkie.

Yet another fancy old car awaited us, and Rennie’s smug look
as he tore down the highway made Aubrey squeeze me to his
chest. I had to tap his arm so I could breathe a couple times,
but otherwise, I had no complaints about being wrapped up in
his enormous arms. I don’t think he minded as much as he let
on, either, because I definitely felt something poking me as we
sped towards our destination.

When we pull up to the imposing building, I swallow hard.
Like many famous places in the capital, the National Library is
a ‘shared space.” Both humans and shifters roam free in the
Library, the Smithsonian, the Capital, and lots of other well-
known buildings. The treaty the Council made after they broke
with magic users allowed our government to meld into the
shadows, creating a second powerful cabal underground. At
least, that’s what my jackass History teacher said. I doubt it
was that clean, nor was it as easy as Herr Frozen Cock says,
but it’s what I have to go on for now.

“Are you okay, lunchable?” Aubrey tilts his head when the car
stops, observing me.



“I... 'm nervous,” I admit as I dip my head. “What I know
about interacting with humans is limited to TV and movies, so
I’m afraid I’ll break some super secret law or something.”

Rennie snorts and shakes his head. “Ma petite, you’re making
a mountain out of a molehill. Humans are so conditioned to
see what they expect to see that they write off everything as
solar flares or gas leaks. Even our fiery mate’s snafu has been
written off as an accident in human lore.”

“Of course you bring that up,” the dragon grumps. “I was
eight, for fuck’s sake. My clash overreacted because the
humans overreacted and...”

Aubrey throws his hands up, and I can almost feel his misery
over the past wafting from him. Reaching up, I take his wrists
and lower his arms, then place my palms on his. My eyes are
soft as I look at him earnestly. “You’re right. A child who
didn’t know how to control himself should have never been
put in that position. Your clash, your parents, your family...
they all failed you by sending you away to Apex. There were
other ways to resolve the problem, but their own shame and
guilt caused them to place blame where it didn’t belong. But
we don’t care if you destroyed a bunch of old paper and books,
Aubrey. Our family cares about you and who you’ve become
since then.”

“Awwww. Ma cherie, that was lovely,” Rennie says,
pretending to sniffle. “It made my stony heart grow three
sizes!”

Both of us smack him and we all laugh. Aubrey gives me the
most gentle smile I’ve seen yet as he flips my hand and kisses
my knuckles. “Thank you for saying that. ’'m still a long way
from forgiving myself, but that’s the dragon in me.” He pauses
and gives me a curious look. “But who said I came directly to
Apex, snack size? You realize how old I am, right? It didn’t
exist when they sent me to these lands.”

I frown, looking at my hands and wishing I could count on
them, but I know Rennie will give me hell. “Well, in theory, 1
understand how old you are but... If you didn’t get exiled



straight to Apex without passing ‘Go,” where the hell did an
eight-year-old dragon end up?”

His lips curl up and he shrugs. “Here and there. Keep in mind
that when I arrived, this land was only populated by native
cultures of humans and shifters that fled the old countries after
the many wars. It was a millennium before the human
explorers came to these shores and another three centuries
before they created the Capital. By then, the shifter wars and
the split with the magic community had divided the
supernatural community. I came to this area before them and
stayed until Apex was founded.”

“And until I arrived, he was a miserable, solitary wretch who
lived in his giant horde-filled lair and commuted to school,”
Rennie says with a grin. “It took forever to lure him into
moving into my lair.”

My head spins as the two of them share more in five minutes
than they’ve given me in over a year. “Holy shit. You guys are
old. Like forget robbing the cradle, your crusty old pervs.” My
eyes dance as they both look horrified, and I pop the door open
to hop out. “Catch me if you can, grumpy old men!”

Taking off, I run towards the King Neptune fountain, taking in
the architecture and the portico busts on the outside of the
building. Humans don’t know the serpents and nymphs are
real things, but I enjoy imagining the Captain and his crew
wrestling krakens or gigantic serpents, regardless. My men are
calling for me as I walk around the rim, so I turn to wait for
them to join me. Aubrey huffs as he comes close, yanking me
into his arms.

“You, bite size, are far too sassy for your own good. Spending
so much time with those whipped tigers is rubbing off on
you.” He grins as Rennie comes up behind me, caging me in
between them.

I snort, leaning back into my gargoyle as I wink at him. “Oh,
I’m rubbing something. Be nice to me or it won’t be you.” His
eyes widen and Rennie sniggers when I reach around to smack
the dragon on the ass. “Now, mush, old man! We have maps
and books and hours of research to do.”



“I already regret telling you any of that,” he mutters as he lets
go. “You’re as much a brat as him.”

“But you love me exactly as I am, big guy,” Renard says as he
holds his arm out for me. “Let’s go.”

The question is... does he love me, too?

TwoO HOURS LATER, I’M SLUMPED OVER THE TABLE, MY EYES
already bleary from studying tiny, spidery handwriting in
books so old they damn near fall apart if people look at them.
Aubrey was the only one allowed to fetch anything from the
super secret ‘shifter antiquity vault,” so Rennie and I began by
pulling out tons of maps to compare with the ones we have
pictures of.

Nothing matched up, but we checked all the Capital’s secret
infrastructure and anything we could find on Apex. The only
point of intersection was the map we’d already sussed out as
being the tunnels under my old school. Everything else didn’t
fit a damn thing we tried, including the Library itself, the
Smithsonian, and a bunch of other famous landmarks in town.
I’'m miffed we don’t get to go steal the Declaration of
Independence like in the movies, but alas, breaking into any of
the human monuments was also ruled out.

“What the fuck is this shit?” I mutter. “This book is like a
bazillion years old and it doesn’t mention the ‘Society.” The
maps Aubrey has probably predated the fucking caveshifters
and they don’t show the stuff we’re looking for. Are the
ancestors fucking with us? That has to be it, right?”

Rennie gives me a rueful chuckle as he pushes his hair out of
his eyes. “I fear we’re searching through archives that may
have been sanitized after the Treaty. The Council and the
heads of state probably shuffled all the good shit to hidden
lairs.”

I blink. “That’s it!”



They both look at me with tired eyes. “Apex 1s sought after for
donations as tax shelters and by estates, right?”

Aubrey nods. “Yes. And everything has to be authenticated
and verified to reside in its most guarded archives.”

“That’s why we found mentions of the Society in the new
books! Everything the Council wanted to keep secret about the
Treaty and magic was in books that most likely got distributed
among wealthy, loyal families. No one is ever in danger of
finding it unless some heir donates it.” 1 grin as both of their
eyes light up when they get what I mean.

“Sparkly pixie nuts, lunchable. You did it!” I smirk as Aubrey
takes his glasses off and cleans them furiously. “The books
you and Fitz read were part of a large submission from
multiple overseas families. Someone with a /ot of clout in their
family tree wanted to get rid of dusty old books, but didn’t
know what they had.”

“Uh-huh. And to be honest, you don’t read them all,
ScalySpice.” He grins at my attempt at a ‘Fitzname,” and I
shrug. “So who knows how many more books like that you
have down there?”

Rennie and Aubrey look at one another, their expressions dark
before they turn back to me. Finally, Rennie speaks. “You
realize that means we have to go back to Apex? It’s guarded
and blocked off while they deal with the mess the hooded
dicks left, so we’d have to break in.”

Beaming brightly, I shrug. “Fitz has been teaching me to be
sneaky. Besides, we don’t have to go in the hard way. Won’t
Raina and the others know how to enter from the prey tunnels
that lead to the outside where their housing was?”

Aubrey smacks his forehead and groans. “l can hear him
humming Mission Impossible now. Bast, save me.”

My brows furrow, and I tilt my head at Rennie, who still looks
troubled. Usually, he loves mischief and giving the finger to
the Council by breaking into Apex undetected is up his alley.
“Why so serious, Frenchie?”



He boops me on the nose and sighs. “No more superhero
movies. To answer your question, I’m worried about this plan.
The Captain’s crew and their friends told us prey animals
weren’t having much trouble with the aftermath there, but the
way it affects preds has stopped construction many times.
When we retrieved the things Aubrey and I needed, we were
run down for days afterward. The magic there is dangerous
and still wrecking havoc.”

I close my book, coughing as some dust flies, then 