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Glossary

A
Adepts: Second-year students.
Arcanis: People with special abilities.
M
Madrivar Academy: An academy near the city of Madrigal for Arcanis 

aged eighteen and older.
Magisters: Third-year students.
Monteverdi: Hometown of Rosa, Annina, and Ever.
N
Novices: First-year students.
P
Plerus: People without special abilities.
Q
Quarter: A designated section of the Academy reserved for a specikc 

type of Arcanis.
S
Scala: A world much lixe our own, eIcept that for many generations 

it has been inhabited not only by ordinary people without supernatural 
abilities but also by Arcanis.
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Shifter: A shapeshifter( a type of Arcanis.
Shift: The transformation of a Shifter )usually into an animal1.
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All my life, I had wished for the powers thought lost to my bloodline 
to awaken within me. I had hoped that once they did, everything would 

change for the better. But I couldn’t have been more wrong. I learned that 
the night my best friend’s brother crawled into my bed.
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D reams really did come true—even when you didn’t think it possible. 
For sixteen years, I had grown up convinced that I would never 

become a shifter. Over generations, my family's shapeshifter blood had be-
come increasingly diluted by that of ordinary humans. The proportion of 
Plerus blood — people without magical abilities—had eventually grown so 
large that the supernatural Arcanis genes no longer prevailed. My parents, 
aunts, and uncles had never shifted. The last member of my bloodline to 
successfully transform had died when my grandparents were still children.

And yet it had happened. I, Rosa Melitas, the inconspicuous girl with 
long light-brown hair and a button nose, the one who was bumped into 
more often than noticed in the school hallways, had transformed, and it 
was—

“Absolutely insane!” Annina Wilde sighed beside me at the dinner table.
To celebrate, her ridiculously wealthy parents had invited me over for 

dinner and a sleepover. That was saying something. My best friend came 
from one of the purest shifter bloodlines, and until today, I hadn't even 
been considered worthy of setting foot near her house. Even after years of 
qghting for e2uality, the Arcanis could still be rather particular about those 
things.
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“1ou should have seen her!” The pasta on Annina's plate had probably 
gone cold by now because she kept twirling some around her fork only to 
set it down again and gesture wildly as she spoke. “We were standing in the 
hallway before sixth period, ?ust grabbing a book real 2uick, when Rosa 
tripped. I thought she was about to face-plant, but—poof!” Hhe Lung her 
arms wide, nearly smacking me across the face with the back of her hand. 
“Huddenly there was a cat! And the cutest one ever!”

Mr. and Mrs. Wilde nodded thoughtfully. Hitting at their mahogany 
dining table, surrounded by gold-framed portraits of long-dead ancestors, 
certiqcates, medals, and awards, that simple gesture felt like being knighted.

“And thenz” came a rough, dismissive voice from my right.
Oh, right. Annina's brother Ever was here too. Though not for much 

longer, from what I'd heard. Thank goodness.
3ike the rest of the family, he had raven-black hair that fell in loose 

strands across his forehead. Ce had already shoveled down at least two 
servings of spaghetti and now leaned back in his chair with his arms crossed, 
his dark eyes narrowed with a challenging glint. “3et me guess,” he said. 
“Hhe freaked out, shifted back, and ended up standing naked in the middle 
of the school hallway.”

My eyes Lew open in alarm, and my heart clenched in my chest.
Mrs. Wilde shot him a reproachful look. “Ever,” she warned. Ceat crept 

into my cheeks. Ce had hit the nail s2uarely on the head. I hadn't had the 
slightest idea what was happening to me. 3ooking back, I couldn't even 
remember exactly how I'd transformed. And before I knew it, the whole 
process had reversed itself. Thankfully, Annina had immediately realiBed 
what was going on. At the last second, she'd snatched my ?acket oQ the Loor 
and thrown it over me so that at least a tiny part of me was covered. I didn't 
even want to think about the minute that followed—when I'd Led to the 
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girls' bathroom while she hurried after me carrying my clothes. It had felt 
like an eternity.

“Don't think about it, Rosa.” Annina s2ueeBed the hand I had resting 
on the table. “3uckily today was the last day of school. Jy the time we see 
everyone again, they'll probably have forgotten all about it.”

My throat went dry. When my gaBe met Ever's, I wasn't convinced in 
the slightest. 5uite the opposite. Ce hadn't even been there, yet I had the 
distinct feeling he would never forget it.

“Don't worry about him,” Annina told me later, after we'd settled into 
her room. Hhe sat cross-legged on her bed, absently playing with her phone 
while I tried to qnd a comfortable position on the air mattress. “Ce's always 
like that. Jeing declared a shifter prodigy at the age of qve did absolutely 
nothing for his ego.” Hhe rolled her eyes. “And thankfully,” she added with 
obvious delight, “he'll be on his way to the Academy in two weeks.”

“Right,” I murmured, unable to keep a note of awe from my voice. “The 
Madrivar Academy.” One of the elite academies that accepted only shifters 
who could actually transform.

It felt impossibly far away—at least as far away as the idea of me ever 
becoming a shifter had always seemed.

“Isn't it incrediblez” Annina lowered her phone and Lashed me a huge 
grin. “If they accepted him, they'll accept me in two years too.” Hhe leaned 
toward me. “And if they take me, they'll take you. Then we can go there 
together.”

I blinked at her in disbelief and shook my head. “Why on earth would 
they take mez My bloodline—”

“To hell with your bloodline!” she interrupted easily. “1ou transformed. 
That's more than anyone else in your family has ever managed.” Cer grin 
widened. “1ou're a shifter, Rosa. That alone makes you more than 2ualiqed 
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for Madrivar.” Then her expression softened. “I promise you. Once you've 
shifted for the qrst time, the rest comes naturally. That's how it was for me, 
too.”

Jack when she'd been four years old, I thought. And yet she seemed 
utterly convinced that I was simply a late bloomer—not a blind hen that 
had stumbled across a single grain of corn by pure chance.

“We'll make sure they accept us—both of us. Then we'll spend three 
years turning the Academy upside down, and after that...” Hhe grinned. 
“...the rest of the world.”

I tilted my head skeptically. “Were you always this megalomaniacal, or 
was there something in the pastaz”

Hhe giggled. “I'm ?ust in a really good mood.” Hhe let out an almost 
wistful sigh. “7ust imagine it. 1ou and me at the most prestigious academy 
around. Pothing but Arcanis everywhere. jeople ?ust like us. We'll make 
so many connections, learn so much, become even better shifters... and 
then we'll build real careers. Jig ones.” Hhe smiled at me encouragingly, her 
expression softening. “1our parents must be so incredibly proud of you,” 
she said 2uietly. “1ou could lead your entire bloodline into a new era.”

Warmth spread through my chest. At the same time, I couldn't shake the 
feeling that I didn't deserve a friend like Annina.

The elegant, expensive furnishings and the qve cars parked in the un-
derground garage had made that painfully clear. We came from diQerent 
worlds. Jut she genuinely believed I could bridge the gap. That I could 
shatter the glass ceiling between us and meet her halfway.

3ater, after we'd turned oQ the lights, I closed my eyes and slowly drift-
ed toward sleep. For the qrst time in my life, my defenses fell away. My 
doubts and insecurities vanished without a trace, leaving behind nothing 
but hope—so light that I felt as though I could Loat.
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That feeling lasted until a faint hiss reached my ears. Instantly, I was wide 
awake. For a moment, I dismissed it as part of the dream I'd only ?ust begun 
to slip into. Then my pulse 2uickened. I held my breath and listened to the 
silence qlling the room. The only sound was Annina's steady breathing.

Restlessly, I scanned my surroundings. Annina couldn't sleep in com-
plete darkness, so a dark red lava lamp on her desk cast a dim glow across 
the room. The shifting light left countless shadows tucked into corners and 
along the walls, though none large enough to conceal an intruder. And 
even if someone could... This family was wealthy beyond imagination, with 
inLuence to match. Po one could break into this house without someone 
noticing.

And yet the uneasy feeling refused to leave me. I hardly dared close my 
eyes again. The instant I qnally forced my eyelids shut, the sound came 
again. Hofter this time. Ho mu8ed that I wasn't even sure I'd really heard it. 
Jut hearing it twice... That couldn't be my imagination.

Po more than the fact that something was moving beneath my blanket. 
Homething long and slender, its shape outlined beside my right leg as it 
shifted the fabric.

I sucked in a startled breath. Adrenaline exploded through my body, 
making me grab the blanket and tear it oQ. I saw my leg, my gray pa?a-
mas—and a thick, venom-green snake, its head shooting straight toward 
me.
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My own scream still echoed in my head two years later, leaving me wrapped 
in silence for most of the train ride. Annina and I were wearing our 
dark-blue Madrivar uniforms, and she'd talked nonstop the entire ?ourney. 
At least that way, she didn’t notice how withdrawn I was.

“I can't wait to see who else is starting with us,” she mused aloud. “Ever 
said they accept shifters from all over the country. Ho it won't ?ust be the 
ones from our school. If any at all. It feels like everyone from our class 
scattered to the four winds.”

I simply sat there, trying to focus on the sound of her voice, even though 
the memory of my qrst—and only—sleepover at her house two years ago 
felt more vivid than reality itself.

It hadn't been fair. I'd only ?ust gotten used to the idea that, against 
all odds, I could actually shift. I'd qnally dared to feel hopeful about my 
future. And thenz Then that snake had appeared and turned what should 
have been the happiest day of my life into a nightmare.

Annina crossed one leg over the other. Hhe was tall with an athletic build 
and would probably have no trouble making one of the Academy's many 
sports teams. Nnlike me, she'd chosen the uniform pants. Joth the pants 
and the ?acket were dark-blue, paired with a black shirt that made her dark 
hair almost blend into the fabric.

“Anyway, this is qnally my chance to carve out my own path, you 
knowz” Even though she was sitting right beside me on the train, she 
spoke loudly enough for the entire carriage to hear. “Ever's always been the 
overachiever in the family. Ce's going to take over leadership of our clan 
and the real estate company, so his future is completely set. I'll probably 
have to qnd something else—a good career or an inLuential husband to 
marry.” Hhe Lashed me a grin. “I qgure the Academy is a pretty good place 
to qnd either one, don't you thinkz”
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I shrugged. Hhe was asking exactly the wrong person. Po one in my fam-
ily had ever attended the Academy—it was reserved for people with powers, 
after all. It had felt surreal that the entire admissions process consisted of 
an online application, my school transcripts, and my Arcanis family tree. 
Even though I'd been one of the top students in my year, I still felt like an 
unwelcome intruder. “I-I...” I stammered awkwardly. “I think so too.”

Annina's gaBe sharpened, suddenly reminding me of her brother staring 
at me across the dinner table. A slight crease formed between her brows. 
“Oh God,” she said, lowering her voice. “1ou're not thinking about what 
happened back then again, are youz”

I almost snorted. What happened made it sound as though it had sim
ply... happened. As though no one had been to blame.

Jut that wasn't true. There had been a very clear victim. And a very clear 
culprit. 

Annina sighed. “1eah, I know. What he did was awful. Jut he's also ?ust 
an asshole.” Hhe gently rested a hand on my thigh, covered to the knee by 
my dark-blue skirt. “I honestly don't know what Ever was thinking. Ce's 
usually managed to behave himself around my friends. Ce probably ?ust 
had a really bad day. Jut that was two years ago, Rosa. Ce probably doesn't 
even remember it anymore.”

I clenched my teeth. Didn't rememberz The absolute terror he'd put me 
through by shifting into a snake in the middle of the night and crawling 
under my blanketz I still had nightmares about it.

“And even if he does,” Annina qnished qrmly, “he's in his third year, and 
we're starting our qrst. We won't have anything to do with him.”

I wrapped my arms around myself, unable to meet her eyes. “Ce's your 
brother,” I said Latly. “Hurely you'll want to spend time with him.”
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“1eah, but you don't have to be there if you don't want to.” Hhe looked 
dissatisqed as she leaned back in her seat. “Jesides... things aren't the way 
they used to be between us,” she murmured. “Ever's changed since he 
started at the Academy. Ce's become... 2uiet. Ce rarely called, hardly ever 
came home. We barely saw each other.” Hhe shrugged. “And I don't think 
that'll change much ?ust because I'm here. Ce's probably found a bunch of 
insanely talented shifter friends who are way cooler than his little sister and 
doesn't want to be seen with me.”

7ust then, the train began to slow. Annina's face lit up.
“We're here!” she s2uealed, ?umping to her feet. “We're qnally here!”
The Madrivar Academy was one of the most prestigious institutions 

in the Porthern Cemisphere of Hcala. After graduating from secondary 
school, every kind of Arcanis imaginable—shifters, witches, fae, were-
wolves, and countless others—could continue their education here, taking 
advanced courses designed to prepare them for life at the heart of society. 
While many academies specialiBed in particular groups and their uni2ue 
abilities, Madrivar welcomed every form of the supernatural. That was why 
the campus was so unbelievably enormous. Even the photographs I'd pored 
over again and again during the past two years had qlled me with such awe 
that my heart was in turmoil as we made our way there.

The qrst thing we saw of Madrivar was the towering wall surrounding 
the entire campus, allowing only the rooftops of a few buildings to peek 
above it. A fairly steep hill led up from the small train station. Most of us 
hauled our luggage up on foot, but every few moments cars sped past at 
far too high a speed, dropping oQ individual students directly in front of 
the main gate. The gates stood wide open, guarded by a handful of staQ 
members in dark suits. They held tablets and methodically worked their 
way through the list of new arrivals expected that day.
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As we approached them, I grew nervous. An irrational fear crept over 
me that they wouldn't let me in—even though my student ID was safely 
tucked away and I was already wearing my Madrivar uniform. Jut I didn't 
feel worthy. I felt anything but worthy. Jecause even though Annina had 
predicted two years ago that my qrst shift into a cat was only the beginning 
of something extraordinary... not much had happened since.

“Forget about it,” she'd told me on the train. “That's exactly why we're 
here. To learn.”

Even so, surrounded by all the other students qling into the four 2ueues 
around us, I felt small. Insigniqcant. If they turned me away right at the 
gate, I couldn't even blame them.

“Pamez” asked the tall man with a tiny pair of glasses perched on the 
very tip of his nose.

I swallowed. “Rosa Melitas,” I said, my voice coming out embarrassingly 
high. 

Ce frowned. “Was that a 2uestion or an answerz” he said, clearly reacting 
to my tone.

I silently cursed myself and straightened my back. “A-an answer,” I 
replied in an exaggeratedly deep voice. “Rosa Melitas.”

Ce was already swiping through his tablet. After a moment, he nodded. 
“Juilding J, Room Four,” he informed me, telling me something I already 
knew. “The welcome ceremony begins at three.”

“Juilding J, Room Four, rightz” Annina asked hurriedly when we 
found each other again on the other side of the entrance. “Pothing's 
changed, has itz Rightz”

“Annina, breathe.” I raised a calming hand. “1es, of course. We're still in 
the same room.” And we would be for the next two years, until we'd be 
given single rooms in our qnal year.
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Hhe let out a throaty groan of relief. “Thank goodness.” Hhe had also 
made sure we'd chosen identical schedules from the course catalog. Most of 
our classes were sub?ects we'd never been allowed to take at our mixed sec-
ondary schoolU History of the Shifters, Shifter Civics, and Advanced Shifting 
were ?ust a few of them. These courses were meant to prepare us for life as 
shifters and as members of the shifter community, where things sometimes 
worked very diQerently from the way they did among the jlerus.

“Well, that settles the most important thing,” Annina declared, visibly 
relieved. “I don't think I could've handled it if, on the very qrst day—” 
Cer gaBe snagged on something in the distance, and she fell silent. Cer eyes 
widened, her mouth dropping open at the same time, and she leaned closer 
to me. “Oh my God,” she whispered. “Do you see those ridiculously cute 
guys over therez”

Hhe was probably talking about the three blond young men whose uni-
forms were trimmed with light blue stripes—a sign that they were two years 
ahead of us.

I inwardly winced. They were Ever's age.
“Do you think they're brothersz I mean, they all have ridiculously good 

genes.” Annina had to tear her gaBe away from them before shooting me a 
meaningful look. “I didn't expect to qnd candidates this 2uickly. 3et alone 
have options!”

I snorted with amusement. “Why do I get the feeling that getting mar-
ried has become your number-one priorityz”

Hhe waved the thought away. “Pot my number-one priority! Jut what's 
wrong with checking out the options qrstz” Hhe ran her tongue over her 
lower lip. “And check them out I will.”

I groaned. “Annina...”
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I could barely spare the men on campus a second glance. The buildings 
surrounding us were far too captivating. Home looked ancient, almost 
like miniature castles with towers and pointed blue roofs. Others were 
unmistakably modern, with entire walls of glass reLecting the sunlight. 
Jroad, meticulously paved roads led to the grander buildings, while the 
smaller annexes were connected only by narrow, winding footpaths that 
cut through the campus lawns. Even though I'd practically memoriBed the 
Academy's website, the sheer siBe of the campus was overwhelming. I was 
certain it wouldn't take more than a day before I got hopelessly lost trying 
to qnd a lecture hall—or my own dorm.

It was early afternoon, and Madrivar was alive with activity. Everywhere 
we looked, students qlled the campus, their uniforms revealing how long 
they'd been at the Academy. Most of those around us wore the deep blue 
of qrst-years, dragging suitcases behind them ?ust as we were. We were 
Povices. Hecond-year Adepts could be recogniBed by their lighter blue uni-
forms, while third-year Magisters wore uniforms distinguished by striped 
trim.

While I kept one eye on the campus map on my phone—and Annina 
kept one on every attractive guy who walked past—we crossed a circular 
plaBa dominated by a large fountain, the central hub of the Academy's 
entrance grounds. From there, every residential 2uarter was within easy 
reach, each forming a diQerent section of the sprawling campus. Paturally, 
we belonged to the Hhifter 5uarter, where our classes would also take place. 
During our free time, however, we were allowed to explore the rest of the 
campus.

It wasn't until the Hhifter 5uarter came into view, separated from the 
rest of the Academy by another towering wall, that I truly believed we were 
here. That I was here. Me—the girl whose parents had always imagined a 
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future behind a bank desk—had actually been accepted to the Madrivar 
Academy. I'd met both re2uirementsU excellent grades and Hhifter abilities. 
It was real.

I was about to live a life I'd never thought possible. A life that began 
today...

...to the sound of a vaguely familiar voice behind me. “Well, well. 3ook 
who we have here.”

We stopped dead in our tracks. Dread crawled up my spine, draining the 
color from the vibrant world around me.

:4



2

I  went rigid, every muscle in my body tensing as I prayed I was mistaken. 
After all, it had been two years since I'd last heard his voice. Maybe it 

was someone else entirely who'd felt the need to strike up a conversation 
with two new students on their very —rst day at the Academy, andqAnnina 
spun around beside me with a startled s“ueal.

E!ver”- she cried, throwing herself into his arms.
I swallowed a sigh and forced myself to compose my features before 

slowly turning to face him.
Annina had her arms wrapped around his neck while he returned the 

hug with considerably less enthusiasm, draping one arm around her shoulW
ders.

E?hat are you doing hereH-
E?hat do you thinkH- De took the —rst chance to ease her away and gave 

her a faint smile. E?ho would I be if I missed my favorite sister's —rst day 
at the AcademyH-

Annina planted her hands on her hips. EI'm your only sister, !ver.-
ENo you always have to put such a negative spin on everythingH-
jow that I saw them standing side by side, the resemblance between 

them was unmistakable. As a child, Annina had often been teased because 
her broad nose, strong 1aw, and imposing height supposedly made her look 
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too masculine. !ver, on the other hand, looked like an ancient marble statue, 
every feature sculpted into perfect proportion. Nark brows arched above 
his eyes, his straight nose leading down to full lips and a cleanWshaven, 
sharply de—ned 1aw.

!ver's gaQe landed on me. My entire body tensed as I braced myself, 
waiting for him to speak. Ro remind me of what had happened two years 
ago. Ro make fun of me. Instead, his gaQe slid right past me and settled 
on Annina's lightWblue suitcase. EI'll take that,- he said casually, crossing 
the distance between us. ?ithout so much as a glance in my direction, he 
grabbed the handle. E?here are you headedH-

Buietly, I let out the breath I'd been holding. De hadn't done anything 
cruel. And yet somehow, his cool indixerence felt even more humiliating.

E5uilding 5”- I was relieved when Annina naturally slipped between us 
as we started walking again. I, of course, kept pulling my own suitcase. ENo 
you know where that isH-

EIt's one of the women's dorms,- !ver replied dryly. Rhen he added, 
drawing out the words with unmistakable amusement, EI know it inside 
and out.-

Annina groaned. E!ver”-
Nisgusted, I looked away. I would've been surprised if, over the past two 

years, this man had done anything besides sleeping his way through his 
female classmates. Fomeone like himqborn into a life of luOury where he 
never had to lift a —ngerqhardly seemed likely to spend his time doing 
anything else.

!ven though !ver didn't spare me a single glance, I became increasingly 
certain he intended to escort us all the way to our room. Rhen he'd know 
where I lived. ?here I slept. 5efore I knew it, I was picturing him sneaking 
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into our dorm in the middle of the night, shifting into a snake, and slithW
ering toward me...

My throat tightened, and the hair on the back of my neck stood on end. 
A rushing sound —lled my ears. I felt like a soldier marching into a war QoneU 
I knew the battle was comingqI 1ust didn't know when, where, or under 
what circumstances. Jnly that it was a matter of time.

I'd stopped noticing our surroundings altogether. Instead, I stole 
glances at !ver out of the corner of my eye. De was twenty now. Dis hair was 
a little longer. De was taller, broader, and his voice had deepened slightly, 
though it still carried the same rough edge I remembered. I'd eOpected to 
run into him here more often than I'd like. 5ut within the —rst —ve minutes 
on campusH Rhat surpassed even my worst nightmares.

I supposed that was the price of being friends with Annina.
I barely registered us making our way through the Fhifter Buarter, a 

district of 7atWroofed buildings of every siQe, almost like a city within a city. 
!ach residence had its own front garden enclosed by an iron gate, with the 
bars in the center forming the building's identifying letterqin our case, a 
B.

Coom Tour was on the ground 7oor, 1ust a few yards from the entrance. 
Inside, everything came in pairsU two single beds, two wardrobes, and two 
desks. A door led to a cramped bathroom. It would be Annina's and my 
home for the neOt two years whenever we weren't visiting our families. 
Fince Monteverdi was about four hours away, that probably wouldn't be 
every weekend.

Ro make matters worse, !ver followed his sister inside and set her suitcase 
down in the middle of the room.

2art of me had hoped he'd have the decency to stay in the doorway. 
Instead, I had no choice but to share the cramped space with him. Ro put 
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a little distance between us, I headed straight for the bed on the right and 
heaved my suitcase onto the mattress.

E:ep,- Annina said, slowly turning in a circle. ERhis is about as bare and 
boring as I eOpected.-

E:ou're not allowed to make any changes to the room,- !ver said, wanW
dering over to the wall beside the door and leaning against it. Ejo nails, no 
glueqnothing like that. 9ust in case you were planning to cover the place 
with posters.-

Annina turned to him, looking oxended. E2ostersH- she repeated in 
visible disgust. EI'm not twelve anymore.-

Tor a brief second, he looked caught ox guard. ECight.- De shook his 
head. EAnyway... don't get too carried away. Rhey do regular room inspecW
tions and all that.-

Annina rolled her eyes. E:eah, heaven forbid anyone show a bit of perW
sonality.- Fhe smoothed down the front of her uniform 1acket. E?hy don't 
we all 1ust shift into the same person while we're at itH Rhen we can make 
sure we all look eOactly alike.-

Jne of !ver's eyebrows twitched. EIf all of us could shift into other 
people, there wouldn't be much left for them to teach us here.-

ETair point. 5ut who knowsH Maybe one day.- Fhe waved a dismissive 
hand, as though she wasn't eOpecting an answer. ERhanks for showing us 
the room. I think we need some time to settle in now.-

A weight lifted from my chest. ?as she... dismissing himH 5ecause she 
knew how uncomfortable I was with him standing there against the wall, 
watching usH !ven though I was doing everything I could not to show it. 
I'd already opened my suitcase and started unpacking on autopilot. ?ell... 
if you could call it unpacking. I was mechanically taking out neatly folded 
clothes one by one and laying them on the mattress beside me.
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E:ou've probably got a ridiculous amount to do as a Magister anyway,- 
Annina went on as she 7opped onto her bed. EFo we won't steal any more 
of your time.-

E5ut !ver didn't move. Actually, I don't have anything else on my schedW
ule.-

Annina raised a skeptical eyebrow. E:ou've topped the AcademyWwide 
Fhifter rankings for the past two years,- she said pointedly. E:ou shouldn't 
have any free time left to help out the common folk.-

EJh, but I do,- he replied dryly. ERurns out I was still a few eOtracurW
ricular credits short. Fo this year I volunteered to be a mentor.-

Annina snorted. EA mentorH You?-
I was glad she'd said it  instead of me. According to our orientaW

tion booklet, mentors were upperWyear students assigned to help —rstWyear 
jovices through their —rst trimester whenever they needed guidance. 5ut 
!verH In a role that re“uired people skillsH 2lease. Rhat was almost enough 
to make me laugh.

I only meant to steal a “uick glance at himqbut my eyes immediately 
lingered. jow that I was seeing him from the front, I noticed the black shirt 
beneath his uniform 1acket. Rhe way it stretched across his chest...

ECosa, rightH-
Rhe words hit me like a blow, and I hastily snapped my gaQe to his eyes. 

My heart clenched. De'd scared the life out of me, and now he wasn't even 
sure what my name wasH E:es,- I replied curtly.

Dis eOpression didn't change. E:ou're staring.-
Rhe realiQation hit me like a bolt of lightning, robbing me of the ability 

to think for a moment. De'd noticedH 5ut I'd only looked at him for two 
secondsq

Jne of his brows arched. E...and you're still doing it. jot eOactly polite.-
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Fomething inside me snapped. Rhere it was. !Oactly the kind of efW
fortless provocation I'd been eOpecting. ?aiting for. 5ecause it had been 
simmering inside me for two years. !ver since the moment I'd hurled myself 
ox the air mattress and hit the 7oor hard. Rhe moment I'd screamed and 
1olted Annina awake. Annina, who had taken one look at the snake before 
groaning, “Ever! What the hell?”

Flowly, I straightened. I'd waited two years to see him again. And then 
I'd waited for him to give me the slightest reason to bring up that night. 
2art of me had hoped, right up until this moment, that he'd show even a 
hint of remorseqbut of course I'd been wrong.

Rhis was my —rst day at the Academy, where !ver would be staying for 
another year. And in that moment, I realiQed I couldn't axord to let him 
ruin this new chapter of my life.

jot today. jot over the months to come.
I had to end to this. Dere. jow.
I narrowed my eyes and marched straight toward him. E?ant me to 

tell you what wasn't very politeH- I growled, startling myself with the low, 
dangerous edge in my own voice.

!ver, on the other hand, remained completely unfaQed. E5y all means.- 
De pushed himself away from the wall, took a single long stride toward me, 
and suddenly stood so close that barely an inch separated us. ?ithout the 
slightest hesitation, he leaned in until his breath brushed against my skin. 
Dis eyes held mine as he murmured, EI'm all ears.-

My thoughts came to an abrupt halt. !ver was only a few inches taller 
than Annina, but he stood more than a head taller than me. Yombined 
with his broad shoulders, he had the kind of commanding presence that 
instinctively made people think twice before getting in his way. Rhe hard 
set of his features only reinforced it.
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A faint citrus scent reached me. It was the last thing I registered before I 
forgot how to breathe. Deat and cold surged through me at the same time, 
battling for control as my mind slowly recovered from the shock. Rhis man 
had never been this close to me before. At least not in this form.

EJh my Eod”- Jut of the corner of my eye, I saw Annina 1ump ox the 
bed and march toward us. E?ould you two please stopH-

?ithout hesitation, she grabbed !ver by the upper arm and pulled him 
away from me with all her strength. De, meanwhile, yielded so slowly it 
seemed he wanted to make absolutely sure everyone understood that his 
sister succeeded only because he was letting her.

Yrossing her arms, she planted herself between us and, for some reason, 
looked from one of us to the other as though he wasn't ob1ectively the 
villain in this situation.

E?e're all adults now, aren't weH-
EI have no idea what you're talking about,- !ver replied without missing 

a beat, his gaQe still —Oed on me. EI never really had the chance to get to know 
your friend properly before, Annina.- Fomething calculating 7ickered in 
his eyes. EI'm looking forward to changing that.-

Annina visibly relaOed. Ejow that's what I wanted to hear.-
I whipped my head around to stare at her. Dadn't she heard that toneH 

Rhat unmistakably devious toneH Jr maybe she simply didn't want to. 
5ecause this was her beloved brotherqthe kind of person who could never 
do anything truly awful. Anything he did would always be dismissed as 
nothing more than a harmless prank. Rhat was what happened when you 
were the golden child. jo one ever saw the slightest fault in !ver. De could 
get away with anything.

Annina's gaQe landed on my open suitcase, and she gasped. EJh, right” 
Rhe welcome ceremony.- Fhe snapped her —ngers. ENon't forget to bring 
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your cloak”- Fhe was already hurrying toward her suitcase as though she 
were convinced she'd forget it herself if she didn't deal with it immediately.

ECight,- !ver drawled, never taking his eyes ox me. E?ouldn't want you 
embarrassing yourself on your very —rst day.-

Deat rushed to my face as I remembered my very —rst transformation. 
De hadn't even been there. :et he spoke as though he knew eOactly what 
he was talking about.

I glared at him. E?hy are you still hereH- I hissed. ENon't you have 
somewhere else to beH-

EAt the welcome ceremony,- he replied. E?ith you.-
Jh, hell. De actually meant it. De really was a mentor.
E?ell, thank goodness”- Annina —shed her darkWblue cloak out of the 

depths of her suitcase, only to toss it carelessly onto the bed. EAt least we 
won't be late.- Fhe checked the time on her phone. E5ut we should get 
going soon.- ?ith determination, she headed for the bathroom. EIf you'll 
eOcuse me for a second, I need one last bathroom break before we're all put 
on display.- Fhe was always complaining that shifting put pressure on her 
bladder, so I didn't stop her as she disappeared into the bathroom...

...leaving me alone with her brother.
Rhe moment the door clicked shut behind her, I felt his eyes on me. 

!very muscle in my body tightened. I forced myself to keep unpacking, my 
movements stix, taking great care not to eOpose anything in my suitcase 
that was absolutely none of !ver's business.

Rhe silence stretched on, and with every passing second my heartbeat 
pounded louder in my ears. My palms grew damp, and I prayed Annina 
would hurry up and put an end to this ordeal.

My breathing had turned shallow. !ven in the corner of my eye, I became 
more and more aware of !ver's gaQe. Rhen it hit me. I wasn't the one 
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who should feel uncomfortable in my own skinqespecially not in my own 
room.

I pulled myself together and met his eyes without 7inching.
E:ou're staring.-
!ver didn't look the least bit caught ox guard, nor did he seem to feel the 

faintest trace of guilt. De probably didn't even know what guilt felt like. 
EFoH-

I let out a derisive hiss. EJh, so it's a problem when I do it, but perfectly 
—ne when you doH-

!ver didn't so much as blink. EI never said I didn't like it.-
My heart gave a tiny leap, and I hated it with every —ber of my being. 

I nearly snorted. ?hat was this gameH De knew perfectly well what he'd 
done. De knew eOactly what I thought of him. ?as this 1ust another twisted 
way of getting under my skinH

I ground my teeth and continued rummaging through my suitcase. 5ut 
the weight of his gaQe only seemed to intensify. Fharper. More invasive. And 
one thing became painfully clear. I couldn't let this go. In fact, Annina disW
appearing into the bathroom might have been the best thing that could've 
happened. jow !ver and I were alone. Rhere was no one around for him 
to put on a show for. Rhis was my chance to —nally speak my mind.
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