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Krissi

The welcome fairis buzzing with activity and various students calling for the freshers
to join one society or another. | pay them no attention. | know exactly where I'm
going and what | want to sign up for. All | need to do is find where they are. My ears
prick as a whistle sounds and my whole body stands to attention as | wait for the
cheer captain to call out what formation she wants us in. Until | realise I'm not a
cheerleader at Obscure Academy.

At least, I'm not yet. Once | sign up and get through tryouts, that will change. And
I've no doubt I'll manage. | may not be particularly graceful in my shifted form, but

my human one can out-cartwheel anyone.

Even over the din of hundreds of students chatting and laughing, | can hear the cheers
calling out to the part of me that lives to compete.

Now all | need to do is get to them so | can sign up.
"Hey." A tall guy with auburn hair waves at me. "It's Krystal, right?"
Eurgh, why does someone here already know my full name?

"I prefer Krissl," | correct him. "But yes. I'm sorry, | don't know your name." | can
already feel my cheeks flaring with embarrassment.



"That's okay. I'm Jeremy. Welivein the sameflat."

"We do?' Oops. Maybe not the best thing to say. | always get like this around people
| think are attractive, and there's no denying Jeremy is that.

And ripped. He's wearing a shirt, but | know athletes when | see them, and he
definitely is one. Maybe I'll end up cheering for him at some point.

He smiles reassuringly at me. "We do. | saw your picture on the fridge."

"Ah." Which now seems like both a good idea, and a little bit of a creepy one. Only
one of the others had put their photo up when | placed mine in the spot with my
name. It's supposed to help us al recognise each other out and about, but | don't think
it'sworking very well. "Are you afresher too?"

He shakes his head. "I'm a second year."

"Doesn't it bother you that you've ended up sharing a flat with a group of freshers?' |
barely want to share with first years, and | am one.

He shrugs. "Not really. Things don't get too serious until third year here."

“I'll take your word for it," I mumble.

"Have you signed up for anything yet?"

"I was looking for the cheer squad,” | admit.

"| can take you over and introduce you to Zaraif you want?' he offers.

For a moment, | think about saying no, but why should 1? He seems nice, and we're



going to be living together anyway. Besides, it's always good to be introduced to the
captain by someone she knows.

"That sounds good. Are you sure you can leave?' | gesture to the stall he seemsto be
manning, only just realising it saysObscure Academy Rugby Teamon the banner.

| guess | know what kind of athlete he is now. He certainly looks broad enough to be
arugby player.

"It's not a problem,” he assures me. "Charlie, Steve, I'm just going to take Krissi over
to see Zara."

One of the guys he callsto waves at him, acknowledging his words.

"They're going to let you just abandon your booth like that?' | ask.

He shrugs. "It's one of the advantages of being part of ateam, there's always enough
people.”

"Unless you al come down with a mysterious iliness,” | retort. "It happened severdl
times to our school's team."

Jeremy chuckles. "Let's guess, it aways happened after a house party?"
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"According to the rumours, it was after alot of questionable behaviour. What always
struck me as odd is that the humans and supernaturals all came down with the same
thing at the same time."

"Y ou don't have to worry about that here," he says.

"There might be a human among you. They're not banned from the academy."

"True. Though I'd like to think I'd notice. Humans smell different.”

| raise an eyebrow, half wishing it wasn't considered rude to ask someone what kind
of supernatural they are.

He guides me through the assembled students and towards a group of cheerleaders
wearing a dark blue uniform with OA on the front of it. Even without talking to them,

| know thisis exactly what I'm looking for.

Jeremy waves at the redhead in front of everyone, and she saunters over, a sway in
her hips that says she knows everyone is watching and she lovesit.

"What's up, J?' she asks, not asflirtatiously as | expect given the way she's acting.

He clears his throat uncomfortably. "Hey, Zara. This is Kriss, one of my new
flatmates. She wantsto sign up for tryouts."

Zaras gaze rakes up and down me as she tries to make an assessment based on what
she can see. | stand up straighter and hope it's enough for me to make a good



impression. | don't want her to decide I'm not even worth giving atryout to.

"Do you have any experience?' she asks.

| nod. "I've been training since | was seven, and was part of the team at King
Edward's up until | came here."

She raises an eyebrow. "They're cup winners."
"Yes." | try to avoid sounding too prideful, but it's difficult. The team worked hard to
win the championships several yearsin arow. | may not have been the captain of the

team, but | still get to call myself achampion.

She clicks for one of the guys to come over with a clipboard and takes it from him.
"Fill this out and we'll see you for tryouts at the end of the week."

Before | can ask her where | need to go for them, she turns and walks off, leaving me
alone with Jeremy and the clipboard.

"That went well," he says cheerily.

"It did?' I'm not sure what he was witness to, but | don't think anyone can say that
went particularly well.

"She didn't scream at anyone, and you got what you wanted. For Zara, that's a good
interaction.”

"Y ou're not filling me with confidence about working with her," | mutter.

"| suppose it depends how much you want to be a cheerleader.”



| sigh. "It's been part of me for so long that | can't imaginenotbeing one," | admit. "Is
that weird?"

"Not at al."

"Some of the girls on my own squad said they thought it was. They used to say that
being a leopard shifter should be more important than being a cheerleader.” The
words are out before | can think about whether it's a good idea to say them to a
stranger.

"You're aleopard?' he asks.

"| guess. But that doesn't really feel like me. If that makes any sense."

"It does," he assures me. "I'm atiger shifter, but it's not how I'd describe myself first
and foremost."

| raise an eyebrow. "It's not?' | think he's the first fellow shifter I've met who feels
the sameway | do. Or he'sthefirst to admit it out loud.

"No. | had arun-in with the former Shifter Queen that just cemented how | feel about
it al. I don'twantto be a shifter above everything else. | want to be me."

"You had a run-in with the Shifter Queen?' My mouth falls open and | stare at him,
both amazed and confused at the same time.



Page 3

Source Creation Date: July 15, 2025, 9:07 am

"Not the current one," he says quickly. "I get on well with Kayra."

| stare at him, unable to formulate any of the questions racing around my head. "Y ou
know the current Shifter Queen too?"

"Yes. It was her mother that was the problem."

"Wasn't she deposed by Queen Kayra?"

"She was," he responds. "It's along story. And not one for here." He glances around,
reminding me that we're in the middle of the Freshers Fair. It's probably not the best
place to be talking about the biggest political scandal to rock the shifter world since
the 1800s.

"It soundsintriguing,” | admit.

"Then I'll be glad to tell you it another time. But why don't we focus on the fair
instead? Y ou've signed up for cheer squad, what else do you want to be part of while
you're here? There's ShiftSoc if you want to spend more time with shifters."

"What does a shifter social club even do? Shift and hang out in aroom?"

"I think it's just an excuse to drink and party, like most of the societies." Laughter
lingersin hisvoice. "But it's never a bad thing to be part of something like that."

"All right, then. Why don't you lead the way." I'm not sure whether | want to be part
of it, but | promised my parents I'd make the most of my academy experience.



Getting asocid lifeis part of that, even if it's less important to me than my studies or
cheer practice.

Despite my reservations, Obscure Academy is an experience | can only have once,

and | don't want to miss anything while I'm here. Luckily for me, | seem to have
found a guide who is determined to help me.

Krissi

"Take abreak,"Zarainstructs, waving us all away.

| relax and let my arms fall to my sides. The fringe of my pom-poms tickles my thigh
even through the workout leggings I'm wearing. | dread to think what they'll be like
when I'm in uniform. It surprises me the academy isn't able to provide us with some

that are better quality.

| head over to the benches to grab a drink. I'm not new to cheering. | know that if |
want to stay on top form, then I need to stay hydrated.

"Hey," agirl | recognise from tryouts says as she grabs her water bottle.

"Hi." | wave at her, causing arustle from my pom-pom.

"Y ou're new too, right?"'

| nod and drop my pom-poms on the bench so | can take a drink from my own. "I'm
Krissi," | say, holding out my hand.

"Grace." She gives my hand a shake, then drops it quickly, probably because we're



both sweaty from our workout. I'm not sure what | was thinking when | offered mine
to her.

"What do you make of the Captain?' she asks.

| shrug. "She's tough, but she has to be."

"And how many cheer captains do you know who aren't?* Grace quips. "l've had my
share of taskmasters.”

"Same. | don't think you can get anywhere near competitive cheering without
encountering afew."

"Sotrue." Shesighs. "I loveit anyway."

"Metoo. It's the perfect combination of gymnastics and..."

"Dance," she finishes for me. "I know what you mean. Mum pushed me towards
ballet for the longest time, but it wasn't the right fit for me."

"Mine tried to get me to focus on gymnastics." 1'd been terrible at it though. | know
lots of people who are great at all the tumbling and tricks they need, but for me it
wasn't quite right. When | got a chance to try out for my first cheer squad, everything
fell into place.

"How are you finding the academy?' she asks.
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"A little overwhelming," | admit. "What about you?' | take along drink, enjoying the
cold trickle of the water down my throat.

"Same. I'm looking forward to going out to Mixer with my flatmates on Friday
night."

"Oh, we're going there too," | say. "Maybe I'll run into you."

"Probably when we've both had too much to drink and are in the middle of becoming
best friends with a stranger in the toilets," Grace jokes.

A small snort escapes me. "It does seem to be a standard part of any night out."
She grins.

"Krissi!" someone calls before she's able to say anything else.

| turn to see Jeremy jogging towards me in his practice gear.

"Hey, | didn't realise you were practising now," | say.

"Every Monday evening so we're as ready as we can be for Wednesday's game. | see
you're doing the same."

"Yes, though I think we're cheering for the basketball team this week." | glance at
Grace, but she just nods.



"Ah, that's a shame. | know I'll play better with you cheering from the sidelines." He
grins, lighting up his face and giving him a boyish glow.

"I bet you say that to all the cheerleaders,” | quip.

"Not so far," he counters. "But your squad isgood, so | won't say it'salie.”

| let out asmall laugh, surprisingly at ease with him. Maybe it's because I've seen him
searching through the fridge for the milk first thing in the morning. | wouldn't have

thought it was difficult to find, but he doesn't seem to be an early bird.

"Hopefully were not going to disappoint,” | mumble. "I'm not sure Zara is too
impressed with us so far."

"Don't worry about Zara," he says quickly. "Shejust likes to put on atough front."

Grace snorts. "That's one way of putting it."

"Jeremy!" One of the other rugby team members gestures at him from the other side
of thefield.

"I guessthat's me," he says. "I'll catch you later?’

"Mmhmm. Have a good practice.”

"You too." He gives me a small wave goodbye and hurries over to where the others
are already warming up.

"So, who was that?' Grace asks when | turn back to her.

"Oh, he's Jeremy. He's a second year who livesin my flat."



"Does he have a girlfriend?" she asks, a knowing smile on her face.

"I don't think so, but it hasn't really come up."

Grace raises an eyebrow. "Really? Because I'd have thought with all the flirting going
on that it would have been the first thing you'd have talked about."

"There wasn't any flirting," | deny quickly.
"Of course there wasn't." She all but winks at me.
| glance over my shoulder to where the rugby guys are hopping over small jumps one

after the other. My gaze dips over them until | find Jeremy near the end. He's
completely focused on histask and not even thinking about me anymore.
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"We're flatmates," | assure her. "Nothing more."
"Yet," Grace teases.

"I'm not looking for anything serious." | want to focus on my classes and on cheering,
| don't need the distraction arelationship will bring.

"Who said anything about serious? Just because you don't want to keep the car, it
doesn't mean you can't take it for atest drive."

"| can't do that." My voice goes up an octave at the end.

"Why not? | don't think he's going to complain if you do," Grace responds. "And if
you don't, then someone else is going to."

| flash one more look in Jeremy's direction and then shake my head.

"And you don't have to decide now," she points out. "You can keep harmlessy
flirting for a while first. But be careful, or it'll lead to a drunken kiss and the next
thing you know, you're waking up in his bed and discovering how badly he snores."

" Speaking from experience?’ | ask.

Grace chuckles. "A bit."

"All right, break's over," Zaracalls.



Grace sighs. "l guessit's time to make my muscles hate me tomorrow."

| let out a soft snort. "How about we make it up to them by going for a milkshake
after practice?'

"I'll never say no to that."

The way she smiles at me makes me certain that I've found afriend.

My focus dipsto the rugby pitch. Make that two friends.

And with the flat night out coming up at the end of the week, hopefully I'll make
more.

Kriss

The momentl step inside my flat | breathe a sigh of relief and head towards the
kitchen. | have plenty of work to do after my lectures today, but | want to start
brewing my cup of tea before | head to my room.

"Hey, Krissl," Jeremy saysas| step inside.

"Hey." | smile at him, pleased it's him in the kitchen. | don't dislike any of my
flatmates, but he's the one | enjoy seeing the most. Maybe it's because we have alove
of sportsin common.

Or maybe it's something more.

| push the thought aside. | have enough to focus on without adding a potential



relationship into the mix.

"I just boiled the kettle, do you want a cup of tea?"

| nod. "Please. My mug'sin..."

"The second cupboard. The purple mug with the polka dots, right?"

A warm fuzzy feeling fills me. "That's the one."

He pulls my mug out of the cupboard and goes through the motions of making me
tea. After a couple of weeks living here, | know how to make everyone's tea and

coffee, so it doesn't surprise me that he knows too.

"Good day?' he asks.
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"Ish," | admit. "I'm struggling to understand some of the stuff my economics lecturer
talks about, but | got some books out of the library, so I'm hoping that'll help." | dump
my bag on the table and sit down so he knows I'm not about to run off and abandon
him after he's so kindly made me tea.

"I could go through some of it with you?' Jeremy suggests. "It took me a while to
understand it, so maybe | can help you."

"Y ou did economics?"’
He nods. "It was one of my modules last year. | was glad when it was open.”

| chuckle. "I think | will be too. But | promised Dad that I'd take at |east one business
module aterm.”

"Evenif you're not interested in it?"

“It'sasmall priceto pay for help with my tuition."

"Ah, right. | can understand that."

"Don't your parents have expectations of you?'

"My parents don't really pay much attention to me," he admits. "I'm the middle son.
My older brother is already giving them grandchildren to occupy their time, and my

younger brother is a musical prodigy. The most interesting thing about me is that |
amost ended up engaged to the Shifter Queen."



"You say that like it's a bad thing." | hope he's going to tell me what happened there
one day.

He lets out an uncomfortable laugh. "It is when she wasn't actually on board with the
whole thing."

"| thought you said you were friends."

"We are. But that happened after. Kayra knows a thing or two about meddling
parents.”

A small pang of jealousy shoots through me at the way he says the other girl's name. |
squash it down. | have no right to be jealous, and even if | did, he's already said
they're just friends. | have no reason not to believe him.

"It must be hard to be the Queen."

Jeremy raises an eyebrow. "Most people talk about how good the parties and the
clothes are.”

| shrug. "It seems like there's alot more to it than that to me. I'm sure the parties and
clothes are nice, but that doesn't really mean anything when there's al the
responsibility of being the monarch and all the people to look after.”

"Maybe you could come with me next time | go to the palace?' he suggests, bringing
two cups of steaming tea over and setting mine down in front of me before joining me
at the table. "I think you and Kayra would get on well."

"I'm sure she has better things to do than meet me."

He chuckles. "l mostly go to social events," he promises.



"So I'll be going as your plus one?"

"Something like that."

| have to admit there's something appealing about the idea. "And everyone will be
shifters there?' | wrap my hands around my mug and let the warmth sink into me.

"Probably. It's not unheard of for non-shifters to attend social events at the balls, but
it'srare.”

"I don't think they'll want someone with my poor shifting skills around.”

"Arethey really that bad?' he asks.

"Last time| shifted, | tried to walk along a very flat wall and | ended up falling off."

He chuckles. "I'm sorry, just the image of that is amusing.”

| smile reassuringly at him, wanting him to know that there are no hard feelings for
hisreaction. "I saw the funny side after awhile," | admit.
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"We've al done something like that," he promises.
"I doubt it."
"It'strue. Why else would there be atraining agility course for shifters once aterm?’

"There is?' That sounds intriguing. And useful for those like me who aren't
necessarily the best when it comes to things that should come naturally to shifters.

Like being grateful and not falling off things.

"Y ou don't already know?"

"Am | reacting like someone who does?' | take asip of my tea

"Ah, fair enough.”

"Thisis good, by the way. Not everyone can make a good cup of tea."

"So true, have you tried Michaela's yet?'

| grimace at the mere memory of the witch's tea-making skills. "I don't think I've ever
met someone who can manage to over brew tea and make it super weak at the same

time. It's a special skill."

"She did tell me that her potion skills were bad at the beginning of term,” Jeremy
muses. "Perhaps that's why."



"That could beit."

"Anyway, the agility training," he prompts. "l can send you the information on it if
you want?"

"Isit bad to say that | don't know if | do?"

Jeremy smiles, awarm look of understanding crossing over his face. Something about
him constantly makes me feel at ease, as if I'm in a safe space where | won't be
judged for anything | say or do. Even if that's admitting that I'm terrible at shifting

despite being born with two forms.

“It's not bad at all," he assures me. "How about if you decide to go, I'll go with you?
I'll even make sureto fall off afew thingsto make you look better."

A soft snort escapes me. "I don't think that's necessary, I'll be making afool of myself
enough for both of us."

"And in al likelihood, I'm not as good as | think | am anyway." He grins. "lsn't it
strange that we're athletic in our human forms, but not as much in our shifted ones?"

"My theory was that the clumsiness all got directed into the wrong form and | was
always supposed to be graceful as a shifter but something went wrong."

"That doesn't sound implausible."

"Though it could aso just be that I've neglected my shifter side while focusing on my
human talents and |'ve done it to myself."

"Y ou sound like you think that's a bad thing?' He takes a drink while he waits for me
to respond.



| take a moment to collect my thoughts. A small part of me is surprised I'm sharing
them with him, but I've already got more in common with him than most people do,
and | don't think there's anything wrong with the two of us exploring that connection
so long as it doesn't distract me from my studies and cheerleading practice.

"I'm not sure whether it's a bad thing or not," | admit. "Sometimes | feel likeitis. And
like I've brought this on myself." A stray strand of dark brown hair falls in front of
my eyes. | reach up and push it back, which seems to draw Jeremy's attention to my
face.

"Maybe it doesn't matter if it's your fault or not," he suggests. "If you're happy with
the person you are, then who cares whether it was you who did it to yourself, or if it's
just something nature decided. All you have to do is make the most of the talents
you've been given. And I've seen you cheering, you have talent.”

"Y ou've been watching me cheer?’

He grimaces. "Sorry, that sounds a bit creepy, doesn't it? | promiseit isn't. | just catch
sight of the squad when there's a break in our practice.”

"It's okay, | understand,” | promise. "I watch your rugby practice during breaks
sometimes."

He raises an eyebrow, seemingly surprised that I've admitted to something like that.
To be honest, | am too. Jeremy doesn't seem like the kind of guy who would take
advantage of a situation, but I'm not used to being this freely spoken around anyone. |
had friends at my old school, but they never really liked it when | delved deeper into
my shifter problems. Probably because they didn't see them asreal problems.
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But now I'm sitting across from someone who understands. More than that, someone
who comprehends what I'm talking about and sees past it.

"I'll think about the agility training,” | promise. "And if | do go, then I'm holding you
to your promise and you're coming with me."

Jeremy chuckles and drains the rest of histea. "Y ou have my word. And let me know
if you want help with the economics stuff."

| let out asmall groan. "I almost managed to forget about that."

"You can put it off for tonight?' he suggests. "Get yourself a pizza and watch a film
or something like that? Just because you're here to learn doesn't mean you have to do
it al thetime."

"Spoken like atrue second year," | tease.

"I owe it to you all to pass on my wisdom," he retorts. "Or else | wasted all that time
for nothing."

| shake my head in bemusement, glad I've found someone who is so easy to spend
time with. Though if I'm not careful, I'm going to find myself falling for him without
realising it. I've seen enough movies to know how these things go.

Jeremy getsto hisfeet and picks up his mug. "Are you done with yours? I'll wash it at
the same time."



| nod and hand it to him. Our fingers brush against one another as he takes it from
me, causing butterflies to erupt into life in my stomach.

Perhaps it's too late to avoid potential feelings, but I'll cross that bridge when | get to
it and not a moment sooner.

Kriss

The kitchen isthe loudest I've ever heard it, and far more full than it has any right to
be. To say the flat is built for nine people, it shouldn't only take six to fill up the
kitchen. "Who are we missing?' Essie asks, slurring her words more than she should
be. It takes alot to get a supernatural drunk, and she'swell on her way to it.

| can't say I'm too far behind.

"Bernie said she was joining us after class," Michaela says.

"Oh yeah, it must suck to be a vampire,” Essie responds. "They have to cram all of
their lessons into a shorter space of time, and then if they want to hang out with

anyone who isn't avampire, they have to move straight on to that."

"Being able to heal easily and not ageing at the same rate sound good to me,"
Michaela mutters.

"Metoo," | agree.

The other girlsturn to look at me with surprise written all over their faces. "Don't you
have good healing? Y ou're a shifter."



"It's never felt that way when I've hurt myself," | admit.

"But Bernie only makes seven of us, who else is missing?' Essie says as she looks
around the room and triesto work it out.

"Jeremy," | say, redlising that the other shifter is missing. "He must be at practice
still."

"And the guy from room eight?' Fiona suggests, surprising me. The mermaid seems
to be the most reserved of all of us, though maybe it's just because it's early in the
term and we're just starting to get to know one another.

A collective noise of assent goes around us.

"I don't think I've ever talked to him," Michaela admits. "Have you?"

| shake my head. "l think he's called Craig, though?"

"Maybe he's aghost?' Essie suggests. "They'reread."

"Only one way to find out,” Michaelaresponds. "Hey, Dylan."

The reaper pulls his attention away from the game the boys are playing and dides
down the bench. "Y ou said my name?"
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"We wanted to ask you about Craig," Michaela says.
He frowns. "I'm not sure | can help, | don't know anything about him."
"Oh." Michaela slumps back in her seat. "l was hoping he was a ghost or something."

Dylan chuckles. "I'm afraid not. There aren't enough humans around here for there to
be any ghosts. There are loads in the town centre though."”

"That must be so cool to be able to see them," she says.
He grimaces. "Not redlly."

"So you don't know anything about Craig?* | prompt, hoping it takes him away from
the subject he's clearly uncomfortable with.

"Nothing. What about you?' he asks Cyprus, inviting the other guy into the
conversation.

"Nope, he's a mystery,” Cyprus says. "l thought | saw him go into his room once.
And Jeremy says that he can hear him on the other side of the wall."

"Oh and there was food in the fridge," Fiona pipes up. "Some leftover chicken or
something like that."

"Y ou mean today?"' Dylan asks, a horrified expression on his face.



"Yes, why?'

"I kind of threw it away."

The whole table goes silent as hiswords sink in.

"Oops?' Michaela offers.

"It looked like it was turning bad," he responds. "I didn't realise it was Craig's.”

"We can replace it on our way back tonight,” | say. "It was from the chicken place
across the road, right?"

He nods.

"Great, then we'll just get some more tonight, problem solved."

He smiles at me, seeming more reassured than before.

The door opens and | turn my attention towards it, hoping that it's Jeremy walking in.

"Oh phew, you're still here," Bernie says.

"We're barely getting started,” Michaela assures the vampire. "Grab a seat and grab a
drink, we're going to get you druunnnnk."

Bernie chuckles. "All right, just let me go get changed and I'll join you." She
disappears again, though | know she'll be back quickly, she doesn't take very long to
get ready.

"All right, let's get this party started properly,” Michaela says. "What do you think,



Ring Of Fire?"

We all groan. It may only have been a couple of weeks since term started, but we've
already learned how deadly this game can be.

And how fun it can be.

“I'll grab the cards,” Cyprus says, getting to his feet and grabbing them.

Michaela places a pint glass in the middle of the table and we all help spread the
cards around it with their faces down.

The door opens but | don't look up this time, expecting that it's Bernie returning right
up until there's awhiff of cologne right by me.
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"Hey," Jeremy says softly.
| turn to face him, a small smile on my face. "Hey," | return. "You look good." The
words are out before | think twice about it. His open-necked shirt fits him well, which
isn't a surprise given the rugby induced muscles he's sporting.
"And you look gorgeous," he responds.
A blush creeps to my cheeks and | pull down the admittedly short skirt of my dress. |
know | look good, but there's something different about Jeremy saying it than

someone else. "Thank you."

"Whoo, Bernie!" Michaela calls as the vampire reenters the room. "We're all here,
that meansit's time to start.”

Bernie chuckles. "It doesn't seem like you've been waiting for me too hard." She
pours herself a healthy measure of vodka into a glass and topsit up with tomato juice.

| wrinkle my nose. | hope I'm not going to have to drink a dirty pint with that in later,
| can't stand tomato juice.

"Will you hand me the tabasco?' she asks Cyprus.

He nods and tosses it over to her to add to her drink. That's going to be vile when
added in with everything else.

"All right, I'll start," Michaela calls. "We have a couple of hours until the taxis come



to take usto the club, so that gives us plenty of time."

"Did someone at least invite Craig tonight?' Dylan asks.

"We put anote on the fridge." | wave towardsiit.

"Seven," Michaela calls, holding up the seven of clubs. "Boo, that's a boring one.”

"Y es, but you get to control it,"” Bernie points out.

"What's seven again?' Jeremy whispersto me.

"Heaven. When Michaela points to the ceiling, we all have to, and the last person has
to drink," | say.

"Has towhat?"' Essie asks with ateasing note in her voice.

| groan. "I'm no good at drinking games."

"That's twice! Y ou need to take two consumptions of your beverage," she responds.

"You sound ridiculous,” | point out, being careful to pick up my glass with my left
hand so | don't get dinged again.

"I have an eight," Fiona says, holding up her card. "And | pick Dylan."

"What did | ever do to you?' the reaper asks.

"Nothing, you just seem the most sober."

He chuckles and leans back in his seat, not protesting too much about the fact he has



to drink every time she does. The game may be competitive, but it'salso alot of fun.

My voice grows hoarse from the shouting and laughter that ensue. By the time we get
to the club, I'm going to be ready to dance the night away without a care in the world.

And | can't wait.

Jeremy

It'shard to make sense of anything happening in the club with the music pounding and
the swaying bodies of hundreds of students. Not all of them are from Obscure
Academy, but | recognise alot of them from my lectures or from around.

Someone bumps into me and | turn to apologise before realising it's Krissi. Her
cheeks are flushed with a combination of the heat and the drinks she's been putting
back, but it only makes her more beautiful.
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Though apparently clumsier too.
"Do you want to get some air?' she yells over the music.

If | didn't have decent hearing thanks to my inner tiger shifter, | don't think 1'd have
heard her.

| nod and hold out my hand to her. If | was sober, I'd know better than to touch her
like that. But as far as Krissi's concerned, | find it hard to ignore the draw | feel to
her.

She dlips her hand into mine and | try to control my reaction to such a simple gesture.
| always knew that Kayra choosing Magnus over me was the right thing for her, but
meeting Krissi hasfinally made it clear that it was the right thing for me too.

Not that | envy Magnus his position while Kayra is still trying to cement herself
properly as the Shifter Queen, especially after she went and changed some of the
rules about how the community runs. Most of that isn't felt by people at our level, but
| know they're happening.

| lead Krissi through the club and out into the smoking area. | hate that thisis the best
place to get air here, but it's better than nothing.

"Sorry, | think the heat was getting to me," Kriss says, fanning her face.

"I know what you mean." My ears are ringing in the relative quiet compared to the
music pounding away inside.



Krissi groans and presses her hands against her ears. "'l wish they considered how bad
it isfor shiftersto have music that loud."

"They do at Jungle.”

"Y ou mean that shifter only place?'

"That's the one. I've never been, but one of the guys on the team told me about it," |
say.

"Just with shifters?"

"Allegedly, they even have a room where you can shift and dance at the same time."
Up until now, it's never sounded fun, but seeing the expression on her face, | think it
might be.

"We should go some time. I'd like to see that. Not that | can dance very well as a
leopard. | might aswell just lie down and bob my head."

"Are you saying that what you were doing in there as a human was good dancing?' |
tease.

She makes a little shocked face. "Jeremy, you wound me." She presses her hands to
her chest, only serving to draw my attention to how tight her dress is and how well it
fits her. Between the hours of weekly cheer practice, and the shifter genetics, she's at
peak fitness, and while she's dressed like this, it's obvious.

I'm glad I'm not the jealous type or | might struggle with it, even if she is just my
friend.

"Sorry, what | meant to say isthat you're the best dancer I've ever seen.”



Kriss lets out a soft snort. "Now | know you're lying to me."

“I'd never lieto you."

Her entire demeanour softens and she reaches out to put a hand on my chest. "I know
you wouldn't."

Pride wells up within me at the idea that I've managed to prove to her that I'm
trustworthy. | want her to think well of me, and not just because | want to kiss her

right now.

She's standing close enough, and she's leaning in. Everything about her body
language says that she wants this.

And while that may be true, I'm not going to take advantage of the situation. If we
have afirst kiss, and | hope we do, then it's going to be when both of us are sober and

able to make our choice with open eyes.

Ashard asitisto do, | take a step back and clear my throat. "l think 1'm about ready
to go home."

She nods. "Me too. Mickie has aready banned me from going near the bar again.”

"I'm not sure why, she's easily as drunk asthe rest of us."

Kriss grins. "And | can deal with drinking better than any witch can." She sways as
shetalks, revealing that it may be alie.
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Then again, | haven't seen Michaela in about half an hour, there's a chance Krissi is
right and she's in aworse state than the shifter in front of me.

It's been afun night, but | think it's time that we all went home.

| pull out my phone and open up the group chat and type out a quick message asking
who elseisready. If it'sjust the two of us, then we can just grab ataxi or something.

Krissi's phone pings and she opens up her bag to pull it out despite having just seen
me send the message.

She laughs lightly as she realises what she's done. "Oops. But look, Mickie's aready
replied. She says she and Fiona already. Oh and Dylan sent an eggplant emogji. I'm
not sure what that means."

| try to smother alaugh, but she catches me.

Krissi cocks her head to the side. "Do you know what it means?"

"Yes."

"S0...0h. OH." She blushes furioudly. "Right, sorry, | knew that."

"At least he's not saying anything obscene.”

"Somehow thisisworse," she mutters. "Couldn't he just have said he's gone home?"



"Have you met Dylan? He's never going to take that route,” | point out. | like the guy,
but he does have an annoying tendency of overusing emojis, particularly when he's
been drinking. | wonder if it's so no one can tell he's unable to type anymore.

"Fair point." She sighs. "Let's go, we can meet the others outside the club." She turns
without waiting for me to respond and starts to make her way back inside.

| hurry after her, alittle worried that she's going to fall over on her way out. She may
be graceful and sturdy when she's sober, but it turns out that drunk-Krissi is neither of

those things.

It makes me wonder just how bad things really are when she's in her shifter form.

Krissi

| holdout my arms in an attempt to balance myself as | walk down the curb, refusing
to use the path because of reasons that are lost to me.

"Y ou're going to hurt yourself," Michaela calls through cackles of laughter.

"No, I'm not!"

"We need to get some food in her," she mutters to Cyprus and Jeremy.

"Areyou sure she won't just throw it all up?' Fiona asks.

"Ew, I'm not cleaning it up if she does,” Cyprus responds.

| spin around, easily keeping my balance.



Ish.

"I'm not going to throw up," | assure him. "I'm perfectly fine. I'll just do this and my
head will be clear." | reach within myself and pull my leopard to the surface.

My whole body changes, with fur sprouting all over my skin, and everything getting
bigger until I'm standing in front of them in my feline form.

Or | am, until | start to fall over.

A blur of orange and black streaks towards me from where Jeremy stands, propping
me up before | fall over completely.

" Shift back, Krissi," Michaela says. "You're just going to hurt yourself."
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"And it'sillegal to be shifted on the street,” Cyprus adds.

Hiswords are all it takes to cut through the drunken haze and | force myself back into
my human form.

"Whoa, alittle warning would be nice,” Cyprus mutters. "I don't want to accidentally
see you naked or anything."

"That's not going to happen.” | pull at the fabric of my dress. "Magic clothes. They're
great. Especially when you don't want to end up naked in front of guys you...people."

Michaela raises an eyebrow and shoots a look past me to where Jeremy has also
returned to human form.

"Yourealy are clumsy as aleopard, aren't you?' he asks.

| chuckle nervoudly, feeling a little less drunk after my shift. My logic is sound, it's
my actions that are a bit more questionable. "Would you believe me if | said it was
the booze?"'

"Do you want me to?"

"All right, you two, quit the flirting and let's not linger in case anyone saw you being
all big catty," Michaela says, reaching out and hooking her arm through mine.

"We're not flirting," | protest loudly. "We're not."



"Mmhmm. And if you keep telling yourself while actualy flirting like it's going out
of fashion, then you're going to end up in bed with him by the end of the month.”

A blush risesto my cheeks. "Will not."

Michaela sighs and draws me further away from the others who seem to have started
a conversation about how awesome Jeremy looks shifted. | wish | hadn't been too
busy falling over to seeit.

"Do you really want meto go all truth bomb on you?' she asks.

"That depends, are you making it? Cause I've heard you're bad at that stuff." Oops,
maybe I'm still drunker than | think | am.

To my surprise, Michaelalaughs. "It's not a potion.”

"In which case, bring it on."

"If you like him, you should stop messing around and do something about it. I'm not
saying you have to marry the guy or anything, just go on a date with him or

something. It's mean to lead him on."

My mouth falls open and | struggle to find the words | need. "I'm not leading him
on," | murmur eventually.

"Maybe not on purpose, but anyone with eyes can see the two of you are into each
other. The only person who doesn't seem to know isyou."

"And Jeremy..."

"Oh no, he definitely knows." She tries to wink at me, but does a terrible job of it.



"Drunk Michaela is here for the next few hours to drop al the truth bombs you
needs," she promises.

"Soif | want you to ever talk sense into me, all | need to do is buy you a few drinks?"
| ask.

"Taking senseis something I'll do for free," she promises.

| shake my head in bemusement.

"Look, | like you, I like Jeremy, | don't want to see either of you get hurt, but you're
heading that way if you're not careful.”

"I'm not looking for anything serious."

"Famous last words," she sing-songs. "But you know it's not bad to be in a
relationship.”

"But itisif | want to focus on classes and cheering and..."

"Kriss," she says firmly, cutting off my rambling. "Aren't you here to have fun?'
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"Well, yes."
"Then have fun."

"Chicken!" Cyprus yells, pushing through us and heading towards the fast food place
next to campus.

"Don't forget to get replacement chicken for Craig,” | call out.

Michaela chuckles. "Think about it. I'll make sure Cyprus buys extra chicken." She
heads inside after him without waiting for me to respond.

"Are you okay?' Jeremy asks as he comes to stand beside me, leaving the others to
get their chicken.

| nod. "Thanks for propping me up, | could have really hurt myself back there."
"You'rewelcome. I'm glad | could help.”
"But you shouldn't have shifted. If we'd have gotten caught..."

"Nothing bad would have happened,” he assures me. "Unless you have a past of
public shifting you haven't told me about."

"l don't. I'm not sure what came over me."

"A little bit too much to drink," he says. "How's your head now?"



"A lot clearer. Yours?'

"Same. The unplanned shift really helped with that. I'll be thanking you in the
morning." He grins. "Do you not want chicken?"

| shake my head. "l aways regret it in the morning. | prefer to eat my hangover cures
for breakfast."

"Pleasetell meit isn't raw egg?”’

| laugh lightly. "No. | make steak and eggs.”

"That sounds good."

"If you'rein the flat at ten tomorrow, | can make you some," | offer without thinking
twice about it. Maybe | should after what Michaela said.

"I can be there."

The way he smiles at me makes me feel warm and fuzzy inside, though perhaps that's
just the alcohol still buzzing around my system. I'm not naive enough to think that
I've miraculously become sober in the past fifteen minutes, even with a shift.

The others pile out of the chicken shop with their boxes of greasy goodness in their
hands and wide smiles on their faces. We start making our way back onto campus,
chattering about the events of the night as we go.

"Where did Dylan get to?" | ask.

"He went home with one of the girls from his chemistry class," Fiona answers. "And
Essie went home too drunk. Who knew afae who couldn't hold their drink."



"I don't think any of us can claim that after tonight,” | mutter.

She laughslightly. "Y ou may have a point."

Cyprus dlots his key into the door and holds it open for us so we can all head through.
"I'll see you in the morning,” | call to my flatmates heading into the kitchen to eat
their chicken. They're probably going to be awake for hours, and now my shift has
helped sober me up, I'm tired.

"Night, Kriss," Michaelacalls.

“I'm heading to bed too," Jeremy says, no doubt experiencing something similar to
me. "Seeyou later."
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They wave and disappear, probably wanting to avoid their food getting cold.
“I'll seeyou for breakfast,” Jeremy says.

“It's a date." | wince as soon as the words are out of my mouth, realising this is
exactly what Michaela means about giving off mixed signals.

There's no taking them back. Whatever happens, I'm looking forward to breakfast
with him.

Once I've completely sobered up, I'm going to have to do some serious thinking about
what | want. But for now, | need to sleep.

Krissi
My aarm blares out,waking me from a surprisingly deep slumber. | open my eyes
sowly, fully expecting there to be a headache and the other signs of the alcohol

consumption of the night before.

Luckily for me, | seem to have escaped hangover-free, probably because of the ill-
advised shift on the way home.

| let out a soft groan. What made me think that was a good idea?

| throw the covers off and quickly shower and dress. Normally, I'd probably go to the



kitchen without doing that, but I'm conscious that I'll be having breakfast with
Jeremy.

Maybe that should be an indication of something, but | don't have the time to dwell
on it right now.

No one else is around when | get to the kitchen, probably because they're either at
their lectures already, or they're in their rooms nursing their heads.

| lay out all of my ingredients and fill the kettle with water while humming to myself.

The door creaks and | glance over my shoulder to see Jeremy walking in, looking
surprisingly clear-headed.

Which makes sense now | think about it, he shifted too.

"Morning," he says cheerfully.

"Morning," | respond.

"Want me to make tea while you cook?"'

Ah, so he's noticed that |'ve aready started prepping. " Sounds good."

He grabs our mugs and starts to make the drinks while | turn my attention to the meat.

"How's your hangover?' he asks.

"Pretty much non-existent,” | admit.

"Probably aresult of the shift."



"I still can't believe | did that. I've never been the kind of shifter who did things like
that," | lament.

Jeremy chuckles. "Alcohol does funny things to people.”

"Even so. It's driven into us our entire lives that we're supposed to keep these things
off the streets." | crack a couple of eggs and drop them into a mug so | can whisk
them up before remembering two of us are eating and adding a couple more.

"There are loads of shifters who flout those laws."

"Y eah, the foxes or birds. They're not going to get caught running around. Someone's
going to notice if a leopard starts walking down the street in the middle of

Y orkshire."

He gives an amused laugh. "That's fair. But humans know about us."
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"That doesn't change the law," | point out.

"True. But it does make it a bit restrictive."

"At least it isn't a couple of hundred years ago when | could have been tried for
treason for breaking the secrecy laws,” | mutter as | pull out the pan and set it on the
burner.

"Exactly, look on the bright side.”

| sigh. "Did | do anything else dumb last night?"

"Not that I'm aware of. We all just danced and had a good time."

"Hmm."

"Except for Dylan. He disappeared off with the girl he's sort-of-seeing.”

"So he had the best time of us all,” | quip. | pour the whisked eggs into the pan and
start the process of scrambling them. | turn on the grill and slide in the steak.

"He might not, he makes it sound asif she has crazy eyes," Jeremy says.
"There's no such thing as crazy eyes."

He finishes making our tea and takes it over to the table. "Do you want anything else?
| think | have some orange juice left."



"Oh, that'd be nice if you do." Somehow this is turning from a casual hangover
breakfast between flatmates to something more.

I'm honestly not sure what to make of it, but | can't fully shake Michaela's words
from last night. | know that we can't keep doing this.

| dish up our food and follow him over to the table, setting it down just as he finishes
pouring us a couple of glasses of orange juice. | flash him a grateful smile and we sit
down.

"What lecture do you have?' | ask.

"Supernaturals in the middle ages."

"I don't know if that sounds dreadfully boring, or fascinating."

He laughs lightly. "You'd be right on both. The lectures can be a bit dull, but when
Professor Sherbs takes the seminars, you can see how much he cares about the
subject, and then it'sinteresting.”

"But not when he lectures on it?' | take a bite of steak and eggs, enjoying the savoury
taste that'll get rid of any lingering effects of last night's overindulgences. It does a

much better job than fried chicken for me, I'm not sure why.

"l assume his students do well in their exams because of the seminars, so no one ever
guestionsit."

"Ah, that makes sense. So is that what you want to do when you leave here?
History?"

He nods. "I think so. I've always wanted to work with old documents trying to find



what secrets they have in them."

"That sounds like a super-specific career choice."

"It is, but that's why | came here and not Sabre Woods Academy."

| raise an eyebrow. Most people come to Obscure Academy because they can't get
into their first choice.

"The supernatural history department here is the best in the country. And it focuses
on all of usinstead of just big cats, which iswhat | want to do," he explains without
me even needing to ask.

"I didn't know that."

"Not many people do. What do you want to do after you leave?'

“I'm not sure yet," | admit. "I know that's bad, but | hoped I'd find something that
connected with me during my classes."
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"Have you?' He takes a bite of hisfood.
"Not yet."
"There's still time."

"I know. I'm trying not to worry about it." | polish off the rest of my food and reach
for my orange juice to wash it down.

"Y ou shouldn't. It'sjust your first year, you don't have to worry about any of thisyet."

Ah, somehow | forgot he's a second year. | think it stops meaning anything after a
while.

"Thisis delicious, by the way." He gesturesto his plate.

"Thanks." A small blush risesto my cheeks. "It's nothing fancy."

"Sometimes, food doesn't have to be. Simple can be tasty."

"I'm glad you think that, because I'm not a very inventive cook. | can do afew things
well, but you won't get any variety for me." It isn't until the words are out of my
mouth that | realise I'm making an assumption about whether we'll eat together again.

"Then let's just hope they're different dishes to the ones I'm capable of making."

| let out alight laugh. "There's always takeaway."



"We're students,” he reminds me. "We have to cook or we'll run out of money."

"Ah. Yeah, that's a problem. Though can we really complain when we've just eaten
steak?"

"We're big cats. We haveto eat it."

"You know that's not true." Amusement dances through my voice. "We could eat
vegetarian if we wanted."

He wrinkles hisnose. "I'd miss meat too much."”

"Me too. But that doesn't mean we wouldn't be capable of it. Our digestive systemsin
these forms work the same as humans. It'd be more of a problem if we were living
mostly as our big cat selves.”

"True," he agrees.

Before we can continue our conversation, the door to the kitchen swings open and
Michaela pops her head around. "Oh good, you're still here," she says.

"What's up?" | ask.

"| was about to leave for our lecture, are you ready to go?"

| glance at the clock on the wall and my eyes widen. "I hadn't realised the time. I'm
coming. I'll do the disheswhen | get back."

"I'll do them,” Jeremy promises. "You cooked, it's only fair that | clean up. And my
lecture isn't for another hour."



"Thanks." | beam at him, glad to feel like I'm part of ateam. "I'll seeyouin ahbit."

"Seeyou." He starts collecting up the plates.

"l just need to grab my bag, but then I'm ready," | promise Michaela

"Okay, but do it quietly, my head is killing me."

"Don't you have a potion or something you can take for it?"

"Not that | can brew myself,” she mutters. "But | might be able to get one off a
friend.”
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"Before the lecture?' | pop in to my room and grab my bag, not |etting the door close
while | do.

"Sadly not. What about you? Any after effects, or did your shift do exactly what you
said it did?' She waits as | lock my door and then starts heading down the corridor
towards the exit of our flat. Judging from the state of her hair, | suspect she hasn't
been awake long.

"It worked," | say. "I'll have to remember it and shift when | get back to my room
next time | go on anight out."

"Not on the street again?' she jokes.

"I'm going to try not to, but | wasn't thinking completely rationally at the time."
"*Somehow, I'm not surprised.”

We move on to dissecting the rest of the night, though it really does seem as if
Jeremy is right about what happened. We all went out, had some drinks, and danced.
But that's what makes it fun. | want to be able to spend time with my flatmates like

this.

| just hope that next time | do better at not making a complete fool of myself in the
process.



Krissi

"Want to grab a coffee before practice?'| ask Grace.

"For al that flies, yes," she half-groans. "I'm still hungover from last night."

"Did you have agood time? | didn't see you." Even though | had a great time with my
flatmates last night, | did hope to run into my friend too.

"It wasfun," she says. "But | think | have more fun at cheer events."

"That makes sense. We have more in common.” We head into the coffee shop and a
cheery woman waves us over.

"I hope she has a hangover cure coffee," Grace mutters.

"That bad? It's been hours."

"I'm surprised you're not feeling worse. Did you not drink much?”

"I drank plenty,” | admit with agrimace. "But | may have made an ill-advised shift on
the streets and it cleared my mind."

"Lucky," she mutters. "l wish | could do that."

| raise an eyebrow, wondering if this is when she's going to tell me what sheis. It's
rude to ask, so it's always better to wait until someone volunteers the information.

"Welcome to Pixie Cups,” the woman says. "What can | get for you?"

"|s there anything that's good for hangovers?' Grace asks.



The woman's lips quirk into an amused smile. "It's one of my most popular requests.
Y ou can add a shot to any of our coffees for just fifty pence.”

"Great, then I'll take a skinny latte with a shot of that, please,” Grace says before
turning to me. "What about you?'

"Chal tea, please.”

"Do you want an extra shot in that?" the barista asks, gesturing to the board behind
her.

| scan down the options, noting the wide variety, including a shot of aertness, and a
shot of clarity. I'm not sure how those things are different, but I'm impressed by the
array on offer, | don't think our magical coffee shop at home does this many.

"I'm okay, thanks."

"No problem." She turns from us and starts making our drinks.
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"Y our shift must have really helped your head," Grace says.

"| also had breakfast with Jeremy."

She raises an eyebrow. "Rugby player, Jeremy?’

"Y ou know which Jeremy," | point out. "Y ou've met him multiple times."

"Mmhmm, but you keep insisting there's nothing going on between the two of you."
"And breakfast doesn't count as anything. We were both drinking last night and he
helped me during the unfortunate shifting incident. I thought I'd help him with the
remains of his hangover."

"And there's nothing else?' she prompts.

| sigh. "Mickie said that she thought there was something between us and that |
shouldn't be leading him on."

Curiosity darts across Grace's face. "Do you think you are?"

"Not intentionally. | mean, | do think I like him as more than just a friend." | can
hardly believe the words are leaving my mouth, but | know they're true, and it feels
good to be talking about him. "But | promised myself that 1'd focus on other things

and not jump into arelationship when | came here."

"Sometimes these things just can't be predicted," Grace points out. "You have to go



with the flow.

"Maybe."

The barista returns with two takeaway cups in her hand and sets them down in front
of us. "Here you go," she says. "How do you want to pay?'

"One second, | think | have cash," | say, reaching for my bag.

Grace shakes her head. "I've got these ones. You can buy next time." She brings up
the payment app on her phone and scans it over the payment machine. It beeps
loudly.

"Thank you," the barista responds with a more genuine smile than ever. She's
probably pleased that we're already talking about coming back. "Y ou can download

our app if you want loyalty points too, there's a code on each of your cups.”

“Thanks," | say. It sounds like a good idea, especially if we're going to end up coming
here alot.

We grab our drinks and make our way outside, heading in the direction of the practice
field.

Grace takesa sip of her coffee. "Ow. Hot. But so good, | can feel the hangover fading
aready."

"I don't think it works that quickly,” | point out. "It's probably just the placebo effect.”

" Spoilsport. It's magic, you don't know how quickly it works."

She has a point. Despite being around other supernaturals, as well as humans, my



entire life, I'm only really aware of how shifters work when it comes to magic. |
suppose to some extent, 1've never had to worry about it much.

"Oh, look who it is," Grace says, calling my attention to the street.

| look up to find the person | want to see the most, and want to see the least, standing
in front of me by the road crossing.

"Hey, Kriss "

"Jeremy, hey," | say, smiling at him, and hoping it covers up the nerves I'm feeling
considering the topic of my conversation with Grace.

My friend flashes me a knowing smile, asif she's pleased thisis happening.

"We're just heading to cheer practice,”" | tell him needlessly. He knows what my gym
bag looks like by this point.

"I'm on my way to the library, | have an exam coming up and I'm nowhere near ready
forit."

"Maybe you should pick up a coffee with a shot of alertness from Pixie Cups,” |
suggest, gesturing with my cup.
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"Good idea." Something about the way he's talking makes me think he's just as
nervous as | am. "Oh, | meant to ask you this morning, but are you still interested in
that shifter agility training? The details just got released and | wondered if you
wanted to go."

"Whenisit?' | ask.

“I'll have to check, but it's not far away." He shrugs. "It'll come around again if you're
busy thistime."

"Shelll go," Grace pipes up. "She needs the training.”
Jeremy chuckles. "She did almost fall over in leopard form last night."

| bite my lip nervously. "If you hadn't shifted and helped me stay upright, | think I'd
have been flat on my back." | tuck a stray strand of hair behind my ear.

"Always here to help," he says cheerily.
| give asmall laugh and smile at him. "Sign us up, it'll be fun."

"I certainly hope so." He looks at me for a moment longer than is necessary.
"Anyway, I'll see you back at the flat?"

| nod.

"Have a good cheer practice."



"Enjoy studying," | respond before wincing. How many people actuallylikepreparing
for atest?

“I'll try. A coffee will definitely help with that." He waves goodbye and heads off
towards the coffee shop.

| glance over my shoulder to watch him go.

"So, want to tell me what's really going on?' Grace asks. "Did you wake up in the
same bed this morning or something?"'

"What? No. Nothing like that." We start walking again, hastening our paces so we
don't end up late for practice.

| sigh. "It's complicated."

"It'sreally not. You like him, he likes you, it couldn't be more simple.”

"I don't know that he likes me," | muitter.

“Then you can't be looking very hard for the information,” she says. "Because it's
painfully obvious how much you two like each other from the way you interact with
one another."

"l didn't know that."

"Obvioudly," she says sternly. "I think you should listen to me, and to your flatmate.

Y ou're going to have to make an actual decision about this or you're going to end up
regretting it for the rest of your life. Jeremy will become the one that got away."



| frown. There's alot of truth in her words, but that doesn't mean I'm completely on
board yet.

"I'll think about it."

"Good. But don't take too long, and tell me when you make a decision.”

"Do you redlly think I won't?"

Grace smiles and links her arm through mine. "Nope. Y ou're my best friend, and I'm
yours. There's no getting away with not telling me anything."

A sense of security rolls over me at her words and | realise that's how I've been
thinking about Grace for a few weeks now. It's amazing how quickly bonds have
formed since coming to Obscure Academy.

I'm lucky to have met so many good people, even if | have ended up in a confusing
situation when it comes to my love life as a resullt.
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Kriss
| try notto get too frustrated over the swimming words on the page in front of me. I've
been trying to get the rules of the Shifter Paradox through my head for hours, and I'm

not getting anywhere.

My phone buzzes and | turn it over to find a message in the group chat with Jeremy's
picture next to it.

| type back without thinking about it.

| smile and put my phone back down, turning my attention back to the textbook in
front of me. I'm going to get to the bottom of thisif it's the last thing | do.

Five minutes | ater, there's a knock on my door.
"Comein," | call.

Jeremy pushes it open with his back, two steaming mugs in his hand. He sets one
down on the desk.

"You al right? You look like you're about to scream at your book." Concern lingers
in hisvoice.

"I am," | mutter. "We've been learning about the Shifter Paradox and | just can't get



my head around it."

"Oh yeah, | struggled with that one too. | think it's because we're shifters. It seems so
contrary to what we've grown up knowing."

"That doesn't help me understand it," | point out.

He chuckles. "That's fair. Do you want me to go through it with you?"

"Do you have time?' Hope blossoms within me, and | don't think it's because | might
finally understand what the paradox is supposed to be about either.

"I'm not doing anything important.”

| sigh. "Teaand private tutoring, how are you single?' The moment the words are out
of my mouth before | can think twice about them. "I'm sorry, | didn't mean that."

“It's fine," he mumbles. "So what's the problem?' He sets his tea down at my desk
and looks over my shoulder at the textbook.

"I just don't get it. What's the paradox even supposed to be about and why does it
matter?"

"The why it mattersis the easy part,” he responds. "We have to learn this because it's
the way the world works and if we understand that, then a lot of things fall into
place."

"Hmm."

"You don't agree?'



"| think the world can be a miserable place whether we want it to be or not."

"I thought you were supposed to be acheerleader.”

| groan and throw him a disapproving look. "Y ou know that's not why we're called
that."

"I do, but | wanted to see your face when | said it." He grinsat me asif it redly isas
simple as that.

"Okay, so that's why I'm supposed to know about the paradox, but it doesn't explain
what it is."

"I suspect you already know. The paradox is simply that we change size, but that
doesn't make much sense. How can something as small as a mouse or as big as an
elephant be hiding within a human body?"
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"That's like asking where a harpy stores their wings."

"In their backs, | imagine. But that's a whole other factor to take into account. Harpies
are connected to their wings in away we're not to our forms. We fully shift when we
change into our animals. They don't."

| frown. What he's saying makes sense, even if | think it's a little strange to look at
things that way.

"Do you have some paper?' he asks.

"Sure." | scoot around on my desk chair and lean over, not realising quite how close it
would bring the two of us.

We're barely inches apart, and neither of us moves. There's something in his eyes that
invites me in and makes me feel as if he sees me in a way not many people have
before.

I'm not sure which of us makes the first move, but suddenly his hand is cupping my
cheek and hislips are pressed against mine.

| lose myself in the moment, my whole body tingling with the excitement of a first
kiss. I've thought about what kissing Jeremy would be like more times than | want to
admit, but somehow thisis so much better than | ever imagined.

Except that I'm not supposed to be kissing him. I'm supposed to be keeping things
friendly so they don't get confused between us.



| pull away, breaking the kiss and leaving both of us sitting there with somewhat
confused expressions on our faces.

"I'm sorry," he says.

| shake my head. "Don't be."

"Krissi..."

| don't know what he's going to say, but I'm sure | won't be able to hear it without
crumbling and ending up going back on everything | promised myself when | first
arrived at Obscure Academy. "l need to go,” | mumble, grabbing my phone and
heading towards the door.

"Krissi, we should talk about this."

"Not now." Pain lances through my heart at ignoring him. | don't want him to think
the kiss was bad, that's the kind of confession that leads me to follow my heart
instead of my head.

"I'm sorry. | need to go," | repeat. | need to talk to Grace, even if | already know what
she's going to say. Putting some distance between me and Jeremy is almost as
important as talking through how | feel.

"It's your room," he reminds me.

But it's too late, I'm out of the door and hurrying away. | don't even stop to type a
message out to my friend. I'm sure shell forgive me when | turn up at her door

unannounced.

Though she may not be the best person to turn to for advice when she seems very into



the idea of me dating Jeremy.

| push the thought aside and focus on putting as much distance between me and the
handsome tiger shifter | abandoned in my room, all while trying to ignore the way my
lips are tingling with the echo of our kiss.

There's probably no coming back from this, and | don't know how to deal with that.

10

Krissi

Mud coatsall of the rugby players from head to toe thanks to last night's rain. But that
isn't enough to disguise which of them is Jeremy.

| wish it was the football team playing today, except that | know Grace would have
hated that. She claimsit's demoralising for us to cheer for ateam that always |oses.

She's not wrong. The Obscure Academy football team leaves a lot to be desired in
terms of how well they can actually play, unlike both the rugby and basketball teams.

"There's no chance they're going to beat us," Grace says from beside me, her blue and
white cheerleading uniform matching the rest of the team's.

"Not with the score like that," | respond, nodding to the board displaying it. The
Obscure team is so ahead that there's no chance the team from Sabre Woods
Academy can catch up. For a team made up of powerful big cat shifters, they haven't
been tough competition.

Though the game is played by the human rules, so | don't suppose it matters much
what they can shift into.
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"Get in ling," Zara cdls. "As soon as the whistle blows, we need to be in formation
for the celebration cheer."

We don't waste any time getting into position, Zara isn't one to be messed with. I'm
sure she's lovely when she's relaxing, but that's not something anyone could accuse
her of when she's directing the squad.

The final whistle sounds, cementing the score and the win for our rugby team.

Zaranods once and we all start moving as one. The more experienced members of the
squad start doing acrobatics and starting to build a human pyramid, while the newer
members like me and Grace stick to kicks and shouts. It's not an overly complicated
routine, and | could do every part of it. | suspect the same is true of Grace, she's
grown up cheering just like | have. But this is about trust in the rest of the team. The
second and third year students have been working together for longer, the trust is
there.

The two teams approach one another and start shaking hands. The whole grounds are
buzzing with excited students who have come out to watch the match.

Thisisone of the things| like the most about cheerleading. It's fun to compete for our
own trophies, but there's something completely electric about the atmosphere
surrounding agame.

With the pleasantries finished, people start pouring down from the stands to join their
friends.



| glance at the field, searching for Jeremy's familiar form. A small part of me wants to
go over and congratulate him on a good game, but that also sort of defeats the point
of me avoiding him.

Before | can make the decision, a blonde girl approaches him and waves. He doesn't
seem surprised and the two of them strike up a conversation.

An uncomfortable feeling settlesin my stomach as | watch them. | try to ignore it, but
it only grows when she reaches out and touches his arm.

"Y ou know who that is, right?' Jazz asks from beside me.

"No?' | turn to face my fellow cheerleader and shifter, trying my best to not seem as
surprised as | am that she's there. | don't want anyone to realise how caught up in
Jeremy | can be. "Who isit?

"That's the Shifter Queen.”

| blink a couple of times, trying to make her out from the distance. She doesn't ook
much older than | am, if at all. Though | know that's true, somehow it doesn't quite
compute with the idea in my head about what the head of the shifter world should
look like.

"What's she doing here?' | ask.

"She goes to Sabre Woods Academy," Jazz says. "Though | don't know what she's
doing talking to Jeremy."

"He knows her," | respond without thinking about it.

"How?"



"Something about them almost being engaged at one point. I'm not really sure. He
hasn't told me the whole story."

"They certainly look familiar with one another,” she says. "I hope he introduces us."

Jealousy rears its ugly head within me. | know there's nothing going on between
them, but | can't help but didliket.

What do | even do about that?

Jazz disappears to go talk to someone else, probably deciding that | don't know
anything about Jeremy and the blonde he's talking to.

"If you stare at them any harder, they might burst into flames,” Grace says.

| let out afrustrated sigh. "I know it's stupid, but it bothers me."

"Why isit stupid? Y ou guys kissed, and it clearly meant something to you. | bet it did
to him too."

"It's stupid because | know nothing is going on with them. He told me that."

My friend raises an eyebrow. "He made sure you knew he didn't have anything going
on with someone else?' Her tone suggests | should have realised how much he likes
me just from that.

"Y es. He said they were friends."

"Areyou trying to convince me they are, or yourself?' Grace asks.
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| sigh and turn away. "It doesn't matter. He can flirt with whoever he wants."
"If that's true, then why do you look like you're about to go and scratch her eyes out?”

"That wouldn't work. She's a tiger shifter like Jeremy, she's bigger than | am in cat
form."

"Who said anything about being in cat form?' Grace counters. "l was thinking you'd
doitinthisone"

| let out a soft snort. "I'm not exactly the eye-gouging type."

"Hmm. True. | could curse her? | can't say that pixie curses are very effective.
They're more annoying really. One of the best ones makes it fedl like there's a stone
in your shoe, but you can never find it."

| stop in my tracks. "You're apixie."

She grins sheepishly. "Sorry, | couldn't think of a better way of telling you. I've been
trying to find the right time to drop it into conversation for a couple of weeks."

"I'm glad you feel safe enough to tell me."

A blush spreads across her cheeks. "I've never had to tell anyone before,” she admits.
"Most people around me just know."

"Your secret is safe with me. If it isasecret.” | have to assume as much or she'd have



told me already.
"I don't know," she admits. "Sometimes, | wish it was out in the open and | didn't
have to worry about it. But some people can be so distrusting of any type of fae even

when there's no reason to."

"You did just say you'd curse someone to make it feel like there was a stone in their
shoe," | point out.

"It'smischief," she stresses. "Never anything bad."

"I know." | smile reassuringly at my friend, hoping she knows that | mean what I'm
saying. | don't care that she's a pixie, it doesn't change anything about her.

Besides, it's not like she's cursed me. The only problems | have are of my own
making.

| glance over my shoulder to where Jeremy is still talking to the Shifter Queen.

"Y ou know you're not going to change anything by staring at them?"' Grace says. "If
you don't believe that they're just friends, then call Jeremy out on it."

"l believe him about that."

"So what's the problem?”

| sigh. "I don't like how it makes me feel to see him talking to someone else like that,”
| admit.

"Would it be different if he was officially your boyfriend?' she asks.



"l don't know."

The look she throws me says that she doesn't believe mein the dlightest.

"All right, it would be different.”

"Then you know what you have to do."

She'sright, and | know it. Today is only proving that more than any other that | have
to do something to change the situation or I'm going to drive myself crazy in the

process.

Which means | need to talk to Jeremy. Now | just have to work out what I'm going to
say.

11

Jeremy
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| glancein the direction of the cheer squad, easily picking out Krissi from the lineup.
I'm about to head over to go see her when someone clears their throat behind me.

"Have you been avoiding the palace, Jeremy?* afamiliar voice asks.

"Kayra" | turn in time to be enveloped in a quick hug from the Shifter Queen. |
glance around to make sure no one is paying much attention. Not that many of the
Obscure Academy students around probably know who she is, but that's a good thing
for her, it means she gets to just be herself without any worries about what people
might think. "What are you doing here?"'

"I'm here to support the Sabre Woods rugby team, and to see you. Now the team has
lost, I'll have to say the second one was more my reasoning,” she jokes.

| let out a low chuckle. "You'd have thought they'd play better with their Queen
cheering them on."

Kayra shakes her head in amusement. "l don't think they particularly care, not with
the cheerleaders you've got over there. | saw you eyeing them up.”

"I'm not eyeing the cheerleaders up,” | respond quickly.
"Ah, | see, then you're interested in just one of them."

| start to compose an argument in my head, but then remember who I'm talking to.
"My flatmate, Krissi."



She raises an eyebrow. "Does she know that you're staring at her like you don't want
there to be afield between the two of you?”

"] think so."

"Uh-oh, that doesn't sound good."

| sigh. "I think she's scared of being in arelationship."”

"Then you're doing something to scare her,” Kayra admonishes me. "Tell me
everything."

"Everything? Don't you need to get back to running the country?"

"You and | both know | reformed that so that other people do it."

"Y ou're not making yourself sound like a good queen,” | tease.

She shrugs. "I imagine there are plenty of people who don't think | am, but I've done
more for the shifter community in the past year than my mother did through her entire
reign.”

She isn't wrong. Her mother seemed more concerned with avoiding announcing
Kayra as her heir, and trying to marry her off. I'm still not completely sure why the
old queen set her sights on me as her potential son-in-law, but I'm grateful that Kayra
never fell for it.

"Anyway, spill. Everything. Does she know you're interested?"

"I hope so, we kissed."



" Sober?"

"What do you take me for?"

"A twenty-year-old tiger shifter," she responds dryly.

"Y es, we were sober."

"Okay, and who started the kiss?' Kayra asks.

| rub the back of my neck nervoudly. "I'm not sure."

"Interesting.”

"Do people normally keep track of that kind of thing? Do you know who started your
first kiss with Magnus?' Is this the kind of thing girls remember? Did | ruin that for
Krissi?

"Hedid."
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"Ah." So | haveruined it.

"All right, stop feeling sorry for yourself, it doesn't matter who started it, what
matters is what happened after,” she says.

"Kriss ran away."

Kayra raises an eyebrow, an amused expression darting across her face. "If you're that
bad of akisser, it lookslike | got off easy."

"Kissing you wouldn't be the same as kissing Krissi," | mutter.
"Oh?"'

"Well, | likeKrissi."

"You liked metoo," she points out.

"Not the same way."

"Wow, you must redly like her,” Kayra says. "I'm glad, you deserve someone
special."

"Thanks." Isit weird to have this conversation with someone that could have become
my wife?

It's strange to think about it like that way, especially when we're both still so young.



And because she has Magnus too. | like Kayra, she's a good person, but the friendship
we have is nothing compared to what she has with her boyfriend.

And that's something | want for myself.

| glance back in Krissi's direction, but she's already gone.

"Can | give you some unsolicited advice?' Kayra asks.

| let out a soft snort. "If | say no, will you giveit to me anyway?"

"Absolutely."

"Why even ask?' | mutter.

She ignores me and crosses her arms, giving me the sternest ook she can, which is
surprisingly terrifying given she's petite and blonde. "If you want things to work with
Krissi, then you need to respect her wishes. If she's not ready for the two of you to
have arelationship, then you need to listen to her. If you don't, you'll ruin any chance
you have of making it work."

" Speaking from experience?’

"You know | am. And it worked. Magnus gave me space, and now he gets the
dubious honour of escorting me to lots of balls and parties.”

Despite the seriousness of the conversation, | let out a laugh. "I've seen the way he
looks at you during those events, | don't think he sees it as a dubious honour."

"Hmm maybe. You know there's a ball coming up soon. You should bring Kriss,
evenif it'sjust asafriend."



"I'll ask and see what she says. I'm not even sure she believed me when | told her |
knew you."

Kayra laughs. "To be fair, if some guy | barely knew told me he knew the Shifter
Queen, | wouldn't believe him either."

"Isit really that unbelievable that we almost got engaged?”

She blinks a couple of times. "Pleasesay that you didn't tell a girl you want to date
that we were almost engaged?’

"I don't remember exactly what | said.” That'salie. | know that | told her that | was.

Kayragroans. "Jeremy, you idiot."

Have | really made that big of a mistake? Krissi didn't seem too bothered by it at the
time.
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"If she likes me, it'll be fine," Kayra promises, probably seeing my question in my
expression. "But it means you'll have to bring her to the next ball, that way she can
meet me and realise I'm not a threat."
"Were you ever athreat?'
A small smirk lifts the corners of her mouth. "To certain people."
Ah, of course. It's easy to forget that the twenty-year-old blonde in front of me has
aready completed one of the toughest trials known to shifters, and deposed the

previous monarch.

"Anyway, | have to get going. But it was good to see you," she says. "I'll message
you about the ball."

"Seeyou later, Kayra." | wave at her as| think through the advice she's given me.
| hope | haven't messed things up too badly with Krissi. For now, I'm going to do

exactly what Kayra said and respect Krissi's wishes. Maybe things will change in
time, but | don't want to ruin our friendship over a relationship that may not even

happen.

12
Kriss

| sighand dump my bag on the bench in front of the rows of uncomfortable fold-down



seating. | hate lecturesin hals like this, it's almost always hard to hear, and the seats
are all connected together, meaning that the whole bench shakes if someone has a
nervous twitch, making it virtually impossible to make any notes.

| glance longingly at the door, wishing | could escape and go do anything other than
sit through an hour and a half of the lecturer droning on about the reasons the
existence of vampires is good for the economy. The advantages of having an entire
workforce that is nocturnal isn't lost on me, but it seems to be a simple concept being
heavily over complicated.

"Can| sit here?'

| look up to find Jeremy standing at the end of the bench.

My mouth goes dry. I've been avoiding him ever since our kiss. "Mmhmm."

He shuffles in and sits in the seat next to me.

"I didn't realise you had this lecture.”" I've never seen him at it before, but then we
never bothered to compare schedules. | always assumed his would be different.

"I didn't take this module last year, so | thought | would this year," he answers. "I'm
starting to regret the choice."

| let out a soft snort. "You're not alone. But | know this is the kind of module that
employersredly like."

"Because it's imperative that we all understand the ins and outs of international
economies, even if we're going into a completely unrelated field.”

"That's the way the world works," | point out.



"So true."

We lapse into silence. | reach out and grab my coffee cup. | take a drink, mostly for
something to do, but the sweet chai tea is a welcome distraction from Jeremy sitting
beside me. | know we need to talk about what's going on between us, but it's difficult
to find the right words to.

"Oh well done on the win on Wednesday," | say. "Y ou played well."

"Thanks." He smiles reassuringly. "l was surprised, | thought the Sabre Woods team
would be more of a challenge. Maybe it's the magic of being cheered by the best
cheerleaders in the country." The grin he flashes me shows just how seriously he
means the words.

| shake my head in bemusement. "If you say so."

"Y ou don't think you're the best?"

"We don't have the trophy to say so."

"lsn't that because the competition isn't until next month?"

"You've got methere," | admit. "Zara's been pushing us extra hard because she thinks
we're going to fail."

"That doesn't sound very inspirational."
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| shrug. "That's just cheer captains for you. They can be taskmasters.”
"Even more so than rugby coaches,”" he jokes.

A small smiletugs at the corners of my lips. "Y ours doesn't seem too bad."

"He'snot,” he admits. "I've certainly known worse."

We lapse into silence and | glance towards the front of the lecture hall to be sure
we're not in danger of getting into trouble for talking over the lecturer.

| breathe asigh of relief as| realise he's busy talking to a small group of students.
"He never startson time,”" Jeremy says, noticing where I'm looking.

"Which he somehow seems to think it's okay to run over. Doesn't he realise we have
other classesto go to?' | lean back in my seat and take another sip of tea.

Jeremy chuckles. "Didn't you know? We're all supposed to act like each lecturer is
theonlyone we're attending classes of ."

"Eurgh, | don't have time for egos like that."
"I don't think many people do," he points out.

n Hmm.ll



"Arewe still on for the shifting course?' he asks.

"Of course," | answer quickly.

"Oh good, because | was starting to think you were avoiding me."

The whole world fades away as hiswords sink in. "'l sort of have," | whisper.

He grimaces, but nods understandingly. "I thought as much. Isit because of..."

"Is this the best place to talk about it?"

"|s there a better one?"

| let out a loud sigh. He's not wrong. | can't think of anywhere better. Our rooms

would give us more privacy, but are also more intimate. | don't trust myself not to

initiate akiss again.

"I don't know what came over me,” | admit. "I'm sorry. | shouldn't have kissed you."

"I'm not sure you can take the blame for akiss like that."

| raise an eyebrow. "Are you saying it's your fault?"'

"WEell, no. | think it happened because we find each other attractive, and that's
Impossible to ignore sometimes."

"lIsn't that alittle bit cliché?' | ask.

"You'velost me."



"The cheerleader and the jock? We're not exactly breaking the mould in terms of
pairings.”

A soft snort escapes from Jeremy. "You're not wrong there. But clichés exist for a
reason. | choose to look at it as that we've got something in common and that helps

drive the attraction."

"Hmm."

"Are you disputing the theory, or whether you're attracted to me?' The boyish grin
spreading across his face reveals the dight tease behind his words.



Page 29

Source Creation Date: July 15, 2025, 9:08 am

"Neither."

"Then you're going to have to fill mein," he says. "I'm smart, but I'm notthatsmart."

| let out aloud sigh and check the front of the room again. The last thing | want is for
our conversation to end up stopped before we're ready for it to be. | may have been
avoiding it as much as possible in the last few days, but | don't want anything hanging

in the air between us now we've got it out in the open.

“It's just that when | came here, | promised that 1'd focus on my studies and on
cheering, and that | wouldn't let myself get distracted by dating.”

"Promised who? Y ou never mentioned your parents being strict like that."
"They'renot. | promised myself."

"l see”

"So now | have to focus on what | promised and not get distracted.”

"Y ou know, there's one way you can try and get me out of your system." The impish
grin on his face leaves absolutely no doubt as to what he's implying.

"We're not doing that," | respond hastily.

He shrugs. "Just a suggestion.”



He doesn't seem all that bothered by my shut down, which bothers me, though | can't
quite pinpoint why.

| sigh. "I just don't think it would work. | know what I'm like."

"| assumed as much."

Oh, okay. So it's not that he doesn't want to slegp with me. Just that he doesn't think
we can end up in bed together in a casual setting. Good to know. Especially that he's

on the same page as me.

"So what do we do now?" he asks. "Considering we live together, I'd much rather we
moved on from you avoiding me."

| sigh. "I'd like that too."

"Okay, so friends?"

"We're already friends,” | point out.

"Friends who have kissed."

"I can go back to the flat and get Essie to kiss me too if you want? That way |'ve
kissed two of my friends."

He raises an eyebrow. "Why Essie?"’

"She's mentioned I'm her type a couple of times," | say offhandedly.

"Wait, Essie'sgay?'



"Bi. Were you not paying any attention during the first week?"'

"| was distracted by a beautiful leopard shifter,” he mutters.

A furious blush rises to my cheeks. "You can't say stuff like that, we're friends,
remember?"

"Aren't friends allowed to tell other friends they look good?"

Men. | swear they can be so clueless sometimes. "Not when they're thinking about
kissing them, no."

"The rules are confusing."
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"They're there for areason."

He chuckles. "All right. We'll be friends. No kissing. No thinking about kissing.
Nothing. Do we have adea?' He holds out his hand for me to shake.

| throw him an incredulous look. "Do you really want to shake on this?'
"Well we can't seal the deal with akiss," he quips.
| shake my head in bemusement. "Fine."

| take his hand in mine and give it a firm shake. He tightens his grip ever so sightly
and looks me dead in the eyes.

"Therulesgo for you too," he reminds me. "No thinking about kissing me."

The moment his words register, my gaze flicks down to his lips and the echo of the
way they felt against mine tingles through me.

| swallow hard. "Ded."
"It's been a pleasure doing business with you, Krissi." He lets go of my hand.
"Likewise," | mumble.

The lecturer finaly calls for everyone's attention, which is a good thing given the
racing thoughts in my head.



| lean back in my seat.

Why can't | shake the feeling that 1've made a terrible mistake?

13

Krissi

Every partof my body aches from the almost constant practice Zara has been
encouraging us to do. | roll my head around, cracking my neck in the process.

It doesn't relieve the tension building within me. A hot shower and a good night's
sleep will probably do the trick.

| can probably add a shift into the mix. My room isn't big enough for me to do much,
but | don't think | have the energy for more than a quick shift and a collapse.

| slide my key into the flat lock and open it up for myself, stepping inside. My
stomach rumbles as the smell of something tasty comes from the kitchen. | better go
make myself some food before | go collapse, or I'm going to wake up starving and
grumpy because of it. Most people don't believe I'm capable of being that way, but
that's because I'm careful not to let myself go too long without a meal in the first
place.

| push open the kitchen door and dump my gym bag on the bench.
Bernie turns around to see who has come in, and her eyebrows raise as she catches
sight of me still wearing my white and blue cheerleading outfit. "Isn't it alittle late to

be getting in from practice?"

| sigh. "Don't get me started. |'ve cheered for as long as | can remember, and | don't



think I've ever had a coach or captain push me as hard as Zarais. Now |I'm tired and
hungry."

"“I'm not surprised. Do you want some of this?' she asks, gesturing towards the pan.
"[t's nothing fancy, just some tomato pasta.”

"If you don't mind, it smellsreally good.”

"Sure, I'll take some out before | put the blood in," Bernie responds.

| don't do very well at covering my shock. "Y ou put your blood in pasta?”

She lets out a loud sigh. "Not by choice. I'd rather not put it in anything." She pulls
out a second bowl! and scoops some of the pasta into it before holding it out to me.
"Hereyou go."

"Thanks, Bernie. You don't know how much | appreciate this."

"It's no bother. Y ou can make me a meal sometime if you want to."
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"I will," I promise. | open my cupboard and grab my spoon and head back to the
table. | dig in, discovering that it tastes just as good as it smells. | don't know who
taught Bernie to cook, but it's good.

Bernie heads to the fridge and pulls out a sealed container.

| don't need to ask to know what's inside it. I've lived with her long enough to be able
to recognise the blood pouches she needs to consume in order to survive.

"Oh, | didn't think to check, you're okay eating vegetarian, right?' she asks, clearly
trying to put off opening the blood.

| nod. "It won't sit well with meif | eat it while I'm shifted, but | can eat vegetarian
when I'm in my human form and it won't cause me any problems. And it's tasty to
have sometimes too. But are you really adding blood to vegetarian food?'
She wrinkles her nose. "I was vegetarian before | was turned,” she admits.

My eyebrows shoot up. "l didn't realise you were aturned vampire."

"You had no reason to," she assures me. "It doesn't really make much difference at
this point in my life. Only later down the line."

Ah. Right. Turned vampires are technically dead and can't reproduce as a result. I've
heard rumours that there are scientists working on it, but I'm not sure how close they
are to finding a solution.



"Isthat why you don't like drinking blood now?" | ask.

"I don't know," she admits. "l never really liked the taste of meat, so | guess it makes
sense that | don't like the taste of blood. That's why | try to add it to food, but that
doesn't really work either."

"Have you ever asked another vampire about it?" | take another bite of my pasta,
feeling alittle better now I'm getting food in my system.

"Actualy, no. | didn't want to come across as a bad vampire."

"I don't think you're a bad vampire. Y ou drink the blood anyway."

Bernie grimaces. "Yes. But only because | fear the consequences if | don't." With
that, she rips the seal off the blood and stares at it. "l really don't want to ruin the
pasta by adding it."

"Y ou could drink it down really fast and then eat to get rid of the taste?' | suggest.

Bernie sighs. "I'm going to have to. Do you mind?"

"Of course not Be my guest.” | don't want to make her feel any more uncomfortable
about her blood consumption than she has to, especialy when she's been kind enough
to share her meal with me.

She takes a deep breath and gulps it down, barely stopping once she's gotten started.
She scrunches up the empty packet and throws it towards the bin. She covers her
hand with her mouth and doesn't say anything while breathing in and out rapidly. Her
pale skin grows even paler still, and | start to wonder about whether | need to call for
medical attention.



"That was disgusting,” she mutters.

"“I'm sorry you haveto do that."

"It's not your fault. Unless you're trying to tell me that you're secretly the old man
who turned me."

"Not last time | checked," | attempt to joke, but really I'm just feeling alittle sad for
her.

She loads up her plate and comes to join me. "Thank you for being with me when |
drank,” she says. "It actually helpsto have someone around.”

"I didn't really do anything."

"I know. But | guess it just feels like mora support." She piles up her spoon with
pasta and a more blissful expression crosses her face once the taste hits her tongue.

"If you ever need more of it, you can come find me,” | promise. "But maybe you
should think about asking one of the other vampires for some advice. Maybe
someone else who has been turned will be able to help you?' | hope I'm not
overstepping by suggesting it. I'm not as close to her as Essieis, but | feel like we're
good enough friends for me to say it.

She offers me a genuine smile. "I think I'm going to. Every time | have to drink
blood, | try to convince myself that it's not that bad and | need to get past it. But |
can't do thisfor therest of my life."

"Are there no blood substitutes avail able?"

"There's arumour that there was someone making synthetic stuff while there was that



blood drought in the City of Blood a couple of years ago, but it doesn't seem to have
hit the main market yet."
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"That's a shame, it would be good if you could get hold of some."

"I know. But it probably has to go through aload of testing before it's allowed to be
sold to the public. It might not be any better, but I'm going to hold onto the hope that
it will be."

"I do too." Completely for her sake, but the words are true. | suspect there are alot of
people who would be happier to have it as an option.

We finish our food while chatting amicably about various parts of life at the
academy, and | end up feeling closer to Bernie than | have before. Which is a good
thing. Spending time with her is harder than with the others because of the whole
vampires-being-allergic-to-the-sun-in-a-big way thing. Honestly, the more | learn
about them, the more relieved | am to be a shifter. Vampire life sounds very
restricting.

A large yawn escapes me and | cover my mouth with my hand. "I'm sorry, it's been a
long day."

"That's okay, | need to get going to one of my lectures anyway. Y ou'd think they'd be
more lenient on vampire students, but we only have a few hours to cram our classes

into."

"They should start doing some remote teaching so you don't have to leave your dorms
for it," | point out.

"| think they do in the summer terms when the sun barely goes away."



"Ah, that makes sense." And must be awful for the poor vampires. | get to my feet
and hold out my hand for her dish. "I'll wash up while you get going. It's only fair
when you cooked."

"Thanks, Kriss."

"No problem."

We share a quick smile and she hands it over, getting up and heading for the door.
"I'll let you know how | get on with the vampires.”

"I'd like that." | wave goodbye to her and focus on washing things quickly so | can
get my shower and head to bed. | aready feel a little bit better, but | know it's only
temporary. | don't know how I'm going to manage with another week of late-night
practices, especialy when | have the shifter course coming up with Jeremy. But I'll
manage, and it'll al be worth it when we lift the cheerleading trophy, I'm sure of it.

14

Kriss

| tugon the strap of my workout shirt, already worrying that I'm wearing the wrong
thing. Which is ridiculous when I'm not even going to be in human form for the rest
of the afternoon.

"Hey," Jeremy says, waving at me as he approaches.

My traitorous heart flutters at the sight of him. We're supposed to be friends, and

today is going to prove it, but I'm not sure how well I'm going to cope with that when
I'm already having areaction to him and we haven't even said much yet.



It'll be easier once we're shifted.

| hope.

"Hey," | return.

"Areyou ready?"'

| chew on my bottom lip and his gaze briefly flicks down to them before he clears his
throat and looks away.

Thisis getting harder by the moment.

“Isit bad if | say no?"

He shakes his head. "Have you ever been around this many big cat shifters before?"
he asks.

"Only on the Sabre Woods Academy open day," | admit. "I hated it. | felt like such a
fraud when they started showing off their shifter forms and | just wanted to stay
human."

"Is that why you really didn't go there? | know you said you thought the curriculum
hereis better."

"The range of classes is the main thing behind my decision,” | admit. "But | can't
pretend that the way | felt at Sabre Woods wasn't a factor, but | think it's more than
that."

He nods and | know he understands. He's spent time at the big cat academy, even if it
wasn't as a student, and even if he hadn't, he's spent time at the shifter court, which |



Imagine is so much worse.
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"Shall we go insde?' he asks, gesturing towards the gate that leads into the
compound where we'll be doing our training.

"We should if we don't want to be late.” | don't want to make a bad impression,
especially when it's bad enough that I'm going to have to shift. I know that I'm going
to appear terribly incompetent when | do. After all, what kind of eighteen-year-old
shifter doesn't have control of her paws?

Jeremy gestures for me to go first and moves his other hand as if he's going to place it
on the small of my back before changing his mind.

Disappointment wells up within me at the missing touch, and | have to remind myself
that we're friends, nothing more. It's reassuring to know he's struggling a little bit
with it too, but does that mean we're kidding ourselves about whether we can do this?

Grace's comment about him still being a distraction even if | don't want him to be
springs to mind.

Several other students | recognise mill around the courtyard, along with some | don't.
| frown. | know the academy is bigger than the people | know, but | don't even
recognise them in passing, which is alittle confusing.

A middle-aged man steps forward and whistles for our attention. "Good afternoon,
everyone. Welcome to Shifter Agility training. Today's course is aimed at big cat
shifters, if you are adifferent kind of shifter, then | highly advise that you change to a
different date. There will be things on this course that you won't be able to achieve."



A small murmur goes through the assembled students, probably as people try to work
out what the different parts of the course might be.

Instead of making me more intrigued by what's to come, | get more nervous. | take a
step back, bringing me flush against Jeremy's chest and causing me to stumble.

A girl to the left of us gives a small laugh, but | ignore her as Jeremy reaches out to
help steady me.

"You'll be okay," he promises, and from histone, | can tell that he believesit'strue.

"Y ou've seen me shifted," | point out in awhisper. "How can you say it's going to be
okay?'

"You were drunk then."

"Trust me when | say I'm not much better at it when I'm sober.” Much to the
annoyance of just about everyonein my life.

"Kriss," he says firmly. "You can do this. And I'm not going to leave you behind, I'll
help you every step of the way."

A vague memory of his shifted form flits through my mind. While | know he shifted
and helped me when | was foolish enough to change forms in the street, | don't really
remember much of what he actually looks like when he's atiger.

"All right, put your belongings in the lockers over there and shift,” the instructor
cals.

| chew on my bottom lip as | follow Jeremy over to the lockersin question. Why am |
doing this? It's such a bad idea and I'm only going to end up embarrassing myself in



front of someonel like.

Asafriend. Like asafriend.

| don't think I'm fooling anyone, including myself any longer.

| grab ahair tie from my bag and put my hair into a high ponytail.

Jeremy raises an eyebrow. "Why are you doing that if you're going to shift?"

| frown, realising that he has a point. "l don't know, but we're about to go on an
obstacle coursg, it feels like the right kind of thing to do if | want to get ready."

To my surprise, he just nods, seeming to understand the logic. "Anything that helps.”

"Precisely." He's going to understand just how important that is soon. | set the code
on my locker and turn to face Jeremy. "l guess we have to shift now."

"Want meto go first?" he offers.

"Yes." The admission is out of my mouth before | can think twice about it, but it's the
truth. | think I'll feel better if | can see his form while I'm not worrying about my
own.

In the blink of an eye, the tall auburn-haired guy in front of meis replaced by a huge
tiger. His dark orange fur suits him, and the black stripes only add to the illusion of
power and grace.

Without thinking about it, | reach out and place my hand on his head. Realising how
rude it is of meto touch him like this, | snatch my hand back.



Jeremy is having none of it and steps forward to press his head against my hand.
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Spurred on by his permission, | sink my fingers into his thick fur. He lets out a loud
rumbling purr that makes me feel all warm and fuzzy inside. | know he's still just
Jeremy, but something about having histiger's approval feels special.

| shake my head and pull myself out of the tiger-induced daze. Most of the other
students have already shifted, which means it's time for me to do the same, even if
it'll probably end badly for me.

| close my eyes and pull on the thread of magic within me that will change me into a
leopard. Despite having been a shifter my entire life, I'm still not sure exactly how the
magic works, just that it does.

My body morphs just as quickly as Jeremy's did, though my leopard form is smaller
than histiger one. | suppose that makes sense given that I'm smaller as a human too.

Despite my reservations about shifting, there's something undeniably freeing about
being in this form. | think it's the way the world feels. It's different, full of adventure
and promise. | should shift more often, but for obvious reasons, | try to avoid it.

Jeremy must catch onto the drift of my thoughts as he steps forward and pushes his
head against the side of my neck in a show of support.

Or affection. But it'sbest if | don't dwell on that part.
"| seeyou're all shifted now," the instructor calls, still as a human. But now I'm in my

animal form | can sense the lion sleeping within him and longing to run free with the
feline shifters assembled. "You can enter the course now. Each of the obstacles is



designed in order to test and strengthen your skills as afeline shifter."

Or reved the lack of skillsin my case.

Most of the others rush to the entrance, but | hang back, too nervous to be able to be
the first one through.

Jeremy stays with me, only moving when it becomes clear that we're going to be the
last ones. Another surge of affection floods through me. He's doing it on purpose so |
don't fedl like anyone else is watching me.

Knowing he's there to help gives me the confidence | need to put one paw in front of
the other. This is going to go badly, but at least | have someone looking after me
while it does.

15

Jeremy

Even though shecan't say anything, | can feel the apprehension coming from Krissi in
waves. | wish | could do more to help her than off a bit of moral support, but that
seems to be the best | can muster right now.

| put one paw in front of the other, doing my best to keep an eye on the leopard
shifter beside me. Other than the fact she looks like she's about to fall over, she's
beautiful, and certainly has the grace that comes with being a big cat shifter.

The problems start when she tries to move.

| let out a low rumble to let her know that I'm still within touching distance if
anything goes wrong.



She startles and swings her head around in my direction. Even in leopard form, | can
see her eyes going wide and panic setting in. She isn't going to be able to move a
muscle if she carries on like this. Maybe suggesting we did the class together was a
mistake.

| glance around to make sure no one is paying us any attention and pull my human
form to the front. | balance precariously on the log, not quite as secure now I'm
wearing shoes.

She cocks her head to the side and studies me, as if surprised to find me in human
form. She eyes the distance between us asif to decide whether she's going to join me.

“I'll cometo you," | promise, though now | look at the gap, I'm not sure I'll be able to
manage. As atiger, it would be easy, but | don't think shell react well if | jump over
there in my bigger form.

She jerks her head to the side asif shaking it.

| pause, unsure what she's trying to say. Thisis part of the problem of being in shifter
form. Unless you know the other person well enough to be able to sense what they're
trying to say, it's virtually impossible to communicate. | think | can probably get to
that place with Krissi at some point in the future, but right now, we haven't known
one another long enough.

To my surprise, she doesn't jump in her leopard form. Instead, she aso shifts back to
human and then takes a run up and flips herself over and onto the log next to me,
balancing with all the grace and ease she's missing in her leopard form.

"You okay?' | ask her.

She grimaces. "Would you believe meif | said yes?"



| shake my head. "l have eyes."

"Then no, I'm not. | know this is supposed to help, but al it's doing is making me
constantly worry about what will happen if | fall off."

"That won't happen."”
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She raises an eyebrow, clearly aware that I'm lying to her. | suppose that's better than
her thinking that she's great at this kind of thing.

Krissi sighs and rubs a hand over her face. "It's okay, | just need to find the courage
to carry on with this and not worry about making a fool out of myself." She looks
over to where two of the others are jumping between posts, barely seeming to stop to
look where they're going.

Despite knowing it isn't the best for us if we want to keep our friendship just that, |
reach out and touch her arm gently. "You can do it," | assure her. "And I'll be here the
whole time."

She smilesweakly. "I know you will."

"But it's not enough?"

She glances at her feet but not quickly enough to hide the furious blush spreading
across her face. "l don't want you to think badly of me when | fail."

It takes a moment for the words to sink in, but once they do, | reach out and pull her
to me. She wraps her arms around my waist and leans her head against my shoulder. |

breathe her in, my sense of smell heightened thanks to the recent shift.

A flowery scent comes from her, which | assume must be her shampoo, it's pleasant
and makes me want to get to know it better.

"I promise that no matter what happens, I'm not going to judge you for it," | say,



meaning every word. "You could fall off every obstacle from here until the end, and
I'll still be there to cheer you on.”

"| thought cheering was my job," she mumbles.

| chuckle, causing a small sigh to come from Krissi, though | don't think it's a bad
one. More asigh of contentment.

My tiger is ready to come out and start protecting her from anyone who makes her
feel bad about her poor shifting skills. I'm of half amind to let it happen.

"Sometimes it needs to come from someone else or it doesn't count as cheering,” |
point out. "So when I'm following you around the course, you can know that in my
head, I'm chanting your name over and over again."

She half pulls out of our embrace and frowns a me. "You realise that sounds really
creepy, right?"

"Only if you're not into it."

She chuckles. "Y ou've got me there, | actually thought it was cute."

"Good to know." And that she doesn't seem to be thinking of me injust friendsterms
anymore. If she ever redlly has.

No. | can't think like that. She's made it clear that she doesn't want to be anything
more than friends and | need to accept that. Even if | hope there's till a chance for us,
it needs to be on her terms.

| study the gorgeous brunette in front of me, and what strikes me the most is how
different | feel now than when | was in this position with Kayra. She told me she just



wanted us to be friends and | accepted it without question and never really thought
about the chance of more. But with Kriss, the feelings haven't gone away just
because she says she wants us to be friends.

| push the thoughts to the side. There's no use dwelling on them when they won't
change anything anyway. And now really isn't the time to be thinking about anything
other than getting Krissi to the end of the course.

She steps back and | immediately feel her loss.

"I'm ready," she says. "But you have to promise to catch meif | fall."

“I'll promisethat I'll try," | counter. "Whether | succeed is another matter."

"That's fair." She closes her eyes and before her words have even fully registered,
she's back in her leopard form.

| stare at her for a moment, lost in how beautiful sheis. A small part of me wants to
reach out and put my hand in her fur the same way she did to me, but | don't dare to
unless sheinitiates.

Pulling myself out of it, | tug my own big cat to the surface and transform into my
tiger form. I'm bigger than she is, but the difference isn't as big as | expected it to be.

| gesture with my head towards the next obstacle, which appears to be a set of stones
over a fake river. | can already see what's going to happen, but luckily, | like the
water.

Kriss leaps towards the first stone, landing on it in the exact position she's supposed
to. She glances back over her shoulder, gleaming yellow eyes locking onto mine.



| don't need to be able to understand her to know what she's feeling.

Surprise.
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| nod my large head, encouraging her to continue.

She jumps again, managing to stay on the stones for a second time. | can amost feel
her excitement from here.

| know there's a good chance this isn't going to last, but Krissi doesn't seem like the
kind of person who will let a little bit of failure get her down. She'll be focusing on
what she actually managed to achieve more than what she didn't.

And if she struggles with that, I'll be there to remind her of just how amazing sheis.
16

Krissi

Giddy nerves fillme as we walk into the room full of cheerleaders. There's nothing
like competition day, even if I'm not convinced we have what it takes to actually win.

Grace hooks her arm through mine. "It feels different, doesn't it?' she asks.

"What does?'

"Walking in here when we know we'll be competing against people we previously
competed with. There are some people I'm looking forward to finally being able to

beat, but there are others who I'm sad at the thought of having to make fail."

"I know what you mean. But I'm still excited."



"Same. | think we have a good chance at winning."

"You do?'

She nods. "With how hard Zara's been drilling us, how can we not? You've got to
think like awinner to be awinner, Kriss."

"If you say s0."

"WEell if you can't believe it yourself, then I'll have to believe it for you." She closes
her eyes. "Kriss isawinner, Krissi isawinner," she muttersto herself.

| bat her on the arm. "Y ou can stop that now."

"Fine, but only if you start having more faith in the team," she counters. "Though
maybe it doesn't matter." Her lips curl into asmile.

"What?'

"Look." She nodsin the direction of a group of people | recognise.

My breathing hitches as | recognise the tall, auburn-haired guy at the centre of the
group.

"So | suppose the question is whether some of your flatmates came because Jeremy
asked them to, or did Jeremy come because they did?' Grace muses.

"I don't think it matters," | admit, unable to take my eyes off my friends.

"Comeon, let'sgo say hi."



"Zara..."

"Isn't paying any attention to us, she's too busy throwing down with the other
captain." She gestures to where that does seem to be taking place while dragging me
towards the others.

| don't mind too much, I'm glad they've come to support us, a lot of people don't
necessarily see cheering as something to watch as a spectator.

"Hey, guys," Grace says, waving. "I didn't realise you were coming, Kriss didn't tell

me.

"That's because we didn't tell Krissi," Mickie responds. "It was a last-minute thing.
Jeremy asked usto come." She throws him alook that | don't think he notices.

But | do. And | know what it means.
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"Hey." | give him a half-wave.

Grace lets go of my other arm and I'm dimly aware of her moving my other flatmates
away from us, leaving me and Jeremy in reasonable privacy.

"I hope you don't mind, | thought you'd want the support.”

| fiddle with a strand of hair, feeling more nervous than before, but I'm not too sure
exactly what's causing it. "Thank you, it's nice. | didn't even realise you were
coming."

"I should have checked it was okay."

| shake my head. "It's fine. | watch your games all the time," | remind him. "It's nice
to think you're watching me compete in my sport.”

"That's what | thought. Then Mickie heard | was coming and she gave me this|ook."
| let out alight laugh. "I know the one you mean."

"And then she insisted on coming along with me and invited the others."

"Ah, so it wasn't quite that you invited them."

"I think she's trying to make sure we don't do anything she doesn't approve of," he
agrees.



"Right, because she thinks I'm leading you on." The words are out before | can think
twice about them. But now they're out, | might as well double down on them. "Am [?
| don't mean to be, and if | am..."

Jeremy leansin, closing the gap between us. It isn't uncomfortable, quite the opposite.
"l don't think you're leading me on," he assures me. "You've told me where you
stand.”

"There'sabut."

"Thereis," he agrees. "l wasn't going to say anything about it."

"But now weretalking,” | finish for him.

"Exactly. Now we're talking." He takes a deep breath. "I don't think | can just be your
friend, Krissi. | want to be at these events without people giving me side looks and
asking what it means."

My breathing quickens and | realise as | hear him saying it that | want that too. I've
been so determined to avoid the distraction otherwise known as Jeremy, that I've
managed to turn something that could be a supportive relationship into something

keeping me from achieving what | came here to do because it's all I'm able to think
about.

"We have to go." Grace tugs on my arm.

"But..." | glance at Jeremy, wanting to finish what | was about to tell him.

"Zara'son awarpath,” Grace mutters.



"We can talk later," Jeremy assures me. "Go win atrophy first."

| think about arguing, but end up nodding instead. It's fine to prioritise. HE'S not going
to change his mind about his feelings for mein the next half an hour.

"Did | just interrupt something?' Grace asks.

"You know you did," | mutter.

"Sorry, but Zaraisfuming, | didn't want her to take it out on you."

| sigh. "It'sokay. I'll deal with it after.” | sound more confident than | feel.

| glance over my shoulder and back at Jeremy who smiles and waves at me. Instead
of feeling jittery and distracted, | feel more grounded knowing someone is watching

who wants me to succeed more than anything.

"Y ou seem different,” Grace says.
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"I think | finally decided what to do about Jeremy,"” | admit.
"Ah. Break his heart or jump his bones?'

"Neither." Though the latter is an appealing suggestion, not that I'm about to tell the
mischievous pixie about that.

"Right, well you can jump his bones after we've performed.”

"I didn't say that's what | was going to do."

"Then stop biting your lip asif you're thinking about what he looks like naked."
"What? I'm not doing either of those things." Though actually, | am biting my lip.
"Mmhmm."

Our conversation is cut short when we reach the rest of our team and find Zara pacing
back and forth looking asif she's about to hurt someone.

It seems Grace made the right decision in dragging me back over here. Zarais stern at
the best of times, but it seems like she'sin an even stricter mood than normal.

"What happened?' | ask Jazz.

The other shifter shrugs. "As far as we can tell one of the other captains taunted her
because she fell last year."



"Ouch, not good.” | can only imagine how hard that has to be for Zara.

"Just another reason to win," Jazz responds.

"I thought we were supposed to say that winning doesn't matter and it's the taking
part that counts," | say.

Jazz snorts. "I don't know what kind of cheer captains you've been working under
before, but | don't think any of the ones I've known have ever been about anything
other than winning."

"Fair point,” | murmur.

"All right, team, listen up," Zaracalls.

We dl fall silent and turn to face her. It's impossible to miss the stress on her face.
She wants this, and that's why we're going to make it happen.

"It's a tough competition today. Some of the other teams we're up against have
severa past wins under their belts. But if we do our routine exactly the way we've

practised it, then we're going to be able to make this happen. Hands in."

Zara holds out her hand and waits for all of usto follow suit, feeling more like a team
than ever. And thisis the moment we get to proveit.

17

Jeremy

The more teamstake to the floor, the more nervous | am about the Obscure Academy
cheer squad's chances of winning. I've watched them from a distance several times,



and seen them cheering us on a matches, so | know they're good, but are
theythisgood?

Up until now, I've never really considered whether there's more to cheerleading than
just what they do to support the sports team playing, but it turns out that thereis.

A lot more.

"How have we not been to one of these before?' Dylan asks, putting an arm around

Cyprus.

"Is it the short skirts or the women who are well out of your league that you're
admiring the most?' The necromancer answers.

Dylan chuckles. "Both."

"Are we sure Kriss does this?' Cyprus asks. "She seems more of the sweet and
innocent type."
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| raise an eyebrow. "Y ou don't think she can be sweet and a cheerleader?”
"I don't know, it just doesn't seem like her thing."

“Then you're about to be proved very wrong." | nod towards the staging area where
the Obscure Academy team is coming out onto the floor.

It only takes me afew moments to spot Krissi among them.

Cyprus whistles. "Krissi is secret hot."

Michaela leans forwards and bats him. "Don't talk about your flatmate like that."
"I'm not lying," Cyprus counters.

"He's not," Essie agrees. "Krissi is hot. But he should maybe have redlised that
already."

A low growl escapes me without me meaning it to and my flatmates turn their
attention to me.

"Sorry," | mutter.
"All right, no talking about how hot Krissi is,” Cyprus promises.

"l didn't mean..."



Michaela puts a hand on my shoulder to stop me from speaking. "Just take the win,"
she says softly.

| nod, knowing she's right.

The music starts, and my attention is soon captured by the squad on the performance
floor. While the odd part of their routine is familiar, the majority of it is nothing like
when they cheer for the rugby team.

Severa people go flying into the air, spinning and twisting not unlike how Krissi did
while we were at the shifter assault course.

Without even meaning it to happen, my gaze focuses on her. Despite knowing she's
capable of them, she doesn't seem to be taking part in any of the more dangerous
moves, though | have no idea why that might be. Perhaps it's to do with how long
she's been on the squad. | can ask her about it later.

No one watching would have any idea that she struggles with her shifted form. Every
move she makes it perfectly balanced and in time with both the music, and the rest of
the squad. It's amazing to watch, and | find myself glued to the edge of my seat.

"Isit awinning routine?' Essie asks from behind me.

| can amost hear Michaela shrug in response. "I don't know enough about it," she
admits. "But aren't we supposed to be recording some of this for Bernie?"

"Oh, right. | promised her | would. | think she's been having some late-night dinners
with Krissi when she gets in from practice.”

| didn't realise that, but it makes sense with Bernie's nocturnal hours and Krissi's |ate-
night training.



The audience cheers as the team makes a particularly impressive looking move that
includes one of the guys throwing a cheerleader up into the air and then catching her.
| may want to support Kriss at events like this, but | don't know how I'm going to be
able to if she's the one getting thrown up into the air like that. | know cats are
supposed to land on their feet, but |'ve seen evidence that this one doesn't.

As if the routine senses what I'm most nervous about, Krissi springs into a backflip,
becoming barely more than a blur of blue and white.

My heart pounds as | watch and I'm unable to tear my eyes away. I've seen her
perform acrobatics like this multiple times, and yet I'm still worried she's going to get
hurt.

She's caught moments later by one of the others and set on her feet again.

The audience makes a loud noise again, though | don't think it's to do with Krissi's
move, she still seems to be on the outside of the group. I'm sure that will change as
they compete more and Zara realises the talent the leopard shifter has. I've known
Zara long enough to know she's a hard taskmaster, but talent matters to her, and

Krissi's won't go unnoticed.

The music comes to an end and the team all stills as one. They form two neat rows
and bow to the judges.

"Do you think they did enough to win?' Michaela asks.

"I honestly have no idea," | admit. "All of thisis completely new to me."
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"I thought you were supposed to know about all of this sports stuff." She waves her
hand towards the staging area.

"Within reason,” | point out. "But | had no idea this is what Krissi meant when she
talked about competitive cheering, thisisthefirst time |'ve been to an event.”

"Well that's no use," Michagla mutters.

"Especially because the only cheerleader we know that we can ask is biased. Krissi's
never going to say that was awinning routine, evenif itis," Essie adds.

"I should go find her," | say, getting to my feet and walking off before either of them
can stop me. It may not be the best idea I've ever had, but we were about to have an
important conversation before Grace dragged her away, 1'd like to get back to that and
find out if Krissi isgoing to say what | hope she will.

18

Krissi

The buzzof performing bounces around my system even though we've been off stage
for twenty minutes and have fully been through our cool down routine. I'm not sure if

the othersfeel it the same way | do, but it's almost more exhilarating than how it feels
after a shift.

Without the embarrassment of nearly having fallen over. | don't need anyone to tell
me that | executed all of my moves flawlessly, I'm aware that | did.



| scan the crowd for Jeremy before | even realise what 1'm doing, and not just because
we dtill have to talk. | want to see him and hear what he thinks about our
performance. | didn't realise | cared as much as | do until this moment, but his
support means alot to me and | want more of it.

Graceisright, I'm completely distracted by Jeremy, even if | haven't wanted to admit
it. All I have to do now is decide how to undo the damage I've already done by telling

him | don't want to be anything more than friends.

Mickie waves to me from across the room, and relief fills me that they're still here, |
take a step towards my flatmates, only for Grace to catch my arm.

| glance at her, but she shakes her head.

"Not yet," she says.

"But..."

"There are more important things than your love life going on right now."

"That's not what you've been saying for months," | mutter.

Grace chuckles. "And you've been ignoring me for months. Now you need to ignore
me for a few more minutes while they announce the winners. It'll look bad if we're all
on the stage and you're not."

"Arethey ready to announce it already?"

She nods. "We were late in the running order. The last team ended their performance

just before we came out of the cooldown room. Zara told us all this, were you paying
any attention?"



| groan and rub my forehead. "I'm so distracted.”

“Mmhmm. Ignoring the fact you have a monster-sized crush on Jeremy will do that."

"I can't wait for you to find someone and end up having to eat some of your own
words."

Grace'slips twist into asmall smile. "Not going to happen.”

"Because you don't want to be distracted by romance?’

"Not at al. It isn't going to happen, because I'm not an idiot like you."

A small snort escapes me. "You're going to have to eat your words about that." | link
my arm through hers and follow the others towards the backstage area.

"Pixies don't eat their words."

| raise an eyebrow, but don't argue with her. She's going to find out how hard it isto
avoid situations like this at some point. | hope I'm around to point out how obvious
she's being with whoever it isin retaliation to the way she's been making it obvious to
methat | like Jeremy.

Zara paces up and down in front of us al, clearly nervous about the results. Maybe
she knows something about how all of the other teams have performed. | can't say
that I've been paying much attention, which | know isn't a good thing to admit.
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"How long do we have to wait?' | ask.

"They're about to start the announcement,” Jazz says from next to us, pointing at the
scoreboard in front of us.

"Do we find out whether we've won before the audience do?' There aren't a huge
amount of people here, but | still don't want to be too surprised.

She shakes her head. "They'll announce ten through four here, then tell the three
teams who are at the top to go out onto the stage.”

So we'll know within afew minutes if we're going to get atrophy. A small part of me
knows that any of the top three positions are good because it means we get to move
onto the next round of the competition, but | want to win. First place means more to
me personally, and from the way she's acting, | suspect it does for Zaratoo.

Academy and university names start flashing up on the screen, starting with the
bottom one. The whole room falls silent despite the dozens of people within it, and |
can feel my heart pounding with nerves.

| can't tear my eyes away as the next few team names pop up, and the closer it gets to
the top, the more | worry that we haven't managed to place at all. It's not how it
works, and that I'm being irrational, but | can't help it.

My whole body isjittering with nerves.

"We could power the lights with your nervous energy," Grace muttersto me.



"How are you staying so calm?' | respond.

"Denia."

| let out a soft snort.

The screen updates, revealing the team that's come in fourth. | stare at it for a few
minutes, barely registering that it's not ours next to it.

It updates again, revealing the top three teams, withObscure Academyright up there.

Jazz lets out alittle squeal, but Zara's cool and collected stare shuts it down.

"It's too early to celebrate yet," Zara says to us al. "We don't know which position
we've comein."

"But we're through to the next round, right?' one of the others asks.

Our captain nods, but we're ushered into the staging area before she can say anything
else.

The other two teams come with us, but | don't pay any attention to them as | stand
between Grace and Jazz as part of our team line. The lights are too bright for me to
find my flatmates, but knowing they're watching reassures me, even if | didn't think it
would.

| force a smile onto my face, knowing that it's important that we present ourselves
well, especially if we don't end up winning the first place trophy.

“I'm sure you're all excited to find out which of our teams the judges have awarded
full place to," the presenter says. "But a big congratulations to all of the cheer squads



on the stage at the moment for making it through to the next round."
Applause and shouts come from the assembled audience as they celebrate for us. |
find my smile getting bigger and becoming easier to maintain as the energy in the

room starts to affect me.

"I don't want to keep you waiting any longer," the presenter says. "In third place, we
have the lovely ladies from Queen Elizabeth's Academy."

A shrill scream goes up from the only all-female team on the stage and they start
jumping up and down.

The captain steps forward to receive the bronze trophy, and | know there'll be medals
waiting off stage for the individual team members.

My stomach starts tying itself up in knots at the realisation that we might have won
after al. | know our routine was good, but | didn't see the other team perform, so it's
hard to know which way it's going to go.

"And now, your winners for today's competition," the presenter says.

"Come on, come on, come on," Grace whispers from beside me, her eyes squeezed
shut. | don't think I've ever seen her so desperate for anything.

"The winner is Hexington Academy," he calls.

The other team explodes into excited screams.
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Disappointment wells up within me. Somehow, coming second is worse than coming
third, and | have no explanation about why.

"Which means our second-place team is from Obscure Academy,” the presenter says,
gesturing to us.

| cheer along with the rest of the squad, but | can hear that they feel the same way |
do.

Zara manages to put a smile on her face long enough to step forward and accept the
trophy graciously before the presenter turns to the winning captain.

"Well win next time," Jazz assures Zara.

Our captain smiles, but it doesn't quite reach her eyes. "WEell try."

No doubt cheer practice is about to get awhole lot harder.

19

Kriss

As soon asit’s possible to do so, | make my excuses to leave the other team members
and head back to my flat. | need to talk to Jeremy before | lose my nerve and end up

regretting it.

| push the kitchen door open, summoned by the raucous laughter coming from inside.



“Hey, Krissl, congrats,” Mickie says. “Are you coming out with us?’ She gestures to
the table littered with half-full cups of booze and a seemingly forgotten card game.
They haven't wasted any time since getting back from the competition.

| shake my head. “I just need to sleep,” | admit. “But | was actually looking for
Jeremy.”

She raises an eyebrow.

“He's in his room, | think,” Fiona says from the other side of the table. “At least he
said something about studying.”

“He's being a serious second year,” Cyprus adds. “Do you think we'll be like that
next year?’

“I don’t think you'll ever be serious,” Essie counters.

“Thanks, guys.” | wave and leave them to their game, hurrying down the corridor
until 1 get to Jeremy’ s door. | take a deep breath and lift my fist to knock, only for the
door to swing open.

| stare at him for a moment, not knowing what to say.

Jeremy holds up his phone. “ Cyprus messaged saying you were coming.”

| nod, my mouth suddenly very dry and my words have escaped me.

“Do you want to come in?’ he asks. “Or we can go for awalk if you want?’

| shake my head. “Hereisfine.”



Something like relief crosses his face. Which makes sense. If | had bad news for him,
then | wouldn’t want to be in his room.

| follow him inside and he shuts the door, lingering for a moment as if deciding
whether he should lock it or not.

“Doit,” | say, finally managing to find my words. “Y ou know what they’re like when
they’re drinking. If you don’'t lock it, we'll end up with Essie in the middle of the
room serenading us.”

“Hmm, you have apoint.” He clicksit shut.

| look between his bed and his desk chair, trying to decide where it's best to sit.
Eventually | decide that the bed |ooks the comfiest and perch myself on it, folding my
hands in front of me on top of my blue and white skirt. Perhaps | should have
changed out of my uniform before | came here, but | didn’t want to waste any more
time.

Jeremy sits next to me, but keeps a suitable amount of distance between us.

“Congratulations,” he says. “Y ou performed well.”
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“Thanks, but you know aswell as | do that second is disappointing.”
He chuckles. “ True, but you get to try again in the next round at |east.”

“We do.” | fiddle with the hem of my skirt. “I liked that you came to watch us,” |
admit.

“Wéll, | came to watch you.”

“l know.” | bite my bottom lip, trying to find the words to say what | want to. “Did
you mean what you said earlier?’

“Which part?’

“About not wanting to just be my friend.” | look up at him, realising that | probably
look more vulnerable than I’'m completely comfortable with.

But this is Jeremy. | have no reason to worry about anything. He won't take
advantage or rgject mein away that will be unnecessarily cruel.

“I meant it,” he says softly. “I know it’s not what you want...”
“Itis’ | blurt, not wanting him to say something that he doesn’t actually believe. “I
thought | was making the right decision, but I've been more distracted thinking about

not being distracted by you.”

Jeremy chuckles. “I can see how that would cause a problem.”



“S0, | guess what I’'m saying is would you like to go on a date with me? Or are we
past that? I’ m not really sure how thisis supposed to go,” | ramble.

His whole face lights up as if he's realised what I’'m trying to say. “We can go
wherever we want to,” he responds. “Including out with the others, if you want?’

| shake my head. “1’d rather stay in with you if that’s okay? Unless you need to do
the serious second-year work they were teasing you about in the kitchen.”

“Myseriouswork was not wanting to be drinking when you came back in case you
wanted to continue our talk,” he admits.

“Oh.” My heart skips a beat. “ Then you’'re free?’

He nods. “Are you hungry?’

“Yes. And I’m dying for apizza. Zaratold us not to eat any for the past week.”

“1 could go for pizza. | can order some while you shower if you want?’

| raise an eyebrow. “Areyou trying to tell methat | smell?’

Alarm flits through his eyes, meaning he probably hasn’t worked out that I'm only
joking.

| reach out and place a hand on his arm. “It’s okay, | know you’'re just guessing
because you know what you fed like after agame.”

“1 didn’t mean anything by it.”

“I know you didn’t. | thought about showering first, but | didn't want to waste any



more time than | already have.” | get to my feet and stand a little awkwardly in the
middle of his room, unsure what to do with myself. “I won’'t be long.” | gesture
towards the door but don’t move.

He nods.

| take a deep breath and start to head over to it.

“Krissi,” he says, getting to his feet.

| turn instantly, bringing us very close together.

Jeremy reaches out and brushes a strand of hair out of my face, the touch leaving a
faint tingle along my skin.

| step forward, bringing us flush with one another and wrap my arms around his neck.
There’' s not going to be any doubt about who startedthiskiss.
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His hand settles on my lower back, pulling me closer, and then his lips are on mine.
My eyes flutter closed and my whole body relaxes as | give in to the kiss I’ ve been
thinking about almost constantly since the first time we did this. I’'m not sure how |

ever thought | could avoid being distracted by him.

We break apart but don’t move away from one another. My gaze fixates on his and |
can see the torrent of emotionsin his eyes.

“1’ve wanted to do that again since the first time,” he says, his voice hoarse and low.
“Metoo,” | admit. “I’m sorry it took so long for me to come around.”

Jeremy lets out alow laugh. “I don’t think this counts as so long.”

| count back the weeks in my head and end up joining his amusement. “All right,
maybe not that long. But thank you for giving me the space | needed to come to my
own conclusions.”

“You' rewelcome, but | don’t think I'll be doing it again,” he jokes.

“l don’t plan on doing it again.”

“Do | have to start lying to you about how graceful you are when you're a leopard
now?’ he teases.

“Oh no, I'm aware of what a disaster zone | am when I'm shifted. But | feel a bit



more confident about it after the course you suggested.”

“I'm glad.”

“Can we do it again sometime?”’

He nods. “There are probably some courses that we can look into if it's something
you really want to do.”

“1 think | do. But partly because | had alot of fun with you.”

He grins. “Then your wish is my command.”

“You'reatiger not agenie.”

“I could be both.”

“Y ou know that’ s not how being turned works,” | counter.

He cocks his head to the side. “Are genies turned beings?’

| shrug. “I don't actually know, but I’ve always assumed it was like vampires and
mer where some genies are born that way, and others are turned by a curse. But I've
never met one and you know how secretive they can be.”

“1 do. But you know what isn't secretive?’

“Mmm?’

“What you like on your pizzas. A meat feast with barbecue sauce, right?’



I’'m not sure if he's guessing, or if he just paid attention last time we had pizza
“You'vegot it.”

“All right, I'll order and go pick it up. Anything else you want?’

“Cookie dough ice cream?’

“Zararedly has been cracking the whip.”

| laugh lightly. “Mmhmm. Plus we lost out on first place and | kind of want to eat my
feelings but in away that makes you think I'm cute.”

“1 aready think you’re cute.”
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“Then my mission is complete.” 1 go up on my toes and kiss his cheek. “I’ll be back
soon.”

“I look forward to it.”

| unlock his door and step out into the corridor, aready feeling lighter than | did
before. | finally made the move I’ ve wanted to ever since we first kissed.

No, that’s not right. Since we first met.

And I’'m looking forward to finding out more of what I've been missing. Starting
with our date tonight.

20

Krissi

| hurryout of my room, already abit worried about how long it took me to shower and
choose what to wear. Which is ridiculous when my choice has landed on an oversized
t-shirt and a pair of comfortable shorts. Maybe | should be putting more of an effort
on, but | figure that Jeremy has already seen me hanging around the flat in some less
than flattering combinations of loungewear, he doesn’t care what I’ m wearing.

“Hey, Krissi,” Bernie says from down the corridor, stopping me in my tracks.

“Hey, | didn’t realise you were around.”



She nods. “I just got in from my lecture and am going to join the others now.” She
gestures to the kitchen. “1 take it you’ re not coming.”

“No. I’'m hanging out with Jeremy.”

Surprise flits across her face. “Really?’

“Mmhmm.”

“In shorts that small?”’

| look down. “They’re no shorter than my cheerleading skirt.”

Bernie snorts. “Y es, but you’ re wearing them to go spend time with aguy you like.”

A furious blush risesto my cheeks and she starts laughing almost instantly.

“l see”

“You don’'t see anything.”

“I’m avampire, Krissi, | can sense changesin your blood flow very easily and from a
great distance.”

“You realise how creepy that sounds, right?”’
A small smile lifts at Bernie's lips. “Yes, but I’'m hoping you won't hold it against
me. Oh, hey, | meant to mention that | signed up for cooking classes like you

suggested. They start next week.”

“Oh, that’ s great. | hope they help with the blood drinking.”



“Metoo.”

A loud shout comes from the kitchen, drawing our attention to it.

“1 should go change so | can join them,” she says. “Have afun date.”

“I will.”

“Oh wow, you' re not even going to deny that’swhat it is.”

“Nope, I'm not.” | grin. “And you can tell Mickie that too so she doesn’t give me one
of her disapproving looks in the morning.”
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Bernie lets out an amused laugh. “It’' [l be thefirst thing | tell her.”

| say goodbye and head back to Jeremy’s room, knocking once before pushing the
door open and stepping inside.

He's been busy while | showered, setting up a bunch of cushions on the bed so they
can face the screen, and with a steaming cup of tea ready and waiting for me next to a
couple of pizza boxes.

“1 had help,” he admits.

“You didn't let Mickie make the tea, did you?’ | ask, eyeing it suspicioudly.

He chuckles. “No, Essie did it.”

“Oh, good, it's safe to drink, then.” A loud shout comes from the kitchen next door
and | wince. “Isit always this loud?’

He nods. “Maybe we should have done thisin your room.”

“Maybe, but it'll be fine, they’ll be leaving soon.” | don’'t wait for him to say
anything and sit on the bed, shuffling backwards so I’'m leaning against some of the
cushions.

Jeremy’ s smile makes my heart flutter. “What did you want to watch by the way?’

“Oh, | hadn’t thought about that,” | admit. “I kind of assumed we wouldn’t be doing



much actual watching.”

He nods, seeming to understand. “Have you ever seenReap Me On A Sunday?’

“Is there anyone alive who hasn’t? It's one of the most popular supernatural sitcoms

ever.
He clicks a couple of times and the familiar opening sequence starts to play. It's a
good choice. I’ve seen it enough times that it won’'t matter if we dip in and out of the

show.

“1 refused to watch it for years,” Jeremy admits as he hands me one of the pizza
boxes and gets onto the bed beside me.

“Why?" | flip open the lid, enjoying the comforting scent of hot gooey cheese and
barbecue sauce.

“1 thought | wouldn't like it because it has a reaper lead.”
“And now you' re good friends with areaper,” | point out.
“l never had anything against them,” he says quickly. “I just thought | wouldn’t be
able to relate much to the main character. Please don’t tell Dylan that? I’ ve never told

anyone that before.”

“Your secret is safe with me,” | promise. | take a bite of pizza and let out a small
satisfied hum. “Thisis good.”

“1’d say thanks, but you know | didn’t make it.”

“You still picked the right flavour.”



“And there’' s cookie dough ice cream in the freezer too,” he promises.

“How are you still single?” My brain catches up with my mouth. “Oh. Right.”

Jeremy chuckles. “Well there's this cute cheerleader who keeps telling me that she
just wants to be friends, but | can’t stop thinking about kissing her.”

| join his laughter and set my pizzaaside. “| heard the cute cheerleader told you she'd
changed her mind.”

“Hmm, she did,” Jeremy agrees. Tentatively, he reaches out and puts his arm around
me.

| shuffle closer on the bed so I'm leaning against him. Neither of us says anything as
we sit comfortably and watch a bit of the show. Not that I’ m really taking any of it in.
Every part of me is hyper-focused on the way Jeremy’s hand is absent-mindedly
stroking my arm, and how comfortable the whole situation feels. | can't believe |
convinced mysdlf | didn’t want this.

“S0, | have something to ask you,” Jeremy says after a bit.

“Oh?’
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Animpish smileflits over hisface. “Will you come to my game on Wednesday?’

| let out a soft snort. “You already know I'll be there,” | point out. “We' re scheduled
to be cheering for you guys, remember?’

“But do | get to tell the rest of the team that my girlfriend is watching?’ he asks, a
little more serious than before.

“Yes.” Theword dlips out before | even give myself time to think about it.
One of his eyebrows quirks upwards. “1 half expected you to say no.”

“Me too,” | admit. “But | don’t think there's any point in keeping it quiet. Most
people we know seem to have an opinion on whether we should be together already.”
Which reminds me that | need to message Grace and see if she’ s around tomorrow for
coffee. | know she'll want al the details about what’'s happened since | left her
earlier.

“That'sfair. | think | just expected you to want to be more careful in case this doesn’t
work out.”

| nod, understanding where he’'s coming from, but certain it’s the right move still. “|
don’t see this ending any time soon.” | can’'t believe I’'m saying this to him, but it
doesn't feel like we're starting at the beginning of dating, we've known each other
too long for that.

And he's seen me shifted. Not many people can claim that. Except for severa of my



flatmates. Somehow, I’ ve shifted in front of more people while at Obscure Academy
than in the five years prior.

“l don’t think it will either,” he agrees. “Want that ice cream now?”’

“Only if you'll bring two spoons.”

“l wasn't going to let you eat it al yourself,” he assures me.

“Good.”

He leansin and kisses me softly on the lips before getting up and heading to the door.
| watch him go, a satisfied feeling settling within me as everything dlots into place.
Having a boyfriend isn't going to mean that | can't focus on cheerleading and my
studies, it just means I'll have someone to support me from the sidelines at
competitions, and help me with concepts I’ m struggling to grasp for my classes.
Thisway, | get the best of al of it, and | couldn’t ask for more.

Epilogue

Krissi

The whistle blows,signalling the end of the game and another win for the Obscure
Academy rugby team. We explode into action, cheering and shouting for their victory
as loud as we can until the ref signals for us to stop so he can deal with the opposing

teams.

Grace sighs from beside me, her hands on her hips despite the two large blue pom-
pomsin her hands.



"Youall right?' | ask.

"Mmhmm, just admiring the rugby players," she responds. "Those shorts really don't
|leave much to the imagination.”

"Gracel" | half-scold.

"What? It's true. One look and you can imagine exactly what's going on underneath."
"I don't need to imagine," | multter.

Her eyes widen and her attention shoots to me. "I'm sorry, what?"

"Y ou heard me."

"Krissi! You've been officially dating for aweek."

| shrug. "So? You're the one who kept pointing out we've been dancing around one
another for months. That all counts too. Besides, you don't have to be in a

relationship to sleep with someone."

"I know | don't, but this is you we're talking about,” she responds. "l guess | just
expected you to wait."
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“I'mglad | didn't.”

"Mmhmm, from the way those shorts fit, I'm not surprised.” She wiggles her
eyebrows, though | can tell she's gone from admiration to teasing.

"I hope you realise I'm going to be insufferable when you start dating someone.”

She snorts. "I'd like to see you try. You don't have an insufferable bone in your
body."

“Try me."
"Those are fighting words when you're up against a pixie. | can make life very
annoying." The mischief in her eyes convinces me of the truth behind her words. But

I'm willing to risk it.

"Hello, Grace," Jeremy says, making us both jump. | hadn't noticed the rugby team
heading over to us.

"Hi, Jeremy. I'm going to go talk to Jazz now." She waves and disappears, leaving the
two of us to have amoment alone.

Jeremy dlips an arm around my waist and | lean in, easily exchanging affection with
him even in front of everyone else.

"Y ou played agood game," | say.



"Do you mean that or are you just guessing?"'

| let out asmall laugh. "A bit of both. I've watched enough rugby games to be able to
tell when something is good, but | don't know the rules well enough to actually
understand what it al means."

"That's fair,” he agrees. "It's how | felt when | was watching you cheer. You were
doing all these things that looked good, but | couldn't tell what was good or bad in

terms of the competition.”

"Maybe we can try and explain it to one another?' | suggest. "That way we can
actually understand each others' sports.”

"I'd like that. I'm sure you won't like it if | suddenly start talking about pom-pom
shaking and waving your handsin the air."

"I don't mind what you call the moves." | place a hand on his chest and look up at
him, hoping that he's reassured by the gesture. "I aready appreciate that you want to
support me."

"The same goes for you if you want to call it aball toss thingy."

"| already know that's called a pass. But point taken."

"Krissi, Jeremy!" Grace calls. "We're al going for drinks. Are you two coming?"

| look up at him. "I'm game if you are."

"Then let's go."

"Okay, but if I drink too much, I'm going to need you to find me a safe place where |
can shift without breaking any laws," | warn him.



"Preferably one with crash pads on the floor and walls," he mutters.

"Oh, definitely." Amusement dances behind my words. "Worried you've bitten off
more than you can chew?’

"Not in the slightest."

My eyes flutter closed as he leans in and presses his lips against mine. | wrap my
arms around him, pulling him closer and deepening the kiss. I'm vaguely aware of a
whistle coming from the direction of our teams, but | don't pay it any attention.

We break apart, both grinning wildly and head over to join everyone else with our
hands entwined. There's a skip in my step that wasn't there before, and | plan on
enjoying every minute of it.



