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Chapter 1

Thorsen hit the mat with so much force that | heard the air leaving his lungs. Before
Sidnee could complete the exercise and cuff him, he rolled away and staggered to his
feet.

| met her gaze and deliberately widened my eyes. She was pulling her punches too
much; she could easily have subdued him. We were supposed to be hiding that we
were supernat, but nobody had said anything about being incompetent.

Sidnee grimaced and gave me a fraction of a nod, but before she could rectify her
error the instructor pulled her aside. His expression was patient as he explained once
again that she was supposed to cuff the suspect when he was down.

| wondered whether Sidnee was simply toying with the other recruit asaway to getin
as many throws as she could under the guise of ineptitude. Theodore Thorsen was an
unmitigated asshole. Young, blond and muscular, he wasn’'t bad looking — if you
didn’t look too closely at his soul — but his ego was bigger than his admittedly
impressive biceps.

Since Day One at the academy, Thorsen had seemed to have Sidnee and me in his
sights. | wasn’'t sure what his problem was, apart from the fact that we had the
audacity to be women, but he didn't seem to have the same issue with any of the
other females on the course.

Early in the program Thorsen had made a massive effort to mix and mingle with
everyone, but Sidnee and me had been the obvious exceptions; he'd treated us like



pariahs. Whilst the others had received well-meaning advice, a helping hand and
friendly smiles from him, Sidnee and | got hard glowers.

In the beginning he’'d kept them off his face in front of the other recruits and the
instructors, but as time passed it was like he’d given up on the mask of civility. We
had stopped trying to play nice too, and by this point in our training the gloves were
well and truly off on both sides.

Thorsen’ s face was flushed with anger as his friends teased him for being thrown by a
five-foot-two dot of a woman. He was the human equivalent of a Russian doll —
totally full of himself —and being beaten like this was eating him alive. Thanks to his
overwhelming ignorance of what we were, he had no idea that we had more up our
sleeves than sinew and muscle.

When Sidnee looked my way again, | gave her a wide grin and a thumbs up. Knock
him dead! She nodded then focused as the instructor called for the two of them to

engage again.

They circled more cautiously this time — at least on Thorsen’s part. Previously he'd
tried to blast right at her, thinking he could overpower her with his sheer size and his
big-dick energy. Now he knew better and he didn’'t like it one bit. Men like him
wrapped their ignorance around themselves like a cocooning glove; if someone ever
told him that he wasn’t God’ s gift, he’ d probably faint.

| watched closely. Had he learned his lesson? | doubted it. The irritating thing was
that if he actually used his brains rather than his brawn, he could probably take Sid
down because she was still second-guessing herself too much. Her uncertainty was
clear in her eyes: she was battling imposter syndrome big time. If Thorsen was smart
—which at times he did seem to be — he could use that hesitation against her.

| watched his jaw clench and his fist bunch. Fuck, he was actually going to go at her



with a closed fist, which was totally against the rules. How the hot-headed fool was
still on the course, | had no idea.

The tension in the room rocketed; clearly | wasn’t the only one who’ d spotted the fist.
| looked around to see if the instructor, Sergeant Blake, would intervene but he was
talking to one of the other recruits and his back was turned to the bout he'd started.
Real smart.

My floppy heart gave a beat. Even with Sidnee’'s supernat strength and healing, if
Thorsen hit her with a closed fist he'd send her flying and possibly knock her out for
real: physics could be a real bitch. | wanted to yell out a warning her, but | didn’t
want to break her concentration and make the whole situation ten times worse.

My fists clenched. Should | intercede? Whilst it was my turn to hesitate, Sidnee
spotted the fist coming at her and jumped back at the last second so that Thorsen
swung wide, and his hand whistled through the air instead. Sidnee's eyes went black
as rage swamped her.

Oh shit — she was on the verge of shifting and that was a major no-no! | looked
around for a water source and yep, every single recruit had a water bottle with them.
Of course they did. There was more than enough water to call to Sidnee's mer
instincts, instincts that were telling her to hulk-smash.

‘Take a deep breath,” | yelled and her black gaze flicked to me. | pantomimed deep
breathing and gave a sigh of relief as she copied me. Her eyes leeched from black to
her usual warm brown. Thank fuck for that.

Naturally Thorsen took advantage of her calming exercises to try and hit her again,
but now she was focused on him. There wasn’t a hint of her sunny nature on her face;
shewasonit. | relaxed and let a smile curve my lips as | watched the show.



Sidnee danced around Thorsen for a minute or two. He was obviously mortified that
she was still on her feet — his face was as red as a Brit’s after a week abroad in Ibiza
His hair had flopped over his forehead, where it clung to the sweat beading there.
Sexy. By contrast, Sidnee still looked fresh; with her long dark hair tied back in alow
ponytail, she was as cool as a sea cucumber.

Her jaw set as she feinted towards him, acting as if she was going to sweep his leg
out from under him and take him down. He hastily countered by throwing out an arm
to knock her back, but she dodged and jogged back before he could strike her.

As she grinned at him, you could almost see the steam coming from his ears. Instead
of pausing and thinking, he charged her again, straight and fast like a raging bull but
without the huge swinging bollocks. Like last time, Sidnee grabbed his extended arm;
using his momentum against him, she twisted her hips to send him tumbling to the
mat. This time she flipped him onto his washboard abs and cuffed him in seconds. To
my trained eye she’'d used alittle of her supernat strength, but only a smidge so that it
looked like a standard takedown. Smart.

| clapped loudly and most of the other recruits joined in. Only Thorsen was silent as
he all but ate the mat and frothed at his own incompetence.

Sergeant Blake came over, uncuffed him and helped him to his feet. Blake was tall
and lithe, in his early forties, and he always radiated an air of calm competence. |
liked him a lot; he knew the value of positive reinforcement, unlike another of the
instructors, Wilson, who would rather be pissed on than give aword of praise.

‘Great work, Fletcher,” Blake said to Sidnee. She preened a little under his approving
gaze — she was such a teacher’s pet — but | couldn’t throw stones because | was the
same. After years of being starved of positive reinforcement from my parents, praise
from the teachers gave me nearly as much of athrill asan orgasm. Yes, | had issues.



Blake spent a few minutes running through what Thorsen had done wrong, including
highlighting the danger we'd get into if we bowed to our emotions in the field.
Thorsen’ s scow! deepened: nice guy, well-rounded, clearly open to criticism.

The sergeant ended the lecture with his personal motto, ‘Keep alevel head,” and we
all groaned alittle. We' d heard the phrase roughly sixty-billion times since we' d been
at the academy. Apparently keeping your cool was important. Well, who knew?
Obviously not Theodore Thorsen.

Blake's other tried-and-trusted phrase was, ‘ Trust your gut.” Now that | already knew
how to do.

Once class was over, Thorsen made a point of barging into my shoulder. He had the
maturity of a tempestuous goat; he would headbutt you then act like you were the
problem. He glared a me. ‘You and your little friend better watch yourself, you
rodent bitch,” he sneered under his breath.

That was a first; I’d been called al kinds of bunny-adjacent names but this was my
first ‘rodent’. Maybe he did have two brain cellsto rub together after all.

| flashed him a grin and batted my eyelashes. ‘Why don’'t you say that louder? Are
you afraid the little girl who handed you your arse might hear you?

He couldn’t do anything to me, and he knew it. The academy would throw you out on
your ear for lying, cheating, stealing or abusing another recruit. Thorsen had been
pushing almost all those boundaries since we'd arrived nine weeks earlier though he
hadn’t crossed the line — yet.

He' d flirted pretty hard with Margilene the first week. She’'d reported him when he
hadn't seemed inclined to listen to her polite instruction to ‘buzz off’, and he’d been
warned about curtailing his unwanted advances. He didn’'t need to add violence



against another recruit to his already blemished record and | didn’t want to blemish
mine, so | took the high road, ignored him and walked out.

We had fifteen minutes before we had to be back in the classroom and | wanted to
text Connor. Thinking of my beau helped scrub the incident from my brain; Thorsen
had to be in my physical presence sometimes, but he didn’t get any real estate in my
mind.

Since we had a break, Sidnee and | hurried to the dorm room we shared with Margi.
It was no coincidence that she was also a supernat, awitch. Margi was from the Deep
South but she’d moved up from the lower forty-eight for a man. Once she was in
Alaska the man had dumped her. What an asshat.

Other than Sidnee, Margi and me, there were only three other women in the academy
and no female instructors. The other three women were all ped and dept in the next
dorm over from us. The supernat men had also been segregated into one dorm on the
other side of the break room. Separating the peds and supernats made it much easier
for us to sneak out for our secret extra lessons that were focused on all things
supernatural.

Each dorm was set up for four people but having only three of us in the small space
was much nicer. The bathrooms were only designed for two — two sinks, two
showers, two toilets — so someone always had to wait. Sometimes we only had fifteen
minutes each to shower. Homesickness was already wracking me and | dreamed of a
twenty-minute shower or maybe even a bath! Heaven.

| didn't want to waste my break today in the bathroom; | needed contact with the
outside world more than | needed to be clean. instead, | threw myself on my bed and

reached into my footlocker for my phone.

There were three text messages waiting for me. Crap: what was wrong now?
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My gut clenched because the first text was from Gunnar. Was something wrong with
Fluffy or Shadow? Had someone died? Had the beast beyond the barrier gotten
through? If it were the latter, Gunnar would have had his hands too full to send me

messages so | calmed my overactive imagination. | smiled as | opened it and saw
pictures of ahappy Fluffy, tail high in the air, and Shadow rolling around together.

| drank in the sight of them; | missed them so much. Another wave of homesickness
hit me, something I'd never really battled with before. My home hadn’t been all that
good but now | had a home to miss, friends, too, and a boyfriend only a fool would
kick out of bed. Why on earth was | stuck in stupid Sitka when all | wanted was
Portlock?

Before | could second guess myself, | hit dial and rang Gunnar. ‘What’s up doc? he
answered and his jocular warmth flooded me.

‘Hey,’ | said as something in me settled. ‘How are you? How's Sig?
‘“We're both fine, Bunny, though we're missing our girls.’

Our girls. | grinned.

‘How are you doing? Gunnar probed.

‘I’m okay. Thorsen is wearing me down.’



He grunted. ‘I did some digging after you complained about him last time. For some
reason | can’'t get his active file, but | can tell you why he has a chip on his shoulder.
His dearest daddy is a senator so Thorsen has got delusions that he's somebody.
That’ s probably why he didn’t get bounced for hitting on Margilene.’

| sighed. ‘It’s not what you know, it’s who you know.’

“Y ou're wrong, Bunny. And you' re gonnawalk out of there with so much knowledge
that you'll prove that to him. Chin up. You' ve got this.’

| swallowed past the sudden rock in my throat.

‘Tell Bunny | send love!” Sigrid hollered in the background. ‘And tell her we're
taking great care of Fluffy and Shadow!’

‘Did you hear that? Gunnar asked.

‘Hard not to.” | smiled wryly. ‘ She sure has a holler on her.’

‘Don’t | know it,” he grumbled, but the affection in his voice was clear.

‘I’ve got to go. | just wanted to check in.’

‘Sure thing.’

‘Send our loveto Sidnee too!” Sigrid called.

‘I will. Speak soon, boss.” | rang off. Home : it wasn't even a place. | rolled my
shoulders afew times then tackled the next message.

| grimaced: it was from my mum. | hesitated, as | had with the other thirty-plus



messages she’'d sent me. and in the end decided against opening it like the others. As
far as | knew Mum had kept my secrets from Dad, but there was so much in my
headspace right now that | didn’t have room for her.

| was still processing al the hard truths about my life and the lies they’d told me, and
| was still unsure about the amount of contact | wanted with her but right now the
answer was a resounding zero. | was here at the academy to learn, to gain the skills
for the life that | wanted, and Mum had no place here. Maybe I’d open some of her
messages when | was home.

Home : there was that damned word again.

| pulled up the last message before | got too emotional. Thank all that was holy that it
was from Connor; it was like he knew | needed him even when we were miles apart. |
smiled and opened it.

“Oooh, that’s a Connor message, | know that dreamy face,” Sidnee teased. | threw her
aflat look and she laughed.

| read it quickly. I missyou, Doe. Counting the moments.

| smiled, though the smile faded when | realised I’d used most of my fifteen-minute
break calling Gunnar and dithering about whether or not to read my mum’s message.
Disappointment gnawed me because there was no time left to cal Connor. I'd
probably just fall apart if | heard his voice for only a moment or two — it would be as
cruel as giving athirsty man only two drops of water.

Sighing, | typed amessage. | aimed for some levity so he wouldn’t know how much |
was struggling without him. | miss you so much. And baths. | really miss baths.

| got an instant reply; he’'d probably been watching his phone waiting for a response.



Y ou can borrow mine any time. | adore it when you' re wet.

Some interesting places heated and a pillow hit me in a face. ‘Absolutely no dirty
talking while I'm here!’” Sidnee said firmly.

| rolled my eyes. ‘But you're always here,’ | complained. ‘ Dorms are so shitty.’

‘You're not wrong. Dibs on the toilet!”” She shot off the bed and ran into the
bathroom. | stowed my phone and chased her. Luckily Margi was elsewhere, so we
actually got the privilege of both going at the same time. Score.

‘Sig and Gunnar send love,” | said as we soaped our hands. Sidnee paused and | saw
her eyestear up in the mirror. * Shit! Sorry,” | mumbled.

‘It'sokay.” She offered me awobbly smile. ‘1 wasn’t prepared for how much I’d miss
them, you know? She groaned. ‘| even miss Stan and his terrible jokes.’

‘And Thomas? | teased.

She gave a happy sigh and a private smile tugged her lips. ‘Yes, | absolutely miss
Thomas.” Those two seemed to be moving at a painfully slow pace, but | guessed that
with all Sidnee's traumas with her ex, Chris, Thomas wanted to make sure she had
her head screwed on properly before they started something.

| thought his glacial pace might be a mistake. Sidnee was beautiful and she'd had no
end of admiring glances from the other recruits. If he wasn’t careful, someone else
would take action before he did.
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Chapter 3

The schedule at the academy was brutal. We started at 4.30am, which wasn’t too bad
for me because it was dark, but then the sun came up. When it was at its height, | had
to fight vampire-induced daylight exhaustion all day long. That sucked because |
finaly got my mojo back when it was lights out at 10pm.

The last few weeks had been a battle with my very nature to function. It was fair to
say | wasn't showing the academy my finest parts — though | doubted they’'d
appreciate my fine derriere anyway!

Everything would change when we had our ‘graves week’, a full week of being
nocturnal. It was designed to teach us low-light skills, which was pretty essential
considering Alaska had a polar night that lasted more than two months in some
places. | couldn’t wait; when that started, | was going to kick so much arse.

Sidnee and | dlipped into our seats moments before the class began and | opened my
heavy law tome. I’d already read the section for today’ s lesson and, with my eidetic
memory, | was pretty confident that | was well-prepared for whatever they threw at
us.

We had one of the guest instructors today, Lieutenant Polk. He was a law professor
who' d decided a career change was in order, thrown in alife of academia and become
a state trooper. He was pushing fifty and had a receding hairline and paunch to go
with it. To be honest, he looked like he’ d be more suited to a cerebral life rather than
running down criminals, but good on him for following his dreams.



Polk was visiting from Fairbanks and we'd had two classes with him aready. He
wasn't my favourite teacher because his voice droned and | struggled to focus,
especially in the morning when the sun was really dragging at me and bed was calling
to me repeatedly like the strumpet she was.

Polk started his lecture. Sidnee was already desperately taking notes. | took out my
own notebook so | wouldn't stand out too much, but it was mostly full of doodles. |
pretty much only took notes if something came to mind that | wanted to ask a
guestion about or if | wanted to note areference to abook in the library.

Theodore Thorsen looked over at my non-existent notes and sneered. | gave him a
tight smile, friendly but aloof; | was trying to be the bigger person though | still
couldn’t make myself call him Theodore. ‘ Theodore' was an upper-class British man
with a trust fund, a ramshackle castle and a rigidly determined path to his future.
Thorsen was a total twat and | couldn’t call him anything but that or by his surname.
It wasn't likely we' d ever be on first-name terms.

| was sure that he and | would have it out before our time here was done. The fun
thing was that he didn’t know that he was going to lose because peds didn’'t have a
chance against most supernats; whether he liked it or not, | was the alpha predator in
this scenario. His ignorance was kind of fun. | wondered idly whether alion ever felt
smug before it pounced on a gazelle. Probably. | smiled at Thorsen. Just call me
Leona

The class roared with laughter. | had tuned out of the lecture so | turned to Sidnee,
my eyebrows raised in question. ‘Polk made a joke about the academy poltergeist
stealing Jones' s notebook,” she whispered.

| looked at Jones, who was behind me and two spaces to theright. | liked him; he was
a nice guy, if on the shy side. He was in his early twenties like me, tall, lanky and
utterly scatter-brained. | had no idea if the academy actually had a poltergeist but |



was pretty sure Jones had mislaid his notebook. Again. ‘Let’s help him find it at
break,” | whispered.

Sidnee smiled and gave me a discreet thumbs up.

| twisted in my seat and reached back to hand Jones my notebook. A lot of people
needed to write stuff down for it to sink in; not me, of course, but then I’d never been
‘most people’, even before I’ d been turned into a blood drinker.

He looked at me gratefully, took the notebook and mouthed, ‘ Thank you.” Thorsen
glowered harder as if my kindness actively offended him. His parents must be so
proud.

‘That was very kind of you, Barrington, but you need to pass the test as well;
Lieutenant Polk remarked. His tone made it clear that although he thought it was kind
he didn’t think it was smart .

| nodded. ‘Yes, sir.’

He stared at me a moment longer then turned back to the board. He continued droning
on a few minutes before we got to the Q even though we were far beyond high
school, nobody wanted to be marked out as a know-it-all swot.

Polk sighed. ‘Anyone? Barrington? He picked on me, no doubt paying me back for
giving my notebook to Jones. He was generally a fair teacher but this call-out felt a
little too pointed. Maybe | was being overly sensitive but it seemed like bullying lite
—and | hated bullies.

Oh well. The heads-down thing wasn’'t working too well so maybe it was time |
embraced my inner swot. | sat straight in my chair and held Polk’s gaze as | recited,
‘First-degree theft is a class-B felony. It consists of stealing goods, property or



service at avalue of $25,000. If convicted, an offender may face up to ten yearsin jail
and $100,000 in fines.’

Polk’s mouth tightened; that wasn’'t what he'd wanted from me. He'd wanted me to
fail. What acharmer. His eyes narrowed. ‘What if they have no prior convictions?

All eyes flicked to me again; it was like a swotty version of a Wimbledon tennis
match as their heads swivelled back and forth. The atmosphere was tense and Jones
was looking at me with wide eyes. This wasn’t what Polk had been lecturing about,
but it had been in the reading that I’ d dutifully devoured. ‘ The offender will probably
be given one to threeyearsin jail.’

Polk grunted affirmation and turned away. Sidnee nudged me with her elbow and
whispered, ‘Good job.’ | gave her aquick smile.

| could feel the anger rolling off Thorsen and his cronies. His shoulders were tight
and he twisted in his seat to glare openly at me. Thistime | didn’t bother to smile or
make nice. What was the point? He was determined to despise me no matter what |
did, so | might aswell embrace showing him up.

| was done with pandering to his delicate ego. I'd be civil because, thanks to my
mum, manners were as much ingrained in me as speaking English, but | wasn't taking

his crap anymore.

| was done playing nice.
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Chapter 4

Class continued until our midday lunch break. Polk tried to trip me up one more time
but lost interest when he realised | had the answers. Sidnee got one question, which
she handled beautifully, and Thorsen got one that, annoyingly, he answered correctly.
Poor Jones fumbled through his question and got it mostly right, but he earned
another verbal jab from the lieutenant that made me fume.

| was grateful when it was time for lunch. Nobody needed me to be tired and hangry.

Sidnee and | hurried to our room to put away our books and for me to drink a hasty
cup of blood. Since we were supernats, | was allowed a small refrigerator next to my
bed to store blood. The truth about us was ‘need to know’, and most of the students
and instructors were not ‘need to know’ personnel, so the rest of the staff had been
told | had a medical issue and needed to keep my medicine cool. The fridge had a
combination lock so no one could open it and see rows of blood bags waiting for me
inside.

Only the head of the academy, Lieutenant Fischer, and one of the instructors,
Sergeant Marks, were in the know. Polk, Blake and Wilson knew nothing of the
hidden supernat world, and Fischer had made it very clear to us on our first day that it
must stay that way.

Sidnee, Margi, four male students and | were supernat recruits. Marks had
commented that seven was an unusually high number for one intake because most
academy cohorts only had three or four supernats, so | guessed the stars had aligned
and tipped the scales in our favour. The current group, ped and supernat combined,



had comprised forty students to start with although three of the peds had aready
dropped out.

| had a fridge but no microwave so | drank my blood cold. | tried not to gag on the
thick, gloopy substance and did my thing by plugging my nose and downing it in one.
Margi and Sidnee kept a lookout for me as | downed the coppery vintage. When |
was done, | put the empty bag in a sealed bin marked for medical waste.

‘Are you hunky-dory, Bunny? Margi asked in her perpetually upbeat tone.

| gave her two thumbs up then the three of us headed down to the cafeteria. The blood
boost had given me alittle extra energy to fight the daylight fatigue that was pulling
at me.

Y ou'd have thought that the food would be institutional at a place like this but it was
actually really good because a local restaurant had tendered for the catering and we
were treated to bang-up meals every day. It was without a doubt my favourite thing
about the academy: every day we had the choice of a sandwich, soup and salad for
lunch. Today | left the salad well alone; we'd already done physical training, take-
down training and had a lap around the obstacle course so we were all starving.

Our intake was split into four squads with ten members in each. At lunchtime we
were supposed to sit with our squad for teambuilding or some such shit. Sidnee,
Margi and my squads were all down a guy; the only full squad had some of Thorsen’s
henchmen in it and a couple of the male supernats. Harry was a caribou shifter and
Eben was awitch, though | didn’t know which type.

| grabbed a laden sandwich, some soup and a cup of water from the buffet then sat
next to Danny, the other supernat in my squad. He was a raven shifter; the only other
bird shifter I'd met was Edgy, but he didn’t like to shift after he'd lost hisarm in a
horrible accident. Danny didn’'t have the same issue and every chance he got he



fluttered around in bird form. | didn’t blame him; I’d do the same if | could fly.
Flying was cooal.

‘Hey, Danny, how are you today? | asked before | bit into my turkey sandwich.

‘I'm al right. | saw what Thorsen tried to do to Sidnee on the mats. She handled that
well,” he said quietly.

Y eah. He must have been a slippery baby.’

Danny burst out laughing. * Remind me not to piss you off.’

‘Don’t piss me off,’” | said absently then frowned. ‘ Still, it's a good thing she was
paying attention because he could really have hurt her.” We supernats healed fast but
that didn’t mean that getting hurt was awalk in the park. For one thing, it really hurt.

When I’d been shot, I’d nearly died. Of course, that was back when we didn’t know |
was a hybrid with a heartbeat, and Connor and | still didn’t know what that meant for
my immortality. Living forever was the main perk of being a vampire; I'd be so
pissed off if | guzzled blood and still aged and died after a normal lifespan. The
thought of leaving Connor...

Danny picked up his sandwich. ‘I heard we have a new TAC officer coming in
tomorrow to replace Polk.” TAC stood for Training, Advising and Counselling. Polk
may have been okay at the T part, but he sucked at the A and C. Hopefully the new
guy would be better.

‘Good,’ | grunted. ‘I don't like how Polk picks on Jones. It's not the first time he's
doneit.’

‘| talked to him about it,” Danny admitted.



My eyebrows shot up. The balls on this guy! ‘Really? What did he say?

‘| don't think Polk is abad guy. He said he thinks it'll help Jones if he pushes him a
little. I don’t agree with his tactics but his heart’sin the right place.’

| was impressed that Danny had called him out. Like me, Danny was aready working
in the Nomo's office in the other supernat village in Ugiuvak. That supernatural
community was far smaller than Portlock, but Danny had the confidence of a man
who knew his job and knew it well. His attendance at the academy was pretty much a
rubber-stamping exercise; he sure as hell knew his shit already. | guessed he'd got the
same vibe from me because we'd fallen into step from the beginning. | liked the
taciturn man’s hum of power; even Thorsen stepped carefully around him — another
reason to hang out with Danny.

‘Any ideawhat the new instructor will be teaching us? | asked.

‘I’'m not sure but get this...” He looked around to make sure no one was listening. ‘I
heard he'sex-MIB.’

That caught my attention. The Magical Investigation Bureau was a wing of the
alphabet agencies and largely made up of humans; they were the bogeymen who
lived in our closets and under our beds. Supernat children were told toe the line or
they’d be reported to the MIB, and if that happened the chances were you wouldn’t
be seen again, or so the stories went. However, Gunnar had a friend in the
organisation so they couldn’t all be bad — just most of them.

| licked my lips nervoudly. ‘ Are you sure?

‘“Yeah.

‘Who told you that?



‘| overheard Lieutenant Fischer tell Sergeant Marks.’

| couldn’t suppress a shudder. | was supposed to be tough and scary, but the MIB
terrified me. A dark government entity with the job of ‘watching’ supernats, among
other things, it felt creepy and stalkerish. | hoped the ‘ex’ part about the new
instructor was accurate. Would he know what we were? Would he care?

| changed the topic, though | resolved to be on my guard. ‘Sidnee and | are going to
go look for Jones's missing notebook after we eat. Are you game?

‘Sure, I'll joinin. | like the guy. He' s scattered but he's smart, and he' [l make a good
trooper.” Like me, Danny didn’'t give a fuck that Jones was human; he was a good
guy, no matter that he wasn't supernat.

‘| appreciate that. Thanks, Danny.” | took another few bites of my sandwich. ‘Since
you' re sneaking around and overhearing stuff, did you happen to hear any scuttle on
what the next squad challenge will be?

He laughed. ‘I wish. Sorry, Bunny, | didn’t hear anything useful .’

| finished my sandwich and started on my soup, glorying in not having to tip the
spoon away and eat it daintily — in fact, | finished by durping it directly from the
bowl, much to Danny’ s amusement. ‘Were you raised by wolves? he asked.

| grinned. ‘ The opposite. My mum is the biggest control freak going.’

‘Got it He paused. ‘So dlurping is a “fuck you” to your mom? His grin widened.
“Y ou know she can’'t see you, right?

‘It stherest of uswho are suffering,” one of the other squad members muttered.



| sniffed. ‘It doesn't matter. | know.” | signalled Sidnee, Jones and Danny and the
four of us set off to find the missing notebook. It was exciting to do something other
than train; the repetitive nature of our activities was getting to me big time. | needed
an adventure or I’d crack faster than a phoenix egg.

There was twenty minutes of lunchtime left and | intended to use it to solve the
mystery of the missing journal. Okay, so maybe | was engineering a mystery because

| was bored stiff but | didn’t care.

| wanted to solve something — now. My mystery muscles were in dire need of aflex.
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We hastily searched the common areas then split up. Danny went to look in Jones's
room, | took the classrooms, Sidnee took the gym and the mat room, and Jones
scoured the break room. Nothing.

When we reconvened outside, Jones |looked more downhearted than usual. It seemed
increasingly likely that someone had deliberately taken the notebook to mess with
him.

We had afew minutes |eft on the clock so we agreed to do a quick search outside. My
money was on the obstacle course because we' d had a session out there during the
morning’s physical training session. Jones had sworn he'd had the notebook the

previous night although he had denied taking it to the obstacle course.

‘Sidnee, if you'll take my books to the next class, I'll do a quick run around the
obstacle course,” | said.

‘Are you sure? She looked doubtfully at the clock. ‘It Il be tight. Y ou don’t want to
be late.’

‘I'll be fast — vamp speed, if no oneislooking.” | winked.
She took my books. ‘ Good luck!’

Sidnee and the guys had a quick look outside whilst | raced off. | sprinted to the back
of the academy and scanned around each obstacle where the recruits had waited their



turn. | was so engrossed that | wasn’t paying attention to my surroundings.

Triumph filled me as | spied a blue notebook partially hidden under a bush. Y ahtzee!
As | leaned over to snag it, afoot hit me in the side and sent me flying to the ground.

| landed on the hard, cold earth with a groan, but adrenaline was pumping through me
and my earlier blood boost was kicking in and | surged to my feet with inhuman
speed. Before my attacker could get in another kick, | brought up my fists to protect
my face like the academy had taught me. When Thorsen tried to kick me again, |
blocked him easily.

Thorsen wasn't alone: three of his cronies spread out around me, faces twisted with
similar expressions of hatred. Charming.

‘Not so smug now, are you? he sneered.

‘I'm gtill alittle smug,” | retorted.

He threw another punch and | blocked it again, using a little more of my vamp
strength and speed. Thorsen flinched; my speed had made it a very non-human move
and he'd picked up on it. At least on some level his lizard brain knew | was
something to fear and that riled him to no end.

| sidestepped as he tried to grab the notebook out of my hand. Rather than engage, |
spun around, ripped it from his grip and took off in the opposite direction. It meant
I’d have to take the long way around the building to get to class, but | didn’t want to
deal with the bully and his minions.

His time was coming and I’d make sure it came like a freight train when | was well-
supervised so I'd have zero black marks on my record. Thorsen's anger was easy to
play with, and angry people made mistakes. As Blake loved to say, you gotta keep a



level head; well, mine was as straight as a spirit level and Thorsen’s was as empty as
the bubbleinsideit. | knew I’ d get another shot at him — and soon.

| did into my seat a beat before the lecture started. The instructor was Sergeant
Marks. He was average height, medium build and rather unremarkable to look at,
with nondescript short brown hair and brown eyes. He knew what | was. He slid me a
curious expression as he took in the notebook in my hand and the mud on my clothes,
but he said nothing and got on with teaching us the ins and outs of mirandizing.

Happily, Thorsen and the others rushed in a full two minutes late, huffing, puffing
and red faced. | didn’'t even try to stifle my smug smile. Assholes.

The academy didn’t dole out punishments as such but you were expected to toe the
line, so the men received a hard frown from the instructor and were given the first
guestions. Since they’d missed the beginning of class, they got two of them wrong
and Thorsen threw me a hate-filled look that was getting old. He needed a hobby:
he'd be a much nicer person if he took up crocheting and then he could get
incandescent with rage every time someone mistook hiswork for knitting.

When Sergeant Marks back was turned to write on the board, | slipped Jones his
notebook. He gave me a bright smile and looked at me like | was the second coming.
‘Thank you,” he mouthed and handed back my notebook. I’d have to photocopy the
notes he’d made in it for him. | gave him awarm smile and a thumbs-up.

A sudden bang made me jump out of my seat. Annoyingly Thorsen witnessed my
surprise and started hopping mockingly in his seat like he was a bunny rabbit. He was
such awanker. | ignored him and looked around to see what had caused the ruckus.

The right-hand podium next to the flags had fallen over. | frowned as | scanned the
corner and looked for the culprit who had pushed it over but there was nobody there.



‘Sit down. It's either a small earthquake or Petty Peril the Poltergeist is acting up.’
Teasing us with awink, Sergeant Marks waggled his fingers as he spoke. He walked
over, picked up the podium and righted it.

Titters broke out, but a chill ran down my spine. Nothing else had moved — not so
much as a pencil had rolled off one of the tables — and my recent experience with
various earthquakes on the Richter scale, or whatever it was called now, told me that
this wasn't one. Had the podium been rigged to fall over? But why on earth would
anyone do that? Besides, it hadn’t looked rigged.

Marks knew about all things supernat so | could only assume that the poltergeist
comment wasn't a joke. Many a true word spoken in jest, indeed. | caught Sidnee’s
eye; she'd obviously reached the same conclusion because she also looked grim.
Maybe Jones had dropped his notebook when we were doing the obstacle course,
although he said he hadn’t. Or maybe...

An uneasy shiver ran down my spine. Maybe his notebook had been misplaced by a
malevolent spirit. We' d had some experience with those at Portlock; even when they
were ensnared in ancient jewels, the trapped banshee spirits had wreaked havoc. The
experience was all too fresh and | shuddered at the thought of confronting more
spirits. | didn’t mind a foe | could face, whom | could reason with or punch in the
face, but ghostly apparitions weren't really my jam.

| looked around, watching for any other weird movements, but nothing else happened
and slowly my focus shifted back to the lesson. We practised mirandizing and moved
on to the next topic but | couldn’t stay focused; | kept wondering about that damned
poltergeist. It seemed like | had another mystery after all.

Annoyingly, the day was packed and | didn’t get the chance to pick any of the other
supernats’ brains. We were busy until supper; after that, when everyone else had a
study period, we had our secret supernat class. It was my favourite session of the day.



Sidnee and | arrived three minutes early. Luckily the sergeant was already in the
classroom so we rushed in to ask some questions. ‘ Sergeant, is the poltergeist real ? |
demanded.

‘Or an ongoing joke? Sidnee interjected, a shade desperately. She looked more than
a little nervous and alarm bells started ringing as | studied her. What experience did
she have with poltergeists?

Marks looked at me first. ‘ Poltergeists do exist, but before today | put the occasional
rumours about Petty down to some good-natured teasing.’

Sidnee and | looked at each other. ‘So it wasn't a prank? | pressed. ‘ The podium
definitely wasn't rigged?

He frowned and shook his head. ‘No, | checked it after class. There weren't any wires
or anything underneath it that could have made it fall. In fact, it's very heavy and
sturdy and | struggled to push it over in the same way.” Since he was a bear shifter,
that was saying something.

‘Have you heard of any other strange incidents lately? | asked.

The sergeant looked at me, amused. ‘Are you missing having cases to solve? he
teased. He pressed on without waiting for a response. ‘Don’t worry about it, ladies.
From the stories I’ ve heard, the poltergeist is playful but not dangerous. He's nothing
to worry about. Go on now, sit down. The others will be here in a moment.’

We sat down reluctantly. Clearly Marks considered the matter closed.

| did Sidnee alook and her eyes said the same as mine: he might consider it closed
but we both knew it was still as open as aframe without a door.
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Our supernat classmates filed in. Danny sat to my right, Sidnee to my left with Margi
next to her, and Harry, Eben and George behind usin the back row.

Eben always sat at the back, and his posture and expression suggested he'd rather
poke out his eyes with needles than waste histime in Marks' lessons. | guessed you'd
find the lessons dull if you were raised supernatural, but for me they were fascinating
and the highlight of the course. | loved learning more about magic and the
community I'd found myself in.

We'd been learning about the various supernats in the ‘known’ population. Marks
had admitted in our first lecture that a lot of the information he had was educated
guesswork because each group was so secretive. He told us to take nothing as gospel,
not even what he taught us. He said that our most important weapon was our gut
instinct and | believed him; my gut certainly spoke to me — and some of the time it
said stuff other than ‘feed me'.

In the past nine weeks I’ d learned about vampires, magic users and shifters, but | was
still amazed by the many different supernats in the world. Today we were examining
witches; they got a good amount of billing time because there were so many different
types of them. | already knew about elemental and hearth witches from my short time
in the Nomo's office, but they were just the tip of the iceberg. | could undoubtedly
learn more if | spoke to my mother, but hey: there’s a reason they say that ignorance
isbliss.

What I'd learnt so far was that there was a witch for everything . Weather? Sure.



Plants? Y ep. Moon? Absolutely. Then there were forest witches and witches who had
an affinity for oils and other minerals — the list went on and on. No wonder Liv
strutted around Portlock like Billy Big Balls; alot more people answered to her than
I’d realised.

As the sergeant finished writing on the board, | turned to my fellow students. ‘A word
to the wise. Make sure you don’t go anywhere alone. Thorsen found me outside and
tried to beat me up. He got in a good kick before | saw him.” Marks paused for a
moment before continuing to write.

Danny looked ready to spit nails so | cut him off before he could start. ‘Don’t worry
about it. I'm already healed and I’m on the aert. There' s no way he can catch meiif |
have room to run.’

‘“You need to tell Fischer. Thorsen shouldn’'t be able to pick on female students,’
Danny growled. For araven shifter, he sure had predator vibes.

“ Any student,’ | corrected. ‘Not just female ones.’ | smiled to take away any sting he
might have felt from my correction.

Danny blinked. ‘Y ou'reright, of course. He shouldn’t be able to pick on anyone.’

‘| agree. But | also need to complete this course and | don’t want to get into trouble
for something that no other witness can corroborate. Thorsen’s goons aren’t going to
say anything. They didn’t dirty their hands by touching me, but they stood by and did
absolutely nothing.’

| frowned. ‘To be honest all four of them seem to have had issues with me since Day
One. | swear | haven't done anything wrong, but for whatever reason they’ve all been
against me. Thorsen is the most vocal of the bunch and the others seem to defer to
him. Anyway, don’'t worry. The second we have an audience I’ ll make sure he is seen



putting the boot in.’

Danny nodded reluctantly but the other students |looked sombre.

Sergeant Marks turned around and asked pointedly, ‘ Any questions about yesterday’s
lesson before we start?

To my surprise, Eben raised his hand. ‘What's the difference between an elemental
witch and an elemental ?

| perked up. I'd never heard of elementals and neither had any of the others by the
look of them. | had the ability to call fire, so could | be an elemental rather than an
elemental witch? It seemed unlikely but | was happy to grasp at straws if they’d push
me further from my mother’s clutches. Besides, my secret hybrid status threw
everything into question.

Marks perched on one of the desks and smiled. ‘That's a very good question, Eben.’
He clearly wanted him to engage more in the class. ‘Elementals, as opposed to
elemental witches, have a different source of power. Elementals draw on the actual
power from the earth — water, air, fire, and earth — whereas a witch’s power is innate
and is drawn from their own essence.

‘Some elemental witches can link to the power of the earth through charms and
spells, but it’s difficult except for the very strongest of them. Elementals are more
powerful than elemental witches but they were nearly wiped from existence during
the Dark Ages, together with other supernats. Although they’re amost immortal, they
don’t reproduce quickly. Consequently, they keep to themselves and rarely mix with
peds or others from the supernat society.’

| raised my hand and waited until Marks gave me a nod. ‘ Sarge, where would you
find an elemental? I’ d never even heard of them.’



‘Why would you have, Barrington? Y our records show you haven’'t been a supernat
for very long and elementals aren’t well known, even amongst supernats. They prefer
a hidden existence. But have you heard of a hag or a nymph? Those are the
elementals most supernats have heard about.’

| hadn’t heard of hags in a supernat sense, though I’ d heard old women called hags as
an insult. My classmates were giving knowing nods, however.

‘Hags generally live underground and are an earth-based elemental, Marks
continued. ‘They have a largely humanoid appearance with the exception of their
metal teeth and nails. Some have twig-like hair — but not all of them.’

| shivered: metal teeth and nails sounded threatening. | wouldn’t want to bump into a
hag on adark night. Or any night, for that matter.

‘Nymph is a general term for water elementals — quite a lot of lore has sprung up
around them. If you know any Greek myths, you'll have heard of various nymphs.
Some were even considered gods or god-like. They aren’t quite as humanoid in
appearance and most can’t leave water, so they don’t interact as often with humans as
hags have in the past.’

| had heard of nymphs, nereids and naiads, so | guessed they’ d had better a press than
other elementals.

‘Any other questions? Marks asked.

| had thousands but I’d asked so many in each class that | let them dlide for now. |
didn’t want my classmates to get annoyed; no one liked that person.

As Marks was about to continue with our lesson, Lieutenant Fischer burst in. ‘ Follow
me!’ he said urgently. ‘We have a problem.’



Page 7

Source Creation Date: July 21, 2025, 7:28 am

Chapter 7

Lieutenant Fischer was a tall, striking man with a tight military haircut brushed
through with silver. He was probably in his late fifties but he was still very fit. It was
unnerving to see him so rattled.

The eight of us followed him into the section of the building where there were the
administrative offices — and gaped at the sight that greeted us. The glass-fronted
office for visiting TAC officers was in total chaos. To all intents and purposes it
looked like it was in the middle of a hurricane — but one that was taking place inside .

‘Any idea how to stop it? Fischer asked Marks desperately.

Eyes wide, Marks shook his head. ‘I’'m sorry, sir. I’ve never seen anything like this
before.’

Fischer frowned angrily. ‘There's important documentation in there! He could
destroy it! Help me get the door open!’” He pulled down on the door handle with all of
his might but he couldn’t open it even an inch. Marks, Danny and George went to
help but the door didn’t budge even with their combined might.

‘Petty Peril!” Fischer shouted, pounding on the door with hisfist. ‘ That is enough !’
Everything inside the office was swirling in a violent, devastating cyclone. The desk

had been knocked over, filing cabinets sent flying and huge flurries of papers were
twirling around in an aerial vortex.



Fischer turned to us. ‘I don’'t know what’s gotten into him. Spread out, make sure no
one human comes this way! We can’t have them seeing this shitshow!’

We fanned out to check for interlopers. The other recruits were on study period and
shouldn’t have been out and about, so athough the risk was there it was low. As far
as they were aware, we were having ‘remedial’ lessons to bring us up to standard. It
sucked that everyone thought we were failing, but we' d needed a smokescreen to hide
what we were and what we were really doing in those ‘extra’ classes.

One of the metal filing cabinets rose up and thudded against the window, making us
all duck. Luckily the glass didn’t shatter, but | figured it was a close-run thing. The
cabinet hit the ground with a whump and | guessed that answered the question
whether the poltergeist was a threat. If anyone had been inside the office they would
have been impaled by pencils and pens or battered by a freaking filing cabinet. They
might have even suffered a papercut or two, and those hurt like a bitch.

| studied the angry swirl. How did you stop something invisible? | couldn’t very well
roll this ‘Petty’ onto his stomach and cuff his hands behind him.

We watched for another minute or two until suddenly everything stopped. Papers
fluttered to the ground and nothing else moved. ‘It's burned itself out.” Sidnee
sounded grim.

| gave her a sharp look and made a mental note to question her later about her
experience with poltergeists. | was sure she'd had some because her tone was so
knowing.

The lieutenant went to open the door and this time it swung open. He paused
cautioudy, waited, and when nothing moved went inside. ‘We're lucky Captain
Engell wasn’t in here,” he remarked. Captain Engell: that must be the name of the
new TAC officer, the one Danny had said was former MIB, who was replacing



Lieutenant Polk.

We filtered into the room. ‘We'll have to blame vandals,” Fischer muttered, raking a
hand through his shorn hair.

‘We can clean it up, sir,” George volunteered. The wolverine shifter was aways eager
to please the officers and | wondered if it was an alpha/beta thing or a personality
trait.

| helped Marks put the desk upright then we started moving filing cabinets, picking
up papers and stacking them on the desk. There were tonnes of pages with random
numbers on them. | was willing to bet they were the Academy’s financial records and
none of them would make sense when they were out of order like this, so we stacked
them randomly. The filing cabinet had stayed locked, much to Fischer’svisible relief,
so everything was neat and tidy in short order. Someone who understood the
documents would have to refile them, poor bastard.

Whilst we cleaned up, the sergeant and the lieutenant spoke in hushed murmursin the
hall. It was unnerving to see two such competent men spooked; their body language
was screaming out their concern. | guessed they’ d realised they were dealing with an
angry poltergeist, and by their clenched jaws they didn’t appear to have a clue how to
do it. All aboard the novice train, it was going to be a wild ride. | should know; I'd
been tooting that horn since | rolled into Portlock.

| looked at Sidnee and tilted my head towards the two whispering men. She glanced
at them then looked back at me; looking grim, she nodded her assent. We had to help
them get to the bottom of the ghost situation. It was time for the poltergeist to go. So
far no one had been hurt but it was only a matter of time if it was ramping things up.

By the time we'd finished tidying up, our supernat class was over. | tried to hide my
disappointment when the sergeant dismissed us instead of taking us back to the



classroom, but at least we still had an hour left to study before lights out. We all
hurried back to our rooms.

The academy’s library was small but 1I'd have to scour it tomorrow for books on
ghosts and poltergeists. In the meantime, | had a couple of other resources to tap into.
| got out my phone and called Connor. ‘Hey, Bunny,” he answered warmly. ‘How are
you?

| sighed. ‘I’ve been better. There’'s been a couple of incidents, supposedly with a
poltergeist.’

‘A poltergeist? Alarm coloured histone. ‘What' s happened?

“Honestly? Nothing much so far — a missing notebook, a lectern being shoved over,
that sort of thing. But the thing's just gone absolutely nuts in the TAC office. We
were lucky no one was in there because they’d have been hurt — or worse.” | paused
and shook my head. ‘Do you know anything about poltergeists? Like how to get rid
of them? | asked hopefully. Connor had lived alonger than average life so maybe he
had some insightsto offer.

‘I know they’re not good news, but not much more than that, he admitted. ‘I’ve
never experienced one myself. Things are quiet here at the moment so | can dig into

them for you. | have some books | can look at, and | can ask Liv what she knows.’

| winced:; the necromancer didn't have a whole lot of love for me since I'd arrested
her ass. ‘How isshe doing? | asked.

‘Still keeping her head down.’

Liv had been possessed by some gemstones and under their influence she'd done
some pretty damnable stuff, like seriously hurting Sigrid and Stan. She hadn’t been in



control of her actions, though, so she was still free to go about her business. Thinking
of her gave me an idea: 1’d call Father Brennan! Surely the priest could help since
spirits were in his wheelhouse.

‘Understandable. And how are you, Connor? Is everything okay?

He laughed alittle. ‘ Situation normal—'

‘—all fucked up? 1 finished with agrin. Portlock was never dull.

“You got it. It's fine, nothing to worry about. As | said, relatively quiet. I’'m looking
forward to seeing you.’

‘Metoo, | said wistfully. ‘But I'd better go. | don’t have much time until lights out.’

‘No problem.” He paused. ‘Bunny?

‘Yeah?

‘I'll be thinking of you at lights out.” His voice was low and husky. And then he hung
up.

Oh boy! | took a cold sip of water to ease my suddenly parched throat and struggled
to get my head back in the game for my next two calls.

Unfortunately, Father Brennan's Irish lilt filled my ear as his voicemail told me to
‘leave a message’. | did so but kept it vague. Finaly | called Gunnar and was
surprised — and alarmed — when Sig answered his phone. ‘Hi, Bunny,” she answered
with her usual maternal warmth.

| gripped the phone tighter. ‘1s Gunnar okay?



She sighed. ‘He's fine but tired. With you and Sidnee both gone, he's run ragged.’ |
felt a surge of guilt. ‘I finally persuaded the stubborn man to get some sleep and |
snuck his phone away from his bedside when he was snoring. | didn’t want him to be
disturbed. I’'m watching the office on CCTV for him tonight so April can get some
downtime, too.” April Actos had been a brilliant addition to the Nomo’s office; that
woman was fierce.

‘I"'m sorry.” My voice was small.

‘Now don't you go feeling guilty, Bunny! This course is necessary for your
advancement. Y ou’'re going to come back swinging, and Gunnar needs that from you.
This is a short-term hassle for a long-term gain — it's worth it and you are worth it.
And Sidneeis, too. I’'m so proud of you both.’

Therising guilt settled. ‘ Thanks, Sigrid.’

‘Now, what are you calling for?

‘To chat,’ | lied hastily. Now that | knew Gunnar was flat out, | didn’t need to add
poltergeist research to his plate. Connor would come through, or maybe even the
library here, and | still had Father Brennan. | had plenty of linesto tug so | could call
Gunnar another timeif | got desperate. ‘1 won't call again,’” | promised Sig.

‘Don’t you dare stop calling!” she scolded. ‘ That man loves you with all of his big
heart and he'd be crushed if you stopped checking in! You hear me? Sig was a
hearth witch and she was often all cuddles and gentle curves, but today her tone
brooked no argument. All her softness had been stripped away to show her iron core
now that she was in full protective mode. | would rather have removed my charmed
necklace and stepped into sunlight than mess with her.

‘Yesma am, | said hastily.



‘Good.” She paused. ‘How’s my Sidnee doing?

| looked at my friend. Her books were spread out on her bed and she was frowning as
she made notes. She was working hard and | felt another twinge of guilt: it was so
much easier for me because of my ridiculous memory. ‘She's doing great. Working
hard, kicking butt and taking names.’

‘That’smy girl,” Sigrid said proudly. ‘Y ou keep an eye on each other.’

‘Wewill,” I promised. ‘ Good night Sig.’

‘Goodnight, Bunny. Sweet dreams.’

| slid my phone into my footlocker. ‘Hey, Sidnee,’ | called. ‘Sigrid sends love.” |
hesitated but in the end, | went for it. ‘Can we talk about your experience with

poltergeists?

She froze, then buried her head in her books again. ‘Not now.” Her voice was sharp.
‘I’m studying. Not al of us are lucky enough to have your memory.’

Ouch. She was stressing out, so | let her snarl slide and checked the time. | had
maybe half an hour left for tomorrow’s reading. | pulled out the text and started to
scan-read the next chapter. Who knew what sort of instructor Engell would be? If he
was ex-MIB, | was guessing he' d be tough.

| settled into my books; | was not going to be found wanting.
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The next day started much as every day did. The monotony of the academy was one
of the things that | struggled with; my Portlock life was wild and varied and no two
days were the same. Being away had made me realise how much | relished the chaos.

Physical training that morning was particularly tough and | had to work at keeping
my fitness within the realms of a normal human. | was dying to outperform Thorsen
but | held myself back.

After a sweaty session with grumpy Sergeant Wilson, we practised takedowns. We
were being tested on them soon, and | wanted to be perfect without relying on my
supernatural strength and speed. Sidnee and | worked with each other for a while,
then the supernat recruits and | practised together. It was so much easier to keegp an
extrajolt of power hidden among ourselves, plusit actually levelled the playing field
since we al had supernatural strength and speed on our side.

Sidnee paired off with Margi whilst | went toe-to-toe with Danny. The raven shifter
had a solid mass that was perfect to use against him, but sometimes when he planted
hisfeet it was like trying to move arock. We were both grinning as | tried — and often
succeeded — to get him down.

| offered him a hand after my latest throw down. He took it and | hauled him up to
standing. ‘ Great work,” he said, clapping me on the shoulder.

| flashed him a grin. ‘ Thanks!’



Danny blinked. ‘Fangs!’ he murmured urgently.

| hastily closed my lips over my teeth. The fuckers hadn’'t gotten the memo that we
were messing around and must have dlipped down whilst | was wrestling with
Danny! | focused on calming down and pushed the excitement I’ d been feeling down
to alow smmer. My teeth snicked away just as Marks called together to pair us up. |
got Thorsen. Y ay.

‘Thisisatest, Marks murmured for my ears alone. ‘ Can you keep your cool ?

| nodded firmly and faced Thorsen. Y ou bet your ass | could keep cool; | was going
to beat Thorsen fairly and in front of lots of witnesses. | wanted to grin, but | kept it
locked down in case my fangs screwed up again.

Predictably Thorsen was smirking malevolently at me. ‘You're going down, little
rabbit. I'll have you cuffed in ten seconds flat,” he boasted. He wasn’t quiet with his
smack talk and several of the other ped recruits heard him.

| rolled my eyes. ‘My girl Sidnee had you on the mat in five,” | taunted. ‘I think I'll
be okay.” | sent him awink designed to rile him.

That made the musclesin hisjaw flex and his eyes narrow. His history suggested that
he made mistakes when he got angry. He was tall, muscular and outweighed me by
thirty kilos, but if the academy had taught me anything it was that winning wasn't
about strength and size; it was about technique, keeping a level head and thinking on
your feet.

If | could be cold and calculating under pressure, I'd stand a much better chance of
not making a rookie error that would have me sailing onto the mat. Thorsen hadn’t
learned that yet so | had the advantage — particularly if | could get him raging. It
wouldn’t even be a challenge because the man was as tumultuous as a volcano when



it cameto me.

When we were told to start, Thorsen lunged at me with a speed | hadn’t anticipated. |
barely stepped out of his way in time or he would have taken me down. | berated
myself, checked my ego and focused.

This time | approached him at normal human speed and he sidestepped. We circled
each other. Thorsen's face was growing redder; by not being on the mat in ‘ten
seconds’, | was humiliating him. He would lose his temper again soon and then |
could totally prod him. This could be my chance for the instructors to see him
deliberately hurt another recruit, but 1I'd have to let him follow through and actually
hit me. That sucked, but I’d be fine.

First, | had to push him over the edge. ‘ Ten seconds? | taunted softly, my lips barely
moving.

The next time he charged me, | stepped aside but planted a hand on his back and used
his momentum and a well-timed leg sweep to shove him to the ground. He went
down hard with a loud oof. | deliberately didn’t follow through with the cuffs but
pretended to fumble them, then listened attentively to the instructor's patient
explanation of what I’d done wrong. Meanwhile, Thorsen had climbed to his feet, his
face purple and vibrating with rage. Perfect.

Marks had us go again and | noted Thorsen’s tightly closed fists. this was the time.
Ugh, it was going to hurt. When he lunged at me, | faked a stumble that put me in the

path of hisfist and it connected hard with my nose.

The pain exploded, as did a torrent of blood. Not even dightly faking, | cried out — it
hurt like a motherfucker. But Marks had seen it and he was furious.

Danny pulled out an honest-to-goodness cotton handkerchief and held it to my nose.



‘Thanks,” | muttered, my voice muffled.

‘| promiseit’sclean,” he said, trying to inject some humour into the moment.

‘Thank goodness for that.” | also tried for levity. ‘But honestly, how old are you?
Eighty? Who uses handkerchiefsin this day and age?

He looked amused. ‘ People concerned with the environment.” Touché.

‘Take her to the bathroom,” Marks instructed Margi. ‘Get her cleaned up. Come back
if she needsfirst ad.’

‘Sho-nuff, sir. You can count on me, sir!” Margi said brightly.

“Youl" heroared at Thorsen. ‘With me!’

Margi and | trotted off. | kept the handkerchief to my face the whole time, mostly to
hide the fact that |I'd already stopped bleeding. We went into the nearest bathroom
and | lowered Danny’s snot rag. Margi winced. ‘Good gravy, that must have hurt.’
She blew out a breath. ‘He broke your nose.’

‘He what ? That fucker!’

She studied me. *You'll have to straighten it —and quickly —or it’ll heal wonky.’
‘Motherfucker.” | looked in the mirror and saw that she was right: my Greek nose was
looking distinctly aquiline. | didn’t really know what | was doing, but | grabbed the
part that was hooked and pulled it straight. Pain exploded again and more blood

spurted out. ‘Ow!’ | complained.

‘Lordy,” Margi breathed. ‘ That looked painful.’



‘Like you wouldn’t believe,” | bitched.

Margi turned on the tap and | blinked when a stream of water flowed not straight
down into the sink like gravity would dictate, but directly to me instead. | stood still
as she carefully cleaned me up then turned off the tap and sent the water back to the
sink. The now-bloody water drained away.

She turned to me and frowned. As a result of her ministrations, my face was cleaner
but my clothes were utterly soaked. She hummed a little and the water droplets were
pulled directly from my clothes and danced down the sink. Nice.

| looked at myself in the mirror. My nose was healed, the blood was goneand | didn’t
even have any bruising. Sometimes being a vamp was a pain — | wanted to look
brutalised, at least for a day or two, otherwise it looked like Thorsen had only given
me a damned nosebleed.

When we returned to the mat room, Thorsen and Marks were still absent. Sergeant
Wilson had hastily been tagged to fill in and the dour-faced man had everyone doing
drills.

Annoyingly, soon after | returned so did Thorsen and Marks. Thorsen’s body
language appeared contrite but his eyes were still on fire when he glanced at me.
He'd had his wrist dapped and it'd had precisely no effect on him whatsoever.
Marvellous.

Marks checked me over and looked relieved. | showed no signs of the blow other
than the remaining blood on my gym clothes. He called us over and gave a crisp
lecture about maintaining our professionalism and not allowing perps or our fellow
recruits to push our buttons.

| couldn’t believe it! It looked like that bastard Thorsen was going to continue his



classes with no more than a telling-off, like he was a toddler that couldn’t control a
tantrum. Ugh. I'd have to devise a better plan, one that showed him going out of his
way to hurt someone — preferably one of the supernats, since we could take it.

“Y ou okay, Bunny? Jones asked quietly. ‘ That looked like areal hefty punch.’

‘Hedidn’t pull it, that’s for sure,” | agreed darkly. ‘But I’'m okay.’

“You're atough cookie.” His gaze was admiring, maybe a little adoring, and he was
looking at me like I’d look at a puppy. | gave him an awkward pat on the back.
Whoops. It looked like my kindness to Jones had landed me with a bit of an
infatuation. I’d have to make sure to let him down gently because | was all fixed for a
boyfriend.

Thinking of Connor made my heart twinge. God, | missed him more than scones and
jam. | couldn’t finish the course quickly enough.
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Captain Engell dealt with the financials for the school and taught a few classes when
he wasn't in Anchorage doing his regular trooper job; lucky him, he was our
instructor for the morning session.

The atmosphere was tense; we were obviously divided between those who thought
Thorsen was a hero and those who thought he was a pillock. | was pleasantly
surprised to find myself surrounded with plenty of people — peds and supernats — who
were willing to offer me their support and send a clear message to Thorsen that his
behaviour would not be accepted.

| watched Engell as attentively as | could, given the depth of boredom his material
inspired in me. He was probably in his early forties, dark-haired and muscular; if he'd
retired from the MIB, he didn’t look like any retiree I’d ever seen before. His eyes
were dark and brooding and, despite the unholy level of tedium in his class, there was
something that felt inherently dangerous about him. As he stalked around the
classroom, it felt like being in the zoo next to a tiger which, frankly, felt like a bad
idea.

Engell was teaching us a mini-clinic on forensic accounting. If he was, or had been,
MIB, he was surely the most boring of the lot of them. My eyes nearly rolled up in
my head as he spoke and | struggled to keep them open. His teaching style left much
to be desired — he even made Polk seem animated — but he seemed knowledgeable.
Most importantly, he didn’t bully Jones.

An hour into class, when most of us were struggling to stay awake, the same podium



fell over again with a bang and jolted us al awake. The poltergeist didn’t stop with
that, however; all our papers, pens and pencils were sent flying directly at the hapless
instructor. Engell ducked behind his podium; the clatter of instruments striking it and
the board behind him was like the noise of a hailstorm.

‘Someone shut the damned window!” he shouted. Danny hastily stood, but he waited
until the poltergeist had dissipated before dliding closed the fractionally open
window.

Engell stood up. If he knew about the paranormal world, his dlightly stupefied
expression didn’t convey it. Either that or he was a pretty good actor.

‘Are you okay, sir? Thorsen asked with surprising concern. Maybe even he could
show some empathy now and again, though the cynical part of me suspected he was
brown-nosing.

“Y ou wouldn’t think the wind could come through with such force,” Engell muttered.
‘I only opened it alittle for some fresh air.” Nobody pointed out that the trees outside
were wholly still. He was bleeding from various superficial cuts so we took a quick
break whilst he cleaned himself up, then he continued his lousy lecture like nothing
had even happened.

When the lecture finished, we were divided up and taken to either the gun range or
the obstacle course. My squad and Sidnee’ s were at the range.

Unlike the revolver that Gunnar had started me with, the academy used Glock 17s. It
was a commonly used police gun, though | hadn’t shot one before. It was a different
experience because the safety mechanism was built into the trigger. The advantage
was that it was far faster in an emergency since all you had to do was point and
depress the trigger fully to get it to work.



Since I'd been practising regularly with Gunnar, | was a decent shot and sailed
through my turn. | had started to really enjoy shooting because it was the one exercise
where your skill wasn't dependent on your physical strength; with a gun in my hand,
| didn’t have to hide anything.

Sidnee wasn't keen on shooting but she'd been around Gunnar since she was
seventeen so she knew how to do it. She aced her turn, too.

We rotated through our shotgun and rifle time. The academy used Remington 870s
and Colt AR 15s, which were fun to shoot. We had the same models back at the
Nomo's office though I’d yet to see them out of the gun safe since the werewolf
incident.

It was bizarre to think how far I’d come from being a Brit who'd never held a gun to
being comfortable firing a variety of weapons. | was proud of me, even if my parents
wouldn’t ever be. | squelched the thought: there was no time for self-pity.

Just before lunch we were told about our second squad challenge. Squad challenges
were designed to be fun, team-building exercises that earned us minor rewards. They
also alowed those of us who were a smidge competitive to let off steam and had the
extra benefit of earning us some cohort kudos, as well as some time off campus.

The challenge was scheduled for after lunch. We had to go into Sitka, locate five
different totem poles, have a squad photo taken with each of them, then return to the
academy. Whoever returned first with the photos won an extra hour’s sleep in the
morning and could skip physical training. An hour extra in bed was a small thing to
look forward to — but | mostly wanted to make sure Thorsen didn’t win it. Yes, | was
that petty.

If the supernats had made up a squad we'd have won easily, but we were split
amongst the four squads so it was equal footing. The squads were divided as much as



possible between men and women. My squad put together a plan during lunch; it
looked like today | was having grilled-chicken pasta salad with a side of sneaky
Strategy.

As we finished eating, we agreed to go and get our phones. | ran up to my room,
flung myself on the bed and reached for my phone in my footlocker. As my fingers
closed around the device, the hair on the back of my neck stood on end and anxiety
curled in my gut — together with the certainty that | wasn’t alone. Trust your gut.

There was a shadowy figure in the corner of the dorm. It was roughly human shaped,
although its features were somehow obscured. My brain tried to fill in the features but
failed, and a shiver of fear ran down my spine.

| pushed myself up to a sitting position, feet on the floor, ready to fight — or to run.

As my nerves stretched taut, a series of low moans came from the apparition. My
sharp hearing could almost pick up words but | couldn’t quite make them out; it was
like there was some weird disconnect between my ears and my brain.

As | continued to sit there, staring stupidly and not responding, the spirit grew
agitated. It spoke again more forcefully but | still couldn’t understand it. All traces of
fear left my body as | concentrated on its desperate attempt to communicate.
Regretfully | shook my head. ‘1I’'m sorry. | can’t hear you.’

Frustrated, it swirled around the room and under a bed at the far end. The bed lifted
three feet off the ground and slammed back down, and a foul scent like rotting eggs
and meat filled the air. The ghost rushed towards me and then vanished.

My lethargic heart gave a solid thump as | tried to analyse what had just happened.
For some reason my lizard brain hadn’t been afraid. Trust your gut.



Right. Well, the weird thing was that my gut was saying that maybe the poltergeist
wasn't as malevolent as we' d thought...
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| wiped my hands down my uniform pants and hurriedly grabbed my phone, shifting
my eyes around the room in case the poltergeist came back. | wished | had time to
talk with Sidnee but she was meeting with her team.

| pulled myself together, hurried down to join my squad and together we hit the
ground running. We were now equipped with Satnav, should we need it; there were
no express rules against it, so at least we'd know where we were going if we were
somehow separated.

Jones, who was in our squad, was local and he knew where to find five of the closest
totem poles. Over lunch he'd sketched out a route for us to take. Another of Blake's
golden nuggets was that having a local was a real advantage; one of our earliest
lessons was about using local intel. There was a reason law enforcement often used
confidential informants.

We set off under Jones' direction. It was over amile jog but we were relatively fresh;
even so, | constantly had to remind myself to stay in the middle of the pack to avoid
suspicion. My ego wouldn’t let me run at the back, but | happily kept pace with
Danny. Jones, whose lanky build hid a competitive long-distance runner, took the
lead easily. He was almost visibly increasing in confidence as we moved.

We had one of Thorsen’'s besties in our squad, Frederick Miller, and | watched him
doing his level best to keep up with Jones. Presumably he' d intended to be the front
runner but Jones' long strides stopped him. | kept a cynical eye on Miller; | wouldn’t
have been at all surprised if Thorsen hadn’t given him instructions to sabotage our



group. Hopefully Miller’s self-interest would win out, though | wouldn’t have bet on
it.

As we trotted to our first totem pole, my phone vibrated with a text from Connor. |
suppressed a girlish squeal of delight and checked it.

| emailed you what | could find about poltergeists. Most of the lore is vague, so not a
lot of good info. I’'m still digging into it. Love you.

Love you, | tapped back, keeping my response short since texting while jogging was
surprisingly hard. | was salivating to check my emails and dive into the information,
but this was one of the times where | needed to live in the moment. | was in the
middle of a competition and pride wouldn’t allow me to give it less than a hundred
percent.

| slipped my phone back into my pocket and pushed a little harder to catch up with
Danny. He gave me an inquisitive look. ‘Boyfriend,” | said.

‘Ah.” Danny was a chatty soul.

It started to rain. It could rain here even in late autumn but that was better than ice or
snow. | should have been better prepared: oh well, | wouldn’t melt.

We ran faster and soon saw the first totem pole. Jones arranged us and | asked a
tourist to take our squad photo with my phone, then we were off to totem number
two. Jones had taken us into the Sitka National Historic Park where there were a lot
of totem poles, so luckily, it was close by.

We rushed through the park, successfully hitting pole after pole. With al five photos
secured, we started back towards the academy at top speed — top human speed. As we
were leaving the park we passed another squad that had evidently had the same idea,



but the other two teams were nowhere to be seen. Fingers crossed they hadn’'t got
back before us; | could really use that extra hour to investigate what the fuck was
going on with that damned poltergeist.

Happily, we beat Thorsen's squad to win the contest by three whole minutes. |
couldn’t restrain my victory dance; | was more than willing to shove our success in
his face, one wild hip gyration at atime. Yes, | was provoking him but he did stupid
things when provoked and getting him kicked out of the academy was almost as
much a target of mine as finding out about poltergeists and successfully completing
the programme,

We had won the extra hour in the morning and | intended to make the most of it in
the academy library. My squad’'s spirits were high and almost all the other recruits
congratulated us on our victory when we ate together. | felt warm and fuzzy when
people took the time and effort to speak to Jones personally and praise him for his
leadership. Clearly | wasn't the only one who had a soft spot for the timid guy.

Dinner ran over and evening study was cancelled. | should have been cheering, but
losing another supernat lesson stung. | did my best to paste on a happy face and
mingle. When we were finally released back to the dorm, | pulled out my phone. |
had two options: read Connor’s email or speak to the man himself. A second later |
was dialling his number.

The phone rang twice before he picked up. His warm voice sent all kinds of fluttering
to my belly. ‘Bunny!” he said, then a deeper, huskier, ‘I missyou.’

‘I missyou too.” And | did. There was an ache in my stomach, a yearning | couldn’t
shake. Our nascent bond didn’t like us being apart for long. Nor did I.

‘I have a surprise cooking up for you, Doe.’



My eyebrows shot up. What kind of surprise could he get to me while | was here? |
considered the possibility that he might be sending me a care package since we were
allowed those, but then it occurred to me that the Commander’s Weekend was fast
approaching — a whole three days off. We had to stay on the island but there was no
PT, no classes. A buzz of excitement hit me. If | was wrong with my deduction and
all Connor was sending me were some more teabags, |’ d be gutted.

‘Are you coming to see me? | squealed. Oops, | took a breath and tried to chill;
squealing was unbecoming in a detective.

Connor’s chuckle rumbled through the tinny phone speaker and | pictured leaning
against his chest as it against vibrated me. Yum. ‘I can’t fool a detective!’ he teased.
‘But there’s more to it than that, and there’'s no way you'll deduce this one so you'll
have to wait.’

Waiting was not my strong suit, though I’d got better at it during the last few weeks.
“Hurry up and wait’ was not only a mantra in the British military but also in the
Alaska State Troopers. Every morning after PT it felt like the next class was aways
deliberately held up to keep us waiting; standby to standby, indeed.

Still, if Connor wanted to surprise me | would let him. | did my best to relax and tried
to ignore any changes in the timbre of his voice. ‘How are Fluffy and Shadow? |
asked.

‘They’'re fine,’ he reassured me. After a pause, he addressed the question | redly
wanted to ask. ‘Reggie is still struggling with holding his human form so he rarely
shifts — he seems happier as Fuffy. Only Gunnar seems to make him comfortable
enough to take on his human skin. He sounded mildly amused and a little
exasperated. ‘And Shadow is Shadow. He does whatever he wants and gets mad if
you don’'t think he's cute while he'sdoing it.’



| laughed. No matter what kind of supernatural being he truly was, Shadow was most
definitely acat. ‘ Thanksfor that.’ | sighed. ‘1 don’t have much time. I'm still trying to
dig into the poltergeist thing and | haven’t even had a chance to read your email yet.’

‘No problem, I'll give you the highlights — though I'll start with the disclaimer that
thereisalot of conflicting information out there. Some sources say you can get rid of
a poltergeist —or at least calm one down — by cleansing the area it haunts. They are
thought to be negative spirits so negative energy feeds them. Whatever you do, keep
that sunny personality beaming.’

| laughed; | was a lot of things but sunny wasn’'t one of them. Were the incidents
somehow my fault? Was | feeding the poltergeist with my negative feelings towards
Thorsen? God knows, I’ d had plenty of them.

Connor continued, ‘I’ve emailed you a list of things to do for the cleansing. | won't
repeat them because there’'s a bunch of steps and I'd definitely screw up the order.
And don’t forget that I’ m getting thisinfo from dubious websites — there no guarantee
any of it will work.’

My hopes diminished a little; I'd been hoping for a step-by-step, 100% effective
solution that took only five minutes and totally obliterated the poltergeist. ‘No Liv? |
asked softly.

He hesitated. * She’ s not playing ball. I’ll keep trying.’

Despite myself, my stomach lurched. A non-compliant Liv was atricky Liv. | bit my
tongue before | could warn him to be careful; he knew Liv better than | did, and he
knew he had to tread carefully. ‘ Thanks for all of this. | know you're busy,’ | said

instead.

‘It was a quick read of a few books and a web search, not an international spying



investigation,” he teased. ‘It was no bother.’

‘Even so, I'm grateful.” | smiled. ‘I'll show you how grateful | am at the
Commander’s Weekend.’

His voice was warm when he replied, ‘1’ m counting down the hours.’

Sowasl.
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| finaly read Connor’s fifteen-page email; he hadn’'t been kidding about conflicting
information. Huffing, | stuffed my phone back in the footlocker. Sidnee was watching
me, amused. ‘ Connor and Bunny, sitting in atree...” she started singing.

‘Yeah, yeah.’” | rolled my eyes at her before sobering. ‘ Sidnee, hun, it’stimeto spill.’
She looked confused. ‘What?

“What experience do you have with poltergei sts?

She froze. ‘“How did you know | have any? she prevaricated.

| gave her aflat stare. ‘“Well, mostly from the hints you keep dropping, stuff like “it’s
burned himsalf out.” You'rein the know, Sidnee, and | need to know too.’

She looked away. ‘I don't like to talk about it,’ she said finally. ‘It was a very scary
timein my lifeand | try very hard to pretend none of it happened. It's a dark chapter
in my family’s history.’

| crossed the distance between us and settled on her bed. ‘Look, I’'m sorry to make
you talk about it but | really do need to know.’ | told her what Connor had said and
pulled up his email of conflicting instructions. ‘All this is contradictory, and | have a
source with real experience right next to me.’

‘What about Father Brennan? she tried.



‘I’ve already called him and left a message. He hasn't picked it up yet — at least, he
hasn’t replied. You're all I’'ve got, Sid.’

She sighed. ‘Fine. | was twelve, in the Philippines. This was before my parents died,
and my grandmother and uncle were still alive. We had to leave our house for a few
weeks because we were replacing the pipes or something like that. It doesn’t matter.’
Shewaved it away. ‘ Anyway, we moved into my grandmother’s house. It wasn't very
large and my uncle was living there too, so the only place for me to sleep was in an
alcove off the kitchen. They put up alittle cot bed for me.’

| leaned forward, silently encouraging her to tell me more.

“Nothing happened the first night — at least, | didn’t notice anything. Then there were
afew weird things, but nothing you’ d really consider off, you know?

| didn't so | shook my head. ‘No. Like what?

She picked at her dark-blue bedspread. ‘ Things like you' d set something down and it
would disappear, only to show up in astrange place. Or the kitchen cabinets would be
open in the morning but no one remembered leaving them that way. My uncle was
drinking a lot so we put it down to him. He was stuck in a vicious cycle, often drunk
or hungover.’

‘I’m sorry you had to see that so young,’ | murmured.

‘Yeah, it was an eye-opener.” She sighed. ‘Then things got progressively worse. A
pan would fly off the stove towards us all. Doors would slam. The atmosphere got
tense and we started to think it really was a ghost. | tried to talk to it, to tell it to calm

down, but that seemed to make it madder or giveit power.’

She’'d gone pale and her hands were shaking — | was forcing her to talk through some



real shit here. | reached out to pull her into a hug and rubbed her back. | could feel the
tension in her muscles. ‘I’'m sorry, Sidnee. This is horrible. You don’t have to talk
about it. I’'ll figure it out. | shouldn’t have pressured you.’

She shook her head, pushed me away and took a deep breath. ‘No, I'm being dumb.
Y ou need to know what happened — what could happen. My uncle and | were going
down the stairs and it shoved him. He knocked into me, and | fell down the stairs and
sprained my ankle quite badly. At that point we were all freaking out. We were
terrified to stay in the house.’

‘I'm so sorry.’

‘Y eah. So my grandmother called in apriest.’

‘Was she Catholic? | asked, thinking of Father Brennan. The dominant religion in
the Philippines was Roman Catholic. She nodded but, lost in her memories, she didn’t
speak for a moment.

| prompted, ‘Did the priest get rid of it? If so, | was going to start hounding Father
Brennan.

She shrugged. ‘He seemed to because al the activity stopped for a time. But then it
came back even worse, like we'd made it even madder. By then we'd moved back to
our own house, but my grandmother refused to be driven out of her home and she and
my uncle stayed there.” She licked her lips. ‘Until one day it pushed my uncle down
the stairs again and this time it snapped his neck. After that, Grandma came to live
with us, but I’'m sure the stress and the death of one of her sons led to her early
death.’

| squeezed her hand gently. ‘God, that’s awful. I’m so sorry, Sidnee.’



She gave a sad smile. ‘It was a long time ago. After my uncle died, the police found
his partial fingerprintsin the system. It turned out he was a serial rapist. His death led
to alot of cold cases being solved.’

| gasped, feeling at a total loss. | wanted to say something comforting but | had
absolutely nothing. That was horrible.

Sidnee gave a bitter smile. ‘I told you it was a dark time. The police guessed that one
of his attacks had gone further than usual and the poor girl had died. He' d buried her
in the garden and she'd taken up residence in my grandmother's house as a
poltergeist. She'd grown in power until she’'d killed my uncle — and after that she left.
But the truth of my uncle's darkness killed Grandma as much as his death.
Poltergeists scare me, Bunny, with damned good reason.” She looked me straight in
the eye. “We have to get rid of thisone. Before it kills someone.’

No shit. Her tale made my radar hum. She might not have noticed it but her story
painted the poltergeist not only as the killer but also as a victim, and something about
the apparition's desperation when it had appeared to me had suggested the same.

If that were true, who did it want to wreak vengeance on? Because my money was
currently on Engell.
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Connor’s email had a bunch of actionable tips, one of the most obvious of which was
the practice of sageing. The problem was that | couldn’t leave the building so close to
lights out to find some white sage or any of the other things he’'d mentioned, so that
was out for now. However, Sidnee was friendly with one of the dinner ladies and said
she' d try and scrounge some from the kitchen when she could.

Apart from the sage, one of the other things was the prayer to Saint Michael. | could
have used my hour to sneak into every unoccupied common space and recite it, but
Sidnee's story gave me pause. Her family had tried to get rid of their poltergeist, and
whatever the priest had done had made it disappear temporarily, but it had returned
with a vengeance. | didn't want to force our poltergeist to up the ante and become
even more violent.

| wished there was a way to communicate with the ghost but | had zero experience
with summoning spirits. | froze at that thought; | didn’t have zero experience because
I’d summoned Aoife on several occasions. Could she come to me this far away from
Portlock? She had managed to communicate with the spirits in the gemstones —
though admittedly they were banshees like her. Even so, it was definitely worth a
shot. If Aoife could communicate with other spirits, maybe she could ask our
poltergeist to stop!

| decided to use my free hour the following morning to try and speak with Aoife. If
that didn’t work, | could always go back to the original plan of going to the library.
Satisfied, | rolled over to my side and drifted off to sleep.



When | awoke, | completed my morning routine and waited until Sidnee and Margi
had left for PT. | didn’t need witnessesif this al went pear-shaped.

Finally alone, | sat on my bed, crossed my legs, closed my eyes and looked inwards
for any sort of connection that | had with Aoife. Predictably | found nothing; we
didn’t have a bond like me and Connor. Even so, | had to try. *Aoife,” | said loudly, ‘I
need your help. Please come to me.’

| opened one eye: nothing. | sighed, closed my eyes and tried again, injecting a little
more force into my voice. ‘Aoife Sullivan!’ | called sharply, then | entreated, ‘If you
can travel thisfar, please come, Aoife.’

The wheedling tone clearly worked because | felt a wave of freezing cold air. |
opened both eyes and Aoife was standing before me, her colourless hair floating
about her in an invisible wind. Like a typical teenager, she'd assumed a pouting
position: arms folded across her chest, hip cocked, flat look. She didn’t say anything,
although | knew she could. She was areally strong banshee.

‘Thanks for coming, Aoife.” | shot her a grateful smile. ‘I really need your help. We
have a problem here, a poltergeist that’s started to become violent. | was hoping you
could talk with it and see if there’s a way to get it to stop.” Her stance relaxed and |
wondered what she’ d been expecting me to ask of her. ‘Can you help?

She shrugged and | waited. When she opened her mouth | tensed, expecting her
banshee wail to unnerve me as it had so many times before. Sure enough, the cold
intensified and her screeched words made me want to clamp my hands over my ears.
‘I’ve never met a poltergeist. | cannot promise anything.’

Something about her voice pierced my very soul. ‘I don’'t have any other options.
Please can you try? She gave an abrupt nod and disappeared. | breathed a sigh of
relief. Maybe this whole situation could be resolved quickly.



| waited for a few minutes for her to return but she didn’t. | didn’t want to waste the
rest of my precious hour so | took my laptop to the library as I’d originaly planned.
Rather than looking for general information on poltergeists, | decided to seeif | could
find out anything about this specific one, Petty Peril. | assumed that was a corruption
of his true name; Peril may well be his real surname, but | was guessing that Petty
was probably Peter or something similar.

| really needed to access the records of staff and past recruits because it seemed likely
that someone had died at the academy. Maybe their body was buried here, like
Sidnee' suncle’ s victim.

There was no sign of any records in the library — they were probably confidential and
locked away in a database — so | sat at my computer and signed into the slow library
Wi-Fi. Once | was connected, | searched for deaths that had happened in or around
the academy during the last few years. Nothing.

| extended the search parameters and finally | found something from thirty years ago.

After a three-day search, a recruit, Petrovich Peril, was found. It appears he had
become lost and confused while hiking in the woods and had died of exposure. Our
condolences are with the family over this tragic loss. The State Trooper Academy has
closed for one day to allow his friends and acquaintances to attend the funeral. The
family has requested that flowers and donations are sent to...

Thiswas it, a short, emotionless obituary in the local paper, but at least | had his true
name. |I'd never have guessed Petrovich, but there was a lot of Russian influence in
this part of Alaska so | guessed it made sense.

| filed the information into my memory and checked my watch: my time was almost
up. | hurried back to my dorm and put away my computer. As| closed my footlocker,
an icy breeze washed over my skin and | looked up. Aoife was hanging in the air next



to me. ‘How did it go? Did you have any luck? | asked hopefully.

| braced myself for her banshee-wail reply.

‘He is angry. Someone is trying to harm the academy. He is trying to draw attention
toit.

| frowned. Harm the academy? | thought that Thorsen was at risk of harming the
academy’s reputation , but although he'd been present at a few of the episodes he
hadn’t been attacked — not like Engell. ‘Did he say who? Or what is being done? |
pressed. Engell dealt with financials and I'd seen the pages of numbers floating
around. Could he be embezzling from the academy?

Aoife shook her head. ‘It’'s tough for us to communicate, like we are on different
frequencies. What | managed to get was garbled. He isn’t trying to hurt anyone. He
has the academy’s best interests at heart, but someone here doesn’t. That was all |
got. You need to find a way to communicate with him because he was reluctant to
speak to me.’

‘Thank you, Aoife. Your help has been invaluable.” | frowned. ‘It's weird that he's
trying to help when he' s done alot of damage and someone could have been hurt.’

She shrugged then faded from view. | yelled, ‘Bye, Aoifel’ after her, but | wasn't
sure that she heard — or cared. Still, manners were important.

| thought about what I’ d learned because it changed everything. If the poltergeist was
trying to help the academy, then who was trying to bring it down? And why?

Something fishy was going on, and | was determined to get to the bottom of it.
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Chapter 13

| only had fifteen minutes left of my free hour. | pelted down the stairs at full vampire
speed figuring that nobody would see me dipping into my supernat powers whilst
they were at PT.

Recruits weren't allowed in the administrative office but | was hoping that the staff
would be busy elsawhere. | glanced in casually and grinned when | saw that the office
was empty. So far, so good. | dipped through the casement of the receptionist’s
window and went to the TAC officer’s bureau where we' d witnessed Petty’ s temper
tantrum.

The office was immaculate. We'd helped clean it up but had left most of the
organisation to our visiting TAC officer, Captain Engell, who was apparently a neat
freak. Everything was precisely so, with nothing extraneous on his desk: he'd gone
full minimalist. | bet he only had one book by his bedside at a time and shuddered at
the thought.

| checked the time on my phone then started searching. The desk was an old, wooden
kneehole design with a long narrow drawer for pens and whatnot, and three sets of
drawers down each side. The bottom left and right drawers were locked but | found a
likely looking key in another drawer. Bingo!

Predictably, the left-hand file drawer was full of files and they were all financial. |
wasn't surprised since Captain Engell did the academy’s books as well as teaching
severa classes. Although | wasn’t sure what | was looking at, | took the time to scan-
read several of the files, putting them into my memory so | could examine them



properly later.

The right-hand drawer was completely empty and there was no sign of dust. That
piqued my interest: where were the documents that had resided here? | closed and
locked it, then turned my attention back to files in the left-hand drawer. Annoyingly |
ran out of time before | ran out of files, so | hurriedly relocked the drawer and
sneaked out of the office.

| made it back in time for flag formation. Afterwards | used a little more vamp speed
to run upstairs to my room and slug back my blood before hurrying to the cafeteria
where | was expected to be for breakfast.

Frustratingly, despite my extra-curricular activities | wasn’t that much further along. |
now knew that the ghost was protecting the academy — but | had no idea from what.

| joined my squad with a full breakfast plate. They al looked well rested because
they’d used their extra hour to slegp in, the jammy gits. Oh well: | was always tired
during the day so the extra hour probably wouldn’t have helped much. | was looking
forward to the week of night drills when the schedule flipped and I’d finally get
decent day sleep like agood little vampire.

| looked around the room for Sidnee and she gave me awave. | joined her for class as
usual, and we settled down for an in-depth lecture on DV: domestic violence. Fischer
himself was giving the class, which only served to show how important the topic was
to the academy. What was surprising — though perhaps it shouldn’t have been — was
that DV wasn’'t always a man hurting a woman but also vice versa. There was also a
huge psychological component to it that | hadn’t really been aware of.

‘From the outside it’ s easy to query why the victim didn’t leave their abuser,” Fischer
said. ‘Have you heard of Stockholm syndrome? We all nodded. * Good. Jones, what
Isit?



Jones cleared his throat and looked mildly anxious at being called on by the head of
the academy. ‘Stockholm syndrome is a psychological response in which a person
being held captive forms a bond with their captor. This bond can lead the victim to
develop loyalty or even affection for the person hurting them, sometimes to the point
of refusing to cooperate with authorities against their captor. It develops as a coping
mechanism because the victim’s mind seeksto find some level of safety or stability in
an otherwise terrifying situation.’

Looking pleased, Fischer nodded. ‘Y ou absolutely nailed that, Jones. You're right.
The same thing applies to victims of domestic abuse who often want to protect their
abuser, which makes arresting that abuser a heck of a lot harder. Many victims are
told repeatedly that everything is their fault, that they are responsible for every hit,
every punch or kick. They believe that their own behaviour caused the abuse and, asa
result, they don’t think the perpetrator is actually guilty of anything at all.

‘It will take time and a whole lot of understanding to get the victim to open up, let
alone press charges. You have to be patient and conduct multiple interviews before
the majority of victims even start to talk about these things. During those interviews,
you mustn't show your frustration or your anger at their situation. Any hint of
aggression and they will close down and clam up — they’ll put you in the same
category as the offender. You will be deemed not trustworthy and also potentially
dangerous.’

It surprised me to see Thorsen nodding seriously. His notebook was open and he was
taking alot of notes. Maybe he wasn’t a total douche-canoe.

Fischer continued, ‘If you can, it's often best to get a female officer to talk to the
victim.” He held a hand up to stop the questions as hands were raised instantly. ‘1I'm
not saying that because the victim is more likely to be female but because, whether
you like it or not, women come across as being less aggressive and more empathetic.
Even male victims sometimes prefer speaking to a female officer, though | have had



occasions when male officers have been requested. Regardless, whoever interviews
must be calm, quiet and attentive. Y ou must listen. Y ou should never interrupt.’

He paused. ‘If you take nothing else from the course, remember this. there are
occasions where you should SHUT UP and LISTEN. Am | clear on that?

We nodded. ‘What should you do? he asked again, eyeing usall.

“Shut up and listen,” we chorused back.

‘That’s right.” Fischer moved on to practical issues — for example, most victims
wouldn’t want the interview to be recorded in case their abuser got a hold of the tape
— then talked about how such cases might affect us. He flagged up the need to assess
our own mental health, particularly after dealing with particularly difficult or
triggering cases. Some of the case studies he ran through were enough to make me
feel physically sick. The whole class had been areal eye opener.

Finaly we did some role-play and it was good to see everyone taking it realy
seriously. By the end of the morning's session, | felt alot more prepared to deal with
DV, though | hoped | wouldn’t have to because it made me think darkly of my sire,
Franklin, and how different life might have been if I'd bowed to his demands and
joined the conclave. Knowing about Stockholm Syndrome had me considering that
episode in anew light; | doubted it would have taken me the full one hundred years to
get indoctrinated into worshipping the vampire king.

| shuddered. Running away to Portlock was the best thing I’ d ever done.
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At lunchtime the scuttle amongst us supernats was that no further poltergeist activity
had been seen. Maybe speaking to Aoife had exhausted it, | thought hopefully.
Maybe her words had made it rethink its actions.

Unfortunately it struck again, halfway through the DV class after lunch. This time,
instead of attacking our instructor or knocking over a podium, it marched the two
flags that were sitting up front around the room like little skinny soldiers then flung
them on the floor.

‘The windows are closed,” Jones said into the tight silence. ‘It wasn't a breeze that
made them do that.’

Fischer laughed and picked up the flags to put them back in their stands. ‘Okay,
recruits, our resident ghost Petty Peril is blowing off some steam. Nothing to worry
over. Let’'s get back to work.’

We looked nervoudly at each other and started whispering. No one minded ghosts in
theory, but for the humans in the room this was an unwelcome suggestion that
something beyond their understanding truly did exist.

Fischer had complete control of the room; when he held up a hand we fell silent for
him to continue his lecture as if nothing had happened. | tuned into his words and

forced myself to think of something other than the damned poltergeist.

As the lecture ended, my attention wandered and | started thinking of other things |



could do to further my investigation. | wanted to go back to the TAC officer’s room
and do some more sleuthing to seeif | could find afile on Petrovich.

My ears pricked up when Fischer said something about Commander's Weekend, and
my floppy heart fluttered a moment in my chest. Connor was coming to see me —and
soon! This coming weekend! Hearing it announced made it more real and | could
hardly wait.

After class, Sidnee and | walked to supper with the other supernats and | brought
them up to speed about Aoife’s conversation with Petty. | figured they could help
look for anything that was putting the academy in danger.

‘“What kind of danger? Danny asked.

‘| don’t know. The answers were vague — apparently poltergeists aren’t that chatty.
My banshee said they spoke on a different frequency so communication was a bit
shambolic.’

‘Did Petty say who isto blame? Who we should be watching? Eben pried.

| sighed. ‘I don’'t know,’ | said again, ‘but it makes sense that we should check out the
new TAC officer, since his office was targeted and he was attacked. But | also think
we should look at any shifty recruits like Thorsen. This violent behaviour is new,
which suggests that whoever is causing it is anew arrival. Hey, Margi, you and Eben
are witches. Do you know any way to speak to, or diminish, the poltergeist? | wanted
to give myself aface palm that | hadn’t thought to ask earlier.

‘No, sorry. I'm an elemental water witch,” Margi said. ‘Maybe an air witch could do
something, but I’ve never been taught anything about ghosts. All | know about them
isfrom the movies!’



‘I’m a shaman, not awitch,” Eben said sourly. ‘ Ghosts aren’t my thing.’

‘Sorry, my mistake,” | said faintly. | could have sworn that he'd introduced himself as
awitch —and when | searched my memory, sure enough that was definitely how he'd
introduced himself.

Why would he lie? A shaman was totally different to a witch. Had he felt pressured
or awkward because there were no other shamans on the course? Maybe he'd blurted
out ‘witch’ to fit in with Margi, but now felt comfortable enough to tell the truth?
Either way, it was weird.

Eben was from a small village up by Nome and, like me and Sidnee, he already had a
job: he was a VPSO, a Village Public Safety Officer. There were village police
officers from all over Alaska here at the academy for training so they could go back

home all polished and up to date.

He went on, ‘We have some rituals for hauntings, but I’'ll have to consult with my
elders at home. It might take awhile to get the stuff we need, but I’ [l do my best.’

‘Thanks!” | said brightly. ‘Let us know when you get a hold of someone.’

He mumbled indistinctly. As soon as the other supernat recruits joined in and we
were talking about our training experience and how hungry we were, | sidled up to
Sidnee. ‘Eben totally introduced himself to me asawitch,” | said in alow voice.

She looked surprised. ‘ Are you sure? He definitely said he was a shaman to me.’

| rolled my eyes. ‘Of course |’m sure.’

‘Oh right — freaky memory.’” She frowned. ‘Maybe it’s because vamps and shamans
don’t always get on? Mers and shamans don’t have any issues, so maybe that’s why



he told me the truth but not you?

‘Maybe,’” | conceded as | checked my memory again. Sure enough, I’d introduced
myself as a vampire before Eben had said anything about himself. *Vamps don’t get
on with shamans? | queried. Anissain Portlock had never shown me anything other
than kindness.

Sidnee grinned. ‘It's not a specific feud or anything, and it's not as bad as
werewolves and vamps! | think maybe vamps don’t really like anyone except other
vamps and it shows.’

‘I like plenty of other supernats,” | protested.

She laughed. ‘Y ou're an anomaly.’

Oh yay, lucky me.

The funny thing was, she was even more right than she knew.
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Things were quiet leading up to Commander’s Weekend; even the poltergeist and
Thorsen were creepily quiet and | couldn’t help but feel it was the calm before the
storm. Even so, | was grateful because | really wanted the weekend to go off without
a hitch. | would spit nails if something interfered with me seeing Connor; the need to
be in his arms was amost like a physical ache.

The week seemed to drag interminably and | was also feeling rather down on myself
for not having solved the mystery of whatever the fuck was going on. Luckily we'd
had a strenuous set of classes to keep me busy, including taser and expandable-baton
training on top of our theory lessons. What they didn’t tell us beforehand was that we
had to experience all the modes of control before we got to use them. Believe me,
being tasered hurt like a bitch; | definitely wouldn’'t be doing it to anyone else willy-
nilly.

By Thursday we were all bruised and tired. Blood took care of my injuries but | felt
bad for my shifter and magic-user friends. The shifters rarely found the time and
space to shift, except for Danny who couldn’t resist flying around his dorm room at
night, and the magic users couldn’t find the time and ingredients to brew up a potion
to fix themselves. Like the humans, they kept on going with aregimen of paracetamol
and ibuprofen.

Thursday class was the worst — it dragged to twenty times its usual length because |
was anticipating seeing Connor so much. Sidnee was also antsy; she'd invited
Thomas to come and see her but he hadn’t managed to confirm. | hoped for her sake
that he’d come.



She checked her phone and flopped onto her bed. ‘He’'s not coming.” Her voice
wobbled.

‘What? I'd been too busy daydreaming about getting horizontal with Connor to pay
attention.

‘Thomas — he isn't coming.” Sidnee sighed. ‘He's been hired to track down a fera
werebear that attacked some kids. | know that’s a valid reason not to come, but | was
really hoping for avisitor.’

| went over to lay beside her on the narrow bed. ‘1I’'m so sorry, Sid.’

She sniffed then squared her shoulders. ‘It's okay. | guess I'll stay around here and
seeif | can get some more dirt on Petrovich Peril.’

At that moment, my own excitement seemed petty. ‘I promise Connor and | will
come back here and help.’

She gave me awan smile. ‘Don’t you dare! One of us should be having a good time.
Anyway, it's for the best because I'm still not sure if this thing with Thomas will
work. It would be hard to always play second fiddle to his job, you know? Besides, |
really don’t have great luck with men.” She gave asmall, helpless shrug.

‘Thomasis agood one, Sidnee.’

‘I think heis, but at this point I’m not sure what my judgement is worth.’

| cuddled her. ‘Hey! You have great judgement. I’ve seen it time and time again.
Chris was the outlier but you can trust Thomas. I’ ve seen how he looks at you and

how careful he was when he saved you from the otterman. He's good people — when
heisn’'t hunting supernats. | bet it’ s killing him to let you down.’



‘| suppose. But the whole thing with the MIB gave me pause.’

| blinked. ‘What thing? That was the first I'd heard of Thomas being involved with
the MIB.

‘Oh, | thought you knew. She bit her bottom lip. ‘I probably shouldn’'t have said
anything. Anyway, he doesn’t work for them anymore.” She gave me a playful shove
and half-knocked me off the bed. ‘Go on! You need to get ready. You don’'t have
time to mope with me.” She swept her eyes up and down me critically. *You need a
transformation of the highest order.’

‘Hey!” | objected, but she wasn't wrong. | was covered in mud from the obstacle
course and | definitely needed a shower.

Sidnee's news had dampened my mood a little, but | was still nearly dancing with
anticipation. Connor had already messaged that he was here in Sitka and he’ d gotten
us a place for the weekend. He was picking me up in an hour.

When Sidnee wasn't looking, | pulled out my phone and texted him. Thomas can't
come for Sidnee. Gunnar and Sigrid are run ragged but could you maybe see if Stan
can come? And then make it happen? Helicopters? Private jets? Whatever you need
to do? Please, Connor?

| grabbed my stuff for the shower and went to clean up. By the time | was back, | had
a response. | hope helping you with that blowhard bear gets me major boyfriend
points. He'll be alittle late, but he’s on hisway.

| suppressed a squeal of joy. It would be better for Stan to surprise Sidnee so, with an
effort, | kept alid on my happiness. You are literally the best boyfriend in the whole
world. | can’t wait to see you! Xx



60 minutes and counting, came the reply. They couldn’t pass fast enough.
| impressed myself by showering, shaving my legs and doing my make up in only
forty minutes; | really was amiracle worker. But as | was pulling on my black-leather

boots, complete with stiletto heels, the shouting and screaming began.

And like all heroines in horror movies, | bolted towards the sound.
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The common room consisted of a couple of couches, tables, other seating, and alarge
TV and a whiteboard. Most of the recruits had aready left for Commander’s
Weekend when | pelted in so it wasn't too busy — but | guessed it was busy enough
for Petty.

Margi, Danny, George and Eben were in a maelstrom of flying chairs, couches,
anything not attached to the floor, ducking and diving to try and avoid injury.

‘Petrovich Peril, | command you to stop,” | said loudly. Hey, if it worked with Aoife,
maybe it would work with Petty. | was proud of myself for the authoritative tone that
snapped out; there wasn’'t even atiny little stutter to betray the grip of fear around my
heart. These guys were my friends and they could be injured if | didn't get the
poltergeist to stop. Even though they were supernat, that could still hurt like a bitch.
We were lucky that none of the human recruits were there.

Petty ignored my command and threw a chair in my direction. Sidnee grabbed my
elbow and yanked me back. ‘Don’t step into the room,” she said urgently. ‘1t’ll trap
you, too.” She was clutching a bundle of what | assumed was sage. ‘| stole some sage
from the kitchens earlier. | knew it was only a matter of time before we'd need it,
she said grimly. ‘Do you remember the prayer of St Michael the Archangel ?

| gave her aflat look. Of course | did.

‘Right. You recite it while | cleanse the room.” She pulled out a lighter and held it to
the bundle of silvered greenery in her hand, then blew on it until the sage was putting



out white smoke. ‘Now, Bunny,’ she snapped.

| nodded and pulled up the prayer from my memory. | hadn’t been raised religious
but my mother, being who she was, had kept on good terms with the local Church of
England diocese. Connor had written it down for me in his fifteen-page email but |
already knew the prayer by heart.

| took a deep breath and chanted loudly, ‘ Saint Michael the Archangel, defend usin
battle. Be our protection against the wickedness and snares of the devil; May God
rebuke him, we humbly pray; And do thou, O Prince of the Heavenly Host, by the
power of God, thrust into hell Satan and al evil spirits who wander through the world
for the ruin of souls. Amen.’

As | followed Sidnee as she moved around the edges of the room. | realised she was
also chanting the prayer. When we reached the third corner the turbulence decreased.
Sidnee was able to approach the recruits and bathe them in smoke as we recited the
prayer one more time. The poltergeist gave up and fled, and the furniture fell to the
ground with aresounding crash.

We all stared at each other. ‘Hey,’ | said into the stunned silence. ‘Y ou guys okay?

‘“Holy smokes,” Margi uttered. ‘ That was scary as heck.’

‘I’ve been better,” George agreed shakily. He had a cut on his forehead that 1ooked
nasty.

‘I’'m okay,” Danny said. He looked at George. ‘Y ou’ d better shift or that will scar.’

“Y ou keep watch? George asked nervously.

We girls took point along the corridor whilst George stripped and shifted. A few



minutes later Danny called out, ‘Y ou can come back in.’

George was pulling on his T-shirt. ‘Oh,” said Margi with visible dismay. ‘I thought
we were going to see him in wolverine form! Why, colour me disappointed!’

George winked. ‘I'll shift for you anytime, Margilene.” Then his smile faded and his
face paled. He pointed at the whiteboard. ‘' Look.’

You're al going to die, the message said. It looked like it had been written by a
shaky, uncertain hand; Petty must have written it before he’ d become immersed in his

fury. For whatever reason, it seemed like he was fixating on us supernats.

Boy, had he picked the wrong group to bully.
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Seeing Connor almost took my breath away. He was leaning on a small white truck; it
was a little beat up, and | had no idea where it had come from. His hair was in its
usual tousled state and | knew he'd been running his hands through it. Maybe he was
alittle nervous to see me after so long apart.

Connor had more money than anyone | knew — including my parents — yet he was
dressed in his simple brown work boots, jeans and a flannel shirt. And because he
knew it melted me; his flannel shirt was rolled up to display his powerful forearms.

| moved without conscious thought — and far too fast — as | zipped with accidental
vampire speed right into his arms. | dropped my bag and flung myself at him like he
was the oxygen | needed. | wrapped my legs tightly around his waist, lowered my lips
to hisand lost myself in the taste and smell of Connor, my home.

The bond between us gave an almighty zing , and the clawing anxiety that had been
growling in my stomach eased for the first time in weeks. Home. Such a yummy
home. The scent of sandalwood, bergamot and vanilla filled my nostrils. He smelled
divine.

When Jones yelled cheekily at usto ‘get aroom’, | reddened and my hands stilled on
the buttons of Connor’s shirt. I'd undone all but one of them, displaying his chest for
me — and everyone else — to admire. | hadn’'t been thinking of anything but getting
that man inside me, now, and I'd completely forgotten where we were. His heaving
chest and dark eyes said the same.



| reluctantly let him go and slid down to place my feet back on the ground. We both
took several gulping breaths. If Jones hadn't said anything, we would totally have
fucked on the hood of histruck. Eep.

Without a hint of self-consciousness, Connor undid the last button of his shirt because
it was easier than doing them all back up again. He put his hand in the small of my
back, led me to the passenger side of the truck and opened the door. As | dlid in, he
slung my bag into the boot. We still hadn’t spoken a single word, but sometimes
words weren't necessary.

Connor climbed into the driver's side and looked a me with a gaze that was still
scorching. ‘Hey,’ | said.

A smile curved hislips. ‘Hey, Bunny. It's damn good to see you.’

| grinned. ‘Y ou too. I’ ve never been happier to see anyone in my whole life.’

He reached out, laced his fingers through mine and closed his eyes. ‘What you do to
me,” he murmured. He took another deep breath and opened his eyes, then turned the
key in the ignition and we motored off. | didn't know where we were going and
truthfully 1 didn’t care. All 1 wanted was a couple of days away from the academy
and that damned poltergeist.

Seeing Connor was a dream come true, but it also gave me a wave of longing for
Portlock. | missed Fluffy and Shadow, and | missed Gunnar and Sigrid. | even missed
Stan. | brightened at the thought that hopefully I'd get to see him before he left. He
wasn't Fluffy or Shadow, but he would definitely be better than nothing.

The truck hit a rut in the road and we bounced around in the cab for about five
minutes afterwards. ‘| like the vehicle,’ | said alittle sarcastically. ‘ Great suspension.’



Connor laughed. ‘I hear you. It turns out it’'s hard to find arental on the island. | was
told thiswas the last one and it was, quote, “a beater with a heater” .’

It was certainly that: it was a basic model with a manual and no extras. You had to
roll down the windows with the little arm thingy — not that you needed to because it
was cold outside. | was glad it wasn’t raining since my bag was in the back and it had
no cover.

We were wedged into the cab together with barely room for Connor to change gear.
The tight confines totally nixed my idea of having truck sex; I'd have to wait for an
actual bed — heck, a sofawould do.

Connor turned left on the highway out of town, drove less than amile and pulled into
a petrol station. We didn't fill up; instead he drove through to the back where there
was a brewery. ‘Are we going to dinner? | asked, and my stomach growled alittle. |
could always eat.

‘We sure are, but | thought you' d like to see your surprise first.’

| beamed and bounced on the small seat. | loved surprises! ‘You know me. | can't
wait!’

He smiled indulgently and squeezed my hand. ‘I do know you. Y ou're going to love
it.” 1 hoped so. My expectations were high and | expected good things of Connor
Mackenzie.

At the back of the brewery there was a small apartment building where he parked up.
‘Thisiswhere we're staying. All of these apartments are Airbnbs,” he explained.

He came around to open my door and help me out then picked up my bag and
ushered me towards a ground-floor apartment — and hopefully my surprise.
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Connor knocked on our apartment door, which made me frown. Why was he
knocking? Then he immediately punched in the door code and opened the door
without waiting for a response. Oh-kay.

He tossed my bag on a chair whilst | looked around. It was a fair-sized studio
apartment with a small bathroom in the back. It reminded me of my old flat in
London, though it was bigger, cleaner and had nicer furnishing.

| couldn’t see any packages or anything. Hmm... Where was my surprise? Then the
door to the bathroom, which hadn’'t been fully closed, flew open and Fluffy and
Shadow came bounding towards me.

‘Oh!” My eyes filled with tears as | squatted down to greet the most wonderful
surprise ever. My complicated four-legged friends engulfed me with their exuberant
greetings and love — plus an extra side of spit from Fluffy, who must have just had a
drink. Lovely. Let’s hope it hadn’t been a drink from the toilet.

‘I missed both of you so much!” | tried to stroke them both at the same time. Shadow
jumped on my shoulder and buried his purring face under my hair and into my neck. |
grabbed the heavy kitten and snuggled him until he squirmed. Fluffy waited patiently
for his turn, sitting on his haunches with his head cocked. His tail hadn’t stopped
wagging since he’ d seen me. Once Shadow jumped down, he walked over calmly and
put his head in my hands. | gave him severa full body cuddles as | murmured how
happy | was to see him.



‘| can’'t believe you brought them to me!’ | said to Connor after the love fest was
over. ‘How did you pull that off?

‘Well, | chartered a plane — for Shadow, mainly — so that was easy. It was a little
harder with the Airbnb, but | convinced them it would be fine.’

There was something in his tone that told me there was more to that story ‘How? |
pressed. | continued to scruff Fluffy’s ears and caress Shadow as he rubbed against
me.

‘In the end | rented all of the apartments so no other guests would mind about the
animals,” Connor said matter of factly. ‘ Prime season is over and they had all of these
vacancies...” Hetrailed off as| leapt up and threw my arms around his neck. | started
to kiss him again as we fell back on the bed.

A whine from Fluffy slowed us down and Connor chuckled. ‘Fluffy has his own
room with Shadow, but first we're going out to dinner like | promised.” He sat up and
looked at Fluffy. ‘You promised you'd come too, so you'd better change,” he said to
my dog.

Fluffy whined and dropped his head. ‘1’d love to see you, Reggie,’ | said softly. ‘But
if you want to stay Fluffy for abit longer, that’s okay with me, too.’

He lowered his head and gave another low whine, but then he shifted and Reggie was
standing in his place in his black jeans and black jacket. ‘Can | have a hug? | asked
lightly. ‘ The academy has me attention starved.’

Reggie stepped into my arms and rested his head on my shoulder. A fierce wave of
protectiveness rose up in me; | wanted nothing more than to see this lad happy and
free, but it was very much a work in progress. Something about his situation
reminded me of Lieutenant Fischer's lecture; Reggie wasn't quite in a Stockholm



Syndrome situation, but he was in something similar.

He was institutionalised into being Fluffy so being Reggie was hard and scary. When
he was Fluffy, he lost alot of his human cerebral capabilities; he became a smart dog,
but a dog , nonetheless, ruled by instinct rather than by making conscious choices.
For Reggie, being Fluffy was the easier option.

‘I’ll come to dinner,” he said shyly. ‘But then | can go back to being Fluffy, okay? |
like being Fluffy.’

| nodded sadly. | loved him as Fluffy, too, but that wasn’'t who he truly was. It was
going to be along road to get him back to wanting to be human again. | wondered if
we could find him a psychologist in Portlock; there had to be one.

Connor consulted his watch. ‘We should go,” he said.

Reggie, with his black clothing, skinny build and shy, quiet demeanour, could pass as
alocal teenager aslong as he didn’t talk. His London accent would instantly give him
away as being different. Not that | cared about that — | was different, too.

It was a tight squeeze with all of us in the truck. Changing gears was interesting,
since the gear shift was between my legs. If Connor and | had been alone, it would
have been atitillating experience.

Reggie was staring out of the window, his shoulders hunched. He was way out of his
comfort zone. | gave his hand a reassuring squeeze and he half-smiled in response.

Thankfully it was only a couple of milesto the restaurant. | hadn’t seen much of Sitka
so | enjoyed the drive, short though it was. After flying in, Sidnee and | had been
driven over the bridge and straight to the academy, so we'd only seen the place from
that short bus ride and our quick run through town looking for totem poles. It was



truly beautiful: wooded, historic, and green, even at the end of autumn.

The restaurant was on the main floor of the historic Sitka Hotel. When we were
ushered in and seated, Reggie squirmed, kept his eyes averted and slouched as low as
he could in his seat. He was painfully shy and | wondered if he' d been like that before
he' d been turned into a werewolf. He appeared confident when he was Fluffy, but
he' d told me he was barely aware of his human self when he was a dog. That was
different from his life as a werewolf, where he was fully aware of both selves, and it
was why it was so damaging for him to be stuck as a dog rather than a werewolf. It
was another tally mark against Mum.

The waiter came and took our drinks orders, passed out food menus and gave us some
water. Reggie looked nervous. ‘What’swrong? | asked softly.

‘| haven't eaten as a human in along while. What if | can’t remember how to use a
knife and fork?

| thought back. The day we'd broken the curse we'd had a small party and though
Reggie had helped us prepare the food, he hadn’t eaten. He'd helped us clean up, had

a shower then gone back to being Fluffy.

Connor’ s eyes were kind and he nodded in understanding. He squeezed Reggie gently
on the shoulder. ‘We'll help. Don’t worry.’

“You'll remember,’ | assured him. ‘It’s probably like riding abike. You'll do great.’
‘I’ll try. Thanks, guys.’
| handed him the basket of bread on the table. ‘Why don’t we start with something

with no knives and forks? Take a roll and take a small bite. We'll practise together.’
Connor and | demonstrated.



Reggie watched us carefully then copied us. We all ate some bread, then he tackled
the glass of water. He lifted it to his lips and took a small sip. His shoulders relaxed
and his smile widened as he managed that small task without incident. ‘ Thanks,” he
said softly. ‘| was scared I’ d choke or make a mess, but it’s not so different.’

This time | reached out and took his hand. ‘Anxiety is normal but remember that
we're always here for you. You can be Reggie any time you wish.’

He smiled wanly at me. ‘Fluffy is easier and I’'m useful as Fluffy. | like being useful.
I'm ... well, as Reggie I’'m nothing. I’m not even awerewolf anymore.’

‘“You're not nothing,” | said firmly. ‘None of us are nothing. Every human and
supernat on this planet deserves to be treated as something, someone . If anyone ever
makes you feel less, you tell me or Connor and we'll beat them into a bloody pulp for

you.
Reggie smiled again. ‘ Thanks.’

‘Bunny!” | heard a familiar voice and turned in time to see Sidnee flying towards me
with Stan trailing in her wake. | stood up in time to get an armful of my best friend.

“Y ou sneak!” sheteased. ‘Y ou got Stan to visit!’

| grinned. ‘I asked and he was more than willing to come. And Connor sorted out the
flights and stuff.’

‘Mackenzie.’ Stan gave Connor aneutral nod.

‘Ahmaogak.” Connor nodded back, expression also carefully neutral. Stan sat
opposite him and the two men held eye contact for entirely too long.

Sidnee huffed. *Can you two just be Stan and Connor for one damned dinner? Leave



your titles and politics at the door?

Connor looked amused. ‘Y es, ma am.’

Stan looked at him. ‘She’s small but feisty. Frankly, |I've always found it easier to do
what she says.’

‘He' s not wrong,’ | agreed.

Reggie had a small smile on his face, which was worth all the silly bickering in the
world. Stan patted him on the back in greeting; I’d seen Stan push people over with
that gesture but he didn’t even sway Reggie's frame.

‘Thank you,” | mouthed and Stan winked back at me.

‘So.” Stan sat back and helped himself to some bread. ‘ Have you both been having a
nice holiday?

‘Holiday? Sidnee screeched. ‘I'll give you aholiday!” She swatted him on the arm.

Now thiswas home.
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Dinner went smoothly. | thought that Reggie was alittle more comfortable in his skin
by the end of it, but when we returned to the truck he looked around to check no one
was looking and instantly shifted back into Fluffy. | sighed; it was awork in progress.
| loved my dog but he was a person too, and | ached that he liked being a dog more
than being himself — but everyone had the right to be what they wanted to be.

‘It'll take time,” Stan murmured. ‘I’ve seen shifters who lost themselves to their
animal forms come back to human, but you gotta be patient. Don’t push too much.
Just be there for him.’

‘Always.’ | sighed.

‘“You're a good person.” He gave me a one-armed hug. ‘| can’t stay too long. Sidnee
and | are going to have a movie night and then I'm taking her out tomorrow for
breakfast. After that, I'm flying back — I’ ve got ameeting | can’t be late for.’

‘So this is goodbye? | felt unexpectedly emotional. Man, this homesickness was
doing a number on me. | couldn’t wait to get back to Portlock in a couple of weeks,

even if it would be to my favourite situation: situation normal, all fucked up.

‘For now.” He flashed me one of his exuberant, cheeky grins. ‘Hey, what’s a bunny’s
favourite mode of transport?

| groaned.



‘A hareplane!’

| groaned even louder, making Stan laugh. ‘1I’ll be seeing you, Bunny.’

‘See you, Stan. Thanks for coming. It means the world to Sidnee and to me.’

A hint of wistfulness filled his gaze as he looked at me. * Anytime.’

| broke the awkward moment by giving Sidnee a big hug goodbye. ‘Y ou’ re the best,’
she whispered.

‘Back at you, lady. Have afun night.’

They motored off in a truck that looked a darned sight better than the monstrosity
Connor and | wereriding in.

‘How did you do it?

‘Do what?

‘Get him herein...” | checked my phone for the time. ‘ Four hours?

He gave a casual shrug and unlocked my door. ‘I know aguy.’

‘Does he have a portal ?

Connor laughed. ‘No, he has avery nice helicopter.’

| slid into the cab next to Fluffy and scratched his ears. He leaned into me and | put
my arm around him as Connor drove us back to the Airbnb.



When we arrived, Connor looked at Fluffy. ‘Y ou still haven't told her,” he said softly.
A beat later, Fluffy became Reggie.

‘Told mewhat? | asked, putting my arm back around my young friend.

He let out a breath. ‘Connor — well, | agreed, but the academy reached out to the
Nomo’s office to have you and me do a K-9 presentation. It's a three-day thing, but
only for an hour each class.’ Reggie squirmed and looked at me hopefully. ‘If you
want to, that is.’

| beamed at him. ‘Absolutely! It'Il be so much fun. We'll blow them away!’

Reggie smiled. ‘I'll be the best K-9 they’ve ever seen.’ | was positive that he would
be. As Fluffy he was formidable, and he knew it. | was determined that one day he
would know his worth as a human, too.

Reggie said a quiet goodnight then went to his and Shadow’s room next door. | was
pleased that at least he walked out as a human.

As Connor and | went into our room, | wondered what | would do with three hours of
K-9 class. | had no training and no teaching experience. Usually we winged it when
we were working and used Fluffy’s intelligence to get us through by the seat of our
pants. | knew from the movies that a lot of highly trained dogs were taught
commands in German but neither Fluffy nor | spoke a lick of German. I'd studied
French and Latin; French had been useful when | vacationed in southern France in
my youth, but no one spoke Latin.

Well, this K-9 and handler spoke English, so that would have to do.

‘Penny for your thoughts? Connor asked me.



‘I''m thinking about the K-9 classes,” | admitted. ‘Obvioudy Fluffy will do anything |
ask of him, but I don’t know anything about being a proper K-9 handler. I’m going to
have to spend some of our time together doing research if we want to pull this off.’

Connor nodded. ‘1 know, but | think it'll be worth it. Reggie’s self-confidence is so
low, | thought this might bring him out of his shell a little, help him see his own
worth. Then we can try and apply Fluffy’s confidence to Reggie.’

‘I'sagreat idea.’ | kissed him. * And so thoughtful of you. Have | told you how much
| love how much you care for my...’ | trailed off: ‘dog’ wasn’t quite the right word.

‘I know what you mean. Anyway, I'm not throwing you in the deep end without
giving you some tools to kick ass with.’

‘I do like kicking ass,” | said brightly. ‘What tools have you got for me?

‘A training manual. With your memory, you’ll have it down before you're put on the
Spot.

| felt some relief at that. | had a superdog that no one knew was human under the fur,
and | knew he'd do everything perfectly; frankly, | was the weakest link here. But |
did have an excellent memory and the ability to absorb a book in record time. | could
do this.

| slid Connor a sidelong glance. | suspected that Fluffy’s wasn't the only confidence
he was trying to bolster. He took a kettle out of his bag, filled it with water and
started to make me an honest-to-goodness cup of tea. ‘Y ou're making me tea,’ | said
dumbly.

He gave me his lopsided grin. ‘I'd give you the world if | could, but tea will have to
do.



| moved towards him and spoke some words | never ever thought I’ d hear myself say.
‘Fuck the tea.’

We stared at each other for a long moment then lunged. Without knowing quite how
we got there, we were soon tangled on the bed and our clothes were disappearing as if

by magic.

| wrapped myself in Connor and all my worries fled.
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When my alarm woke me at dawn after maybe an hour of sleep, my worries came
flooding back. Connor was still asleep; it was daytime and he was on vampire time
like | should have been, but | had to stay on academy time or going back would be a
bitch. It would be jet lag times a million — no thank you.

| had to stay awake so | decided to use the time to creepily watch my boyfriend sleep
then maybe read the manual he'd brought me. First, though, | checked on my
animals. Fluffy wanted out. For the life of me | didn’t know why he didn’t shift and
use the facilities, but | guessed his need to be Fluffy outweighed his discomfort at
having to wait to be let out to go to the toilet. We had along way to go. | comforted
myself with Stan’s words: it would take time, but it would be possible for him to
acclimatise to a human life again.

Shadow rubbed my legs, purred, then looked pointedly at his empty dishes. | had no
ideawhat food Connor had brought so | checked the small fridge. There was a bag of
the raw food mix | kept for Shadow at home; Connor must have grabbed some from
the freezer. I’d had the vet and the internet help me come up with adiet for alynx. It
was a mess to make because | had to grind several types of meat together with
vitamins and minerals, but it was worth it to have a healthy kitten.

Since | didn’t want to disturb Connor, | sat down at the tiny kitchen table in Fluffy
and Shadow’ s room to read the manual. | started with the section Tracking with a K-9
because it was something we did a lot at work and | was comfortable with it. The
other two topics were Search and Rescue and Drug Detecting . | shivered as | thought
about the Savik brothers on our first search and rescue. We'd retrieved bodies, not



living men — but at least we' d found them.

Drug Detecting also made me wince. Technically, our fisheye case was still open. We
knew who had been dealing in town, but the case had become much more involved
when an army general had shown up and we became aware that Portlock had been
chosen as a black government site for experimenting on supernats. The damned
black-ops soldiers were still on the loose, and | feared they were using fisheye and
other drugs in other paranormal towns. Taking them down was still very much on my
to-do list.

The textbook was comprehensive, and | realised that Gunnar aready knew all this
stuff because he'd had Killer, a rea trained K-9. Although Fluffy had never been
formally trained, it was clear that Gunnar had been quietly teaching him when we
went out on calls, so alot of theinformation wasn't asnew as |’ d feared it would be.

By the time I'd finished reading, | was feeling a lot more optimistic. We could
absolutely do this — or at least Fluffy could and | could act as if | knew what | was
doing. Fakeit till you makeit.

| checked the clock: 5pm. | hurriedly looked up the time for sunset on my phone:
6.20pm. | had a little time to kill, time to sneak back into our apartment and get
cleaned up. | was in the mood for along, luxurious shower.

| was rinsing my hair and indulging in the warm water when a hand snaked in and
touched my shoulder. My eyes were closed so | squealed and jumped, but the hand
was followed by a very warm and naked man whom | instantly recognised.

‘| was trying to let you sleep,’ | said as | turned to face him. It was a very small
shower. It would have been hard to pick up the soap if you dropped it, even if you
were alone; it would have been impossible if you were sharing the minuscule unit
with another person.



‘| can sleep at home. Right now you're here, warm and wet in the shower and
smelling of...” he checked the shampoo bottle ‘...lavender and vanilla. How could |
resist?

‘If you want more than your hair washed, we'll have to get out of this tiny shower.
Thereis zero room to manoeuvre,” | said with aflirty lilt in my voice.

“Y ou think so, do you? Connor gave a confident smirk.

| kissed him quickly. ‘I know so!” Then | put my hands out and touched all three
walls of the shower and the curtain. 'See? No room for shenanigans.’

Connor’s eyes twinkled. In a single move, he lifted me up against the shower wall.
‘Hey! That’'s cold!” | objected.

He grinned. ‘I’ ve got afew ideas on how to warm you up.’

| shivered — and not because of the cold plastic tiles against my wet skin. ‘Oh, it's
likethat isit? | wrapped my legs around him and leaned down to kiss him again.

It turned out that the small shower was big enough to get really dirty in.

When Connor dropped me off at the end of the Commander's Weekend, | was
exhausted. Between enjoying him and practising with Fluffy for our demonstrations,
I’d had very little sleep — though | wasn’t complaining in the sightest. It was exactly
the pick-me-up I'd needed, even if | couldn’t stop yawning.

I’d pushed the poltergeist’'s ominous message to the back of my mind. | hadn’t
mentioned the threat to Connor because he had a tendency to overreact to death
threats to my person; aso, it was hard to get worked up about Petty’s message.
Something about the whole thing felt off, but for the life of me | couldn’t put my



finger on what. However, when we drove up the academy, it all came rushing back. It
was time for meto roll up my sleeves and get stuck in.

| kissed Connor, ruffled Fluffy’s ears and collected my bag. ‘ See you,” Connor said
simply.

| smiled. ‘See you.” He would be on the island alittle longer to look after Fluffy until
it was time for his academy K-9 debut, so this wasn't goodbye. I'd get to see him
again soon, even if it was for only a handful of precious seconds as he dropped off
and picked up Fluffy. I'd do my damnedest to make sure we had some time for
fraternisation.

| waved them goodbye and turned back to the academy with a bounce in my step. |
was going to solve Petty’ s mystery if it wasthe last thing | did.
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Sidnee was excited to see me. ‘How was it? she asked, bouncing on the bed. |
smirked. She threw a pillow a my head. ‘That’'s not what | meant!” She grinned.
‘Though I’'m sure that part was good because you look exhausted. | meant finding out
about you and Fluffy teaching the classes.’

“You knew?

‘Of course, | knew! Connor needed me to get in touch with Sergeant Marks and
arrange it.” She cackled a shade malicioudly. ‘I cannot wait to see Thorsen’s face

when he realises he has to take a class from you!”’

| hadn’t thought of that. | was almost hopeful that he would try to disrupt my lessons.
Would | get away with ordering him to run lapsif he disrespected me?

‘Did anything happen while | was gone? | asked. ‘Any —you know..." | fluttered my
fingers‘...activity? | looked around as though | could see the poltergeist.

‘No, nothing as far as | know. It's been quiet since we did the prayer and the
cleansing.’

“Were many people still around?
She shook her head. ‘No, only a handful of us recruits with nothing else to do.’

| sat cross-legged on her bed and faced her. ‘ So, what did you do? After Stan dropped



you back, | mean.’

The bouncing resumed. ‘Do you know what? It was great. | slept in, caught up on the
reading for next week and watched a lot of stupid cat videos on my phone.” She
giggled. ‘It was actually areal winner of aweekend. And | ventured out to see Sitka,

too. | bet | saw more of it then you did.” She waggled her eyebrows.

| laughed. ‘I’m sure you did. All my spare time was spent preparing to do those three
K-9 classes.’

She did the eyebrow thing again. ‘Not all of your spare time, I'm sure.’ She laughed,
then sobered. ‘I’'m not worried about the class. Fluffy knows what he's doing, and
you two have worked together for months. Y ou’ve got this.’

| nodded. ‘| feel better about it now, but that doesn’t change the fact that | don’'t have
any formal training. | don't even know the terms real K-9 handlers use, and neither
Fluffy nor | speak German.’

‘German? She shot me a perplexed glance.

‘Y eah, apparently it'sathing. But it doesn’t matter —we' |l be doing thisin English.’
‘Englishisgood. | doubt a single person here speaks German.’

‘I know, but it’s supposed to be a command language for alot of K-9s.’

She shoved my shoulder. ‘Don't fret! You'll befine.’

‘Thanks.” | shot her agrateful smile.

It was almost time for lights-out and | was really excited about having some actual



honest-to-goodness sleep. | put my things away and got ready for bed. | thought I'd
fall asleep instantly, but my first K-9 demonstration was the next day and it was
playing on my mind. | spent a lot of time rehearsing what | would say, and by the
timel finaly fell asleep it was already into the witching hours.

| slept fitfully and kept waking up to check the time. It sucked, and | knew I'd
struggle in the morning, but my stupid brain would not shush.

When the alarm went off, | got up sluggishly, dressed by rote and followed Sidnee to
PT. | was so exhausted that | almost didn’t make it through the physical training,
mats and the obstacle course. | yawned my way through breakfast, too.

The only thing going for me was that Connor would arrive after breakfast with
Fluffy, but even so | was a bundle of nerves. | looked around the cafeteria at my
fellow recruits and wondered if they’ d accept me teaching them or if they’d laugh me
out of the academy. Then | squared my shoulders. | was a Nomo officer and a K-9
handler. | was not going to embarrass Gunnar or Fluffy, and | was absolutely going to
smash this. They would respect my authority. | snickered in my head as | heard South
Park in my head. They would respect my authority —what little shred of it | had.

Besides, | could absolutely depend on Thorsen to be a twat and that would give me
the opportunity to put him down — hard. | was really looking forward to that. There
had been atime in my life when 1’d toed the line and kept my head down, trying my
darndest to please my parents and so many other people, but I’d kissed that attitude
goodbye the day I'd kissed Franklin, my sire. Portlock had been the making of me;
maybe Sitka could be the making of Thorsen if he pulled his head out of his arse long
enough to actually learn.

As | got up to leave, Sidnee grabbed my arm and whispered an encouraging, ‘Y ou got
this.” Asaways, | had at |east one person on my side.



| put my tray away, then went to meet Connor and collect Fluffy. Connor was leaning
against his beat-up truck in front of the main doors looking like my own personal wet
dream. Next to him, Fluffy was ready to rock and roll in his Nomo vest. He looked
freshly brushed and sharp. Nice.

‘Thank you for doing this,’ | said to Connor for the hundredth time. ‘I know it's
keeping you from home and work.’

‘Exactly.” He grinned. ‘Any excuse.” He shot me a wink before pulling me in for a
slow kiss that got every cell in my body dancing the cha-cha-cha. ‘It's worth it for
that,” he breathed huskily, then released me and gave me a light swat on the bottom.
‘Now, go get "em, tiger.’

| blew him another kiss, grabbed Fluffy’s lead and sauntered inside as if | actually
knew what | was doing. | walked to the doors with my head held high; | was ready to
educate, to show these guys and gals what a difference a good police dog could make.

| made my way to the front of the class with Fluffy trotting to heel, then gave him the
hand signal to sit. He sat immediately and watched me intently, ready for his next
instruction. | turned to take in the class, which had fallen totally silent.

All eyes were on me, most of them surprised, though Thorsen and his gang were
looking at me with total disbelief. | could almost hear ‘you gotta be kidding me!’
rolling around inside their heads.

Fluffy remained sitting, his eyes fixed on me, a perfect K-9 specimen. Marks came to
the front of the class and everyone switched their attention to him. ‘We're pleased to
have a K-9 handler here today to demonstrate some of their skills and abilities. Thisis
one of your fellow recruits, Elizabeth “Bunny” Barrington from Nanwalek...’

| blinked a bit at hearing Nanwalek and not Portlock, but we' d agreed beforehand that



if anyone asked, Sidnee and | couldn’t say we were from a place that the peds knew
was a hotorious ghost town. Nanwalek was a native village of around three hundred
people, and it was unlikely anyone here would know it. Sidnee was claiming to be
from Seldovia, another village on the Kenai Peninsula. Marks had checked
beforehand to make sure none of the other recruits were from our fake villages; this
clearly wasn't hisfirst rodeo.

| turned back to him as he gestured at my German Shepherd. ‘And this is her K-9,
Fluffy,” he said.

There were a few titters in the crowd at Fluffy’s name and a full-on snort of derision
from Thorsen. Marks fixed him with a hard look and he settled down. | ignored them
al. Once they’ d seen what Fluffy could do, they wouldn’t give a fuck about his name.
| plastered on my best fake smile.

Marks continued, ‘ Barrington is going to do demos over the next three days. I'll have
her introduce what those will be.” He turned expectantly to me.

‘Thank you, sir.”’ | swallowed. ‘Erm...” My throat felt tight: a coughing fit was not
what | needed right now. | breathed deeply. ‘Right. So, the three classes we'll
perform will be tracking, search and rescue, and drug identification. We'll start with
tracking. I’ ve asked Sergeant Marks to bury three items for this demonstration, and |
don’t have any idea where they are. We'll start out back by the obstacle course, so if
everyone will follow me?

| hated that it came out as a question rather than an order, but everyone rose dutifully
to their feet and followed me — even Thorsen and his crew.

Maybe | could do this after all.
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Once we were outside, | had my fellow recruits gather in a spot where it was clear
that none of the items had been buried. | raised my voice. ‘ Fluffy has tracked several
things for usin real-life cases. We' ve worked together to locate some missing hikers,
found evidence, and tracked down suspected perpetrators. Tracking with a K-9 unit
can be a huge advantage, especially in time-sensitive cases.’

| leaned down, unhooked Fluffy’s lead and gave him a quick ruffle for confidence,
then turned back to the assembled recruits. ‘I’ ve had Sergeant Marks bury three items
—apiece of clothing, araw chicken leg and a small bag containing marijuana.’

One of Thorsen’s group, Frederick Miller, raised his hand, his expression pugnacious.
| braced myself but chose to face his heckling head on. *Yes? | called on him.

‘Marijuanais perfectly legal in Alaska,” he sneered. ‘Or, being aforeigner, didn’'t you
know that?

Sergeant Marks turned around and looked like he was going to say something but |
put up a hand. | didn’t need him to intercede on my behalf; | needed to show
everyone, including myself, that | could handle this.

| gave Frederick a flat look. ‘It's only for demonstration purposes. Besides, | didn’t
think you’ d appreciate me borrowing your cocaine.” | gave him a saucy wink and the

class burst into laughter. Miller turned a pleasing shade of red.

Visibly dismissing him, | turned back to the class. ‘Which item should we find first?



| asked the others.

Jones raised his hand. ‘ The chicken leg? he asked timidly.

‘Absolutely. The chicken will be easy for a dog to find since they have incredible
noses, plus food is necessary for us al. It's useful to know that your dog can aways
find you sustenance, no matter where you are.’ Despite myself, my mind wandered to
surviving beyond the barrier.

| cleared my throat again and forced my brain to focus, then pulled out three plastic
bags from my backpack. ‘ Scent tracking is different from other kinds. We want to
start with showing the dog what scent he islooking for,” | explained.

| held the bag with a piece of raw chicken in it out to Fluffy and gave him the verbal
command ‘smell’. He obeyed although, truth be told, if I'd said ‘headless chicken’
he'd still have found it. But this was a class and | wanted to do it properly. ‘Seek,’ |
ordered.

Fluffy turned and, nose down, began searching for the chicken leg. He snuffled this
way and that along the earth, wandering around in a circle. It was immediately clear
when he caught the scent because he froze, lifted one of his forepaws and looked in
the direction he thought the object was. ‘This stance is called pointing,” | explained.
‘He's showing us where he wants to go. To confirm his instructions, I'll tell him
again. Fluffy, seek.’

Obediently, Fluffy’s nose shot down to the ground again and he snuffled forward to
an area where it had been disturbed. He stood over it, turned to me and whined.
‘Fluffy, retrieve,” | commanded.

He began digging; the chicken hadn’t been buried too deeply and in a moment he'd
uncovered it. He turned, barked at me, then sat next to his prize looking chuffed.



| confirmed that he had indeed found the chicken and patted him on the head. ‘ Good
boy.” | turned to the class. ‘Dinner, anyone? | joked. There was a gratifying array of
chuckles.

‘You'll note,” | said, ‘that Fluffy has found the chicken but he hasn’t picked it up,
mouthed it or eaten it.” There were a few appreciative nods, no doubt from the
recruits who knew how much willpower and training it took for a dog not to devour
food on the spot. ‘ Anyone else want to choose what comes next?

‘Yeah, the marijuana,’ one of Thorsen's sidekicks said, eyes still flashing with
challenge.

| sighed inwardly but forced my face into a pleasant expression, picked up the scent
bag for Fluffy and repeated the process. Marijuana had a strong scent so it was easy
for adog to locate. Fluffy had his nose to the ground in a moment and his stance set
to pointing only a few sniffs later. | repeated the command to seek and he hastened
forward. It wasn't a large area to search and in moments he’ d uncovered the bag.

Thistime the recruits seemed a little more impressed. Everyone could appreciate how
handy it was for your dog to be able to locate contraband, especially with such
lightning-fast precision.

‘Good boy,” | praised Fluffy again and passed Marks the baggie of weed. He
pocketed it, and | resisted the urge to joke about him making me some specia
brownies.

The last item to be found was an old shirt that I'd worn for a day during
Commander’s Weekend. My scent on it was strong and | let Fluffy sniff a scrap of it.
It had been hidden well, away from the immediate area around the side of the
building, yet Fluffy shot to it with no effort.



| praised him calmly, but inwardly | was jumping up and down and cheering. He had
totally smashed it and | was prouder than a mum when their child performed their
first nativity play. Keeping a handle on my exuberance, | turned back to my audience.
‘Any questions?

“How do you teach them to do that? arecruit asked.

‘I’'m not an expert on teaching handling,” | admitted, feeling an utter fraud. But I'd
seen Gunnar train Fluffy back in the days when he'd thought Fluffy was a dog, so |
did have some knowledge. ‘But it's basically the same way the academy trains us —
with a shit tonne of time, effort, treats and repetition.” There were some appreciative
titters.

‘How old is Fluffy? someone el se asked.

Since | couldn't say he was a nineteen-year-old former werewolf, | made up a
number on thefly. ‘He'sfive’

‘Has he brought down any perps?

| nodded proudly. ‘Oh yes. He's stopped several crimes.’

| was nervous that someone would ask something | couldn’t answer and | stifled the
urge to end question time. Another hand was raised. ‘You used hand signals and
vocal commands. Why isthat?

‘Sometimes your dog will be working in a noisy environment and he'll still need to
correctly interpret your commands. Similarly, there'll be occasions when stedlth is

required. Silent signals are alot better when you're tracking a perp.’

‘Has he ever located a dead body?



| thought of the Savik brothers; both had been dead and Fluffy had helped find them.
‘Yes. Yes he has.” That took the happy atmosphere down a notch or two, but it also
felt right to end the session on a sombre note. We weren't out there to play with a
dog, we were there to talk about a K-9 unit and its benefits.

It was starting to rain but luckily my hour was up. | dismissed the students and they
jogged back inside. Marks turned to me. ‘Great job,” he said, giving me a nod.
“You'll hand the dog off now to Mackenzie?

‘Yes, Sir’

‘Good.” He nodded stiffly and marched off.

Fluffy and | went to the car park. By now the rain was falling even harder but
suddenly | didn’'t care because Connor was standing waiting for me. His dark hair
was dripping but that didn't stop a slow, sensual smile curving those delicious lips.
‘How did it go? he asked.

| wanted to lick those raindrops right off him. All of them. It would be along job, like
painting the Forth Bridge, but | was totally up for it. ‘We nailed it,’ | managed to say,
but it came out the wrong side of breathless.

His smile widened. ‘Of course you did.” He moved closer. ‘I didn’t doubt you for a
second. Either of you.” The space between us closed further until our bodies were
pressed together. Hisleft hand slid around my back as he pulled me into him.

| looked up at him as water poured down us both. ‘Thank you,” | said, though my
mind was blank and | had no ideawhat | was thanking him for.

He cupped my face gently. ‘You're welcome,’ he murmured, and then we were
kissing. The warmth of him was a sharp contrast to the cold around me. The rain was



buffeting us but | couldn’t have given fewer fucks; al | felt was him, the press of his
tongue against mine, the slide of his hand that was grasping my ass, pulling me to
him as if he could make us one, here and now. | was on board with that plan. The
scent of him swirled around me and the jolt between us was so strong that | gasped
into his mouth.

Fluffy barked loudly and repeatedly. Connor pulled back and rested his forehead
against mine. * Good thing the dog's still got his head,” he groaned. ‘I’ve al but lost
mine.’

| rubbed against his denim trousers. ‘I don’t know — | think I’ ve found one of them.’

He groaned more loudly. ‘Witch,” he accused teasingly.

‘Apparently so,” | said wryly. | sighed and looked at him with real longing. ‘I’ ve got
to go. I've got class.’

‘Education is important, Connor agreed gravely. ‘You should definitely go.” He
leaned forward and gave me afinal chaste swipe of hislips. ‘Go and learn. Now. Or
I’ll drag you away to teach you something else.’

‘Promises, promises,’ | shot back. | was tempted to stay with him but | also had an
annoying sense of duty. Gunnar had sent me to the academy to learn; he was killing
himself to hold Portlock without Sidnee and me to help him, and here was | enjoying
smouldering kissesin the rain.

| stepped away from Connor with a jerk as if | was pulling myself away from a
magnet. ‘Soon,’ | blurted, though again | didn’t know what | was promising.

‘Soon,” he agreed. ‘' Go, Bunny, before | don't let you leave.’



| wanted to sass that | was a strong independent woman and he couldn’t stop me from
doing anything, but my knees were weak and my vocabulary had been reduced to
incomprehensible noises that would surely only encourage him. | staggered back a
few more spaces and the tension left his shoulders. He opened the door to the truck
and Fluffy jumped up. Connor did in after him, then they both watched me until I'd
made it back inside the building. | sent them afinger wave and turned away.

| crept into the back of the classroom and settled on a chair at the back. The wind
rattled the windows as | took my seat; | guessed it was a good thing I’d come in, out
of the storm.

Sidnee shot me awide-eyed look. ‘What happened to you? she mouthed.

‘Rain,” | muttered.

She sniggered. ‘Uh-huh...’

Try as | might, | couldn’'t focus on anything but replaying that kiss over and over
again. The thing between Connor and | was truly fire. Every now and again | tried to
drag my attention back to Fischer’s lecture, but my thoughts kept bouncing between
the kiss, my demonstration the next day and the poltergeist problem.

It sucked not having a tonne of free time to investigate Petty’s situation. Part of me
toyed with involving Sergeant Marks because he' d have access to old records and the
like, but if Petty’s issue was an internal one then the staff were the main suspects.
Recruits came and went; if Petty was trying to shine alight on a problem here, surely
it related to someone who worked here. Ugh. Thiswas all so frustrating.

Sidnee poked meintheribs. ‘What? | demanded.

Lieutenant Fischer cleared his throat. Crap on a stick. | looked up at him. ‘Can you



answer the question, Barrington?

Bugger. | could feel ablush trying to rise but my floppy heart wasn’'t pushing enough
blood for that. ‘ Can you repeat it?

With narrowed eyes and a hint of impatience he said, ‘What is the leading cause of
death in cold-water immersion?

| knew this. | leaned into my memory for the recall. ‘Umm, cold-shock response.’
‘Correct. What is that exactly? he pressed.

‘Um... It's a physiological response that includes gasping for air, uncontrollable
rapid breathing that can lead to drowning, increased heart rate, periphera
vasoconstriction and hypertension, which can all decrease circulation and increase the
risk of death evenin cam water.’

‘Correct.” He went back to hislecture.

| turned to Sidnee. ‘Oops,’ | said.

She sent me an amused smirk. ‘1 knew you had it.’

| focused on the lecture and thistime | kept my wilful mind on the game. | didn’t like
being called out — | felt atotal twat like Thorsen.

| did keep checking the clock though, as the lecture dragged on. Although the cold-
water survival stuff was interesting, I’d rather have been out doing some snooping or
snogging. | reflected on my own cold-water experience when we'd been chased by
the terrifying kushtaka. Good times. After nine interminable weeks at the academy, |
was so ready for areal case.



The lecture moved onto facts and figures about rates of survival. | wondered what a
vampire's life expectancy would be in the deep cold, or if it would affect afull vamp
like Connor. | knew I'd been cold when I’d jumped in the bay and had to be saved by
our friendly water dragon, and I’ d been aimost unbearably cold when we'd jumped in
the water to avoid the Otterman, but Connor had been an exceptionally strong
swimmer. Didn’t the cold affect him as much as me? | was a hybrid and there wasn’t
a lot of information about creatures like me, so | had to learn by doing. So far I'd
learned that | didn’t like cold water awhole lot, but | didn’t know if it would kill me
—and | wasn't keen on experimenting.

| checked the clock for the millionth time. Five minutes to lunch. | wiggled in my seat
a bit; my bum was numb and | was getting super snoozy even with my soaking wet
clothes. | needed blood and food. | *d have to run upstairs to get changed and drink
some blood, but then I’ d have time for a much-needed break.

| was so exhausted; the adrenaline of teaching had fired me up but now I'd crashed
and my energy levels were in the toilet. So of-fucking-course, that was when Petty
the Poltergeist came roaring back into the academy with a vengeance.
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The classroom door sslammed open and an arctic wind rushed through the room,
scattering books, paper and writing utensils. Students rolled around on their wheelie

chairs then jumped up to seek shelter. Tables flipped and recruits were being
pummelled by their own belongings.

‘Everyone get out!” Fischer yelled. Trying to protect our heads, we rushed for the
door. Several students had minor cuts and | was sure others had some nasty bruises.
The lieutenant was the last out, and he looked the worst; he' d taken a beating. He shut
the door behind him and shuddered.

L ooking pale, Jones demanded, ‘ Sir, what the hell?

‘Someone left a hallway window open,” Fischer said firmly. ‘It let in the bad weather.
Now, those of you who need first aid follow me. The rest of you can go to lunch.” He

stalked away.

Jones watched him go with a frown. ‘ This shit doesn’t happen because of inclement
weather,” he said slowly.

Danny shrugged. ‘I’ s that or a ghost. Personally, I’ m rolling with the weather thing.’
Jones shook his head. * Something weird is going on.’

‘Come on,” Danny said, changing the subject. ‘Let’sgo eat.’



‘We'll follow you in aminute,” | told him. ‘1 need to change out of my wet clothes.’

‘Yep, that's two for two the weather got you!” Danny teased. ‘ See you in the food
hall.’

Sidnee and | ran up to our room. Once we were alone, she looked at me wide-eyed
and | noticed that her hands were trembling. She noticed me noticing and shoved
them into her pockets. ‘That’'s not good,” she said grimly. ‘Petty hasn't even been
gone seven days, and he seems more powerful than before. Bunny, | don’t think we
can force him out by ourselves.’

| shook my head. ‘I don’t either. We need to solve whatever he's upset about, then
maybe he'll settle down or move on.’

‘Yeah,” shesaid slowly. ‘I think so too. But we have to tread carefully.’

‘I hear you.” | squeezed her arm so she’d know | wasn’t being flippant about her
warnings, a poltergeist had taken family from her.

| filled a mug from a bag of O-, plugged my nose and guzzled it. Y uck; it was cold
and gloopy. | was actually looking forward to warm blood.

Sidnee went into the shower to shift, and | stripped out of my soaking clothes to pull
on some dry ones. | unfastened my hair, brushed and re-plaited it, then washed my
face. Finally | looked presentable again.

By the time | was done, Sidnee was getting out of the shower, healed, clean and
happier. ‘ Sometimes | love being a supernat,” she said. ‘Well, okay — always!’

| agreed. It hadn’t been my choice to become supernat. At the time I’ d been happy as
a human — although my job choices were definitely better now. | had hated being a



waitress and constantly fighting off obnoxious, handsy customers. Maybe if I'd had
my vamp fangs back then, they wouldn’t have tried to take liberties. Whatever: | was
much happier being a Nomo officer, kicking ass and taking names. Except for
poltergeists who continued to kick our arses.

| hoped Petty had burned itself out, but we checked to make certain on our way to
lunch. Sure enough, the classroom was as still as a millpond. We retrieved our things
and put them on our desks. | thought about righting the whole room but we didn’t
have much time, so we straightened a few chairs as we walked out. It looked like a
few other recruits had slipped in to do the same; most people here were good eggs.

Lunch was good — lasagna with salad and garlic bread — and the mess room was
humming with chatter about the latest incident. Plenty of humans were scoffing at
Fischer’s explanation of bad weather, though they didn’t have another explanation to
offer.

| knew what was attacking us but | didn't know why, and without knowing that |
couldn’t stop Petty’ s temper tantrums. | needed to get back into the office and access
his records. I'd have to break curfew and do it in the middle of the night; | didn’t
think that would be difficult, but | really didn’t want to get kicked out of the academy
for rule breaking if | got caught. How would | explain that to Gunnar? | was sure he’'d
back my choices, but if | got caught | could kiss goodbye to being a detective. The
thought of that made my determination falter until | told myself to woman the fuck

up.

When I'd finished eating, | sidled close to Sidnee. ‘Hey,’ | said quietly. ‘I’m going
back into the offices tonight. I’ ve got to find whatever is setting off Petty.’

‘I'min,” she murmured back.

| blinked. | should have thought that through; of course she’d want to come with me,



but | couldn’'t risk it. ‘If we get caught, we'll both be expelled. You'd better stay in
bed.’

‘Fuck off, Bunny,” she replied conversationally. ‘Y ou're not doing this without me.
So what if we get caught? Gunnar will understand. We won't lose our jobs, so how
bad could it be?

‘Bad. | want to be a detective and | know you do, too. If we get kicked out, | doubt
we'll be able to take any other classes. We'll be expelled with a big old red cross
against our names.’

‘So we' d better not get caught.’

| smiled ruefully; I loved the faith she had in us, but that didn’t change the fact that
we'd be screwed if someone came by or was working late. Luckily there were no
security cameras, but there was a host of other things that could go wrong.

Sidnee was right, though: we stood a better chance if we worked together. One of us
could act as a lookout — if we dressed in pyjamas, could we pretend to be
sleepwalking? It might look suspicious but they wouldn’t boot us out of the program
for deepwalking, right? ‘How well can you fake sleepwalking? | whispered.

‘What? Sidnee frowned at me like | was mad. Maybe | was.

| waved it off. Okay, no to the pyjama plan. ‘Never mind. We'll talk more about it in
our room later.’

Fischer entered the lunch hall covered in bandages; he was escorted by Wilson, who
was glaring at us like we had personally harmed his commander. My resolve to break
into the office hardened. We couldn’t let this continue because nobody was safe.
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| slipped to the bathroom then back to class. We were continuing our lessons on cold-
water training but the food and blood had perked me up so | hoped my attention
wouldn’t wander quite as much.
Sergeant Marks was already there, replacing the head of the academy after the attack.
| suppressed a pang of regret; | liked Marks but Fischer was much more experienced
and his lectures had been my favourites. ‘How’ s the lieutenant? | asked quietly.
‘A bit battered,” Marks said baldly.
‘Can he shift?
Marks shook his head. ‘He's human.’
| didn’t know why that surprised me; maybe I’d assumed that because Fischer knew
about supernats, he was a supernat too. ‘That was bad. Petty’s getting worse,’ |
started.
Y eah. We're going to have to do something. | guess | need to call in an expert.’
“Who you gonnacall? | asked lightly.

‘| don’t think the Ghostbusters are answering,” Marks said drily.

‘Well, maybe we don’t need them.” | bit my lip, wondering how much to tell Marks.



‘Listen, | know something about the poltergeist. His name was Petrovich Peril and he
was at the academy more than thirty years ago. He died of exposure after getting lost
on a hiking trip. He communicated with me, told me that he thinks someone is
undermining the academy somehow. He wants us to find out who and to stop them.
He says his loyalty is to the academy. | honestly think if we can find out what he's
talking about, the whole drama will stop.” Though to be honest, the death threat was
weighing on my mind. What if | was wrong?

Sergeant Marks stopped tidying up and looked up a me. ‘I see you’ve been doing
some investigating on your own. Well, the academy is well-supervised and it would
be difficult to do anything that would undermine it, so | can’t imagine what Petty is
talking about. The only thing we do in-house isthe finan...” Hetrailed off and looked
thoughtful.

‘What? | was burning with curiosity.

‘Captain Engell,” Marks said slowly.

‘“What about him? My heart gave a hard beat.

‘He does the academy finances. They’re the only thing that we really control on site.’

Was Marks suggesting that Engell might be embezzling? ‘It did attack Engell’s
office,” | reminded him — the papers flying around had a tonne of numbers on them.

‘Yeah, he agreed grimly.

‘Can we prove anything?

He shook his head. ‘1 don’t know. | wouldn’t recognize a cooked book if someone hit
me over the head with it.” He frowned. ‘We need to bring in a financial expert to go



over the figures — but if we're wrong, we'll offend a well-thought-of officer with ties
to government officials and other high-up types. It'll be tricky.’

‘Is Captain Engell really ex-MIB? | blurted out.

Marks frowned, ‘Where did you hear that?

‘Around, | replied elusively. | didn’t want Danny to get into trouble.

‘Protecting your source like a good detective,’ he said drily. He studied me. ‘Yes,” he
said finally, ‘Engell used to be MIB.’

| bit my lip. That confirmed a whole other issue with Captain Engell. The financial
angle was interesting, but the MIB had a whole lot of distrust toward supernaturals
because they only dealt with supernats that had gone off-script. We weren't
inherently bad but the MIB hunted those of us that were, so the organisation no doubt
had a skewed perception of all of us. Was Engell here with an agenda?

| bit my lip. Thomas was ex-MIB, and he was a good person. Maybe the captain was
innocent.

It looked like | was off the hook for late night B&E because | didn't have the
background to know what | was looking at if this whole thing was financial. I'd seen
a bunch of papers but nothing about them had seemed suspicious. Luckily it should
be easy to find aforensic accountant who could interpret the numbers correctly.

Marks and | didn’t get a chance to talk more because the other recruits were coming
in. We quickly put the rest of the room straight and, although we were missing a few
recruits who needed more medical assistance, Sergeant Marks started his lecture on
time.



‘“We might not be going tonight,” | whispered to Sidnee once we sat down.

‘Oh?

‘Y eah. Sergeant Marks gave me some insight.” | looked around to make sure no one
was close enough to hear and whispered into her ear. ‘They do the finances on site.
Guess who doesthem? | didn’t wait for her answer. ‘ Captain Engell!’

‘Damn.’

“Y ou any good at forensic accounting?

She snorted. ‘My idea of forensic accounting is counting the dead bodies at a scene.’

| grinned. ‘Same. Sergeant Marks is going to try to bring someone in on the
downlow, so no breaking and entering for us tonight.’

‘Roger that.” She gave me athumbs-up as Sergeant Marks started talking.
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With our night-time escapade on hold whilst we waited for Sergeant Marks to find an
accountant, al | had to do was plan my next demonstration with Fluffy. | called
Connor after my supernat class to go over the next day’s plan because | wanted his
help. | was planning to do a demonstration of search and rescue and | needed
someone to find. Connor was the obvious answer. He answered on the second ring.
‘Hey,’ | said. ‘How was your day?

| could feel his smile. ‘It's only just started but it's all the better for hearing from

you.

‘| can’t wait to get onto a night schedule,” | admitted. ‘| honestly missit far more than
| thought | would.’

‘The daylight exhaustion complicates things,” he said sympathetically.

‘Exactly! Without it 1I'd probably enjoy the sun but it makes me feel rundown, like
I’'m about to be hit with the worst cold of my life and I’'m slogging through it.
Normally | cope fine because | get to mix up my days and nights, but nine weeks of
days are killing me. Well, they would if | wasn't already undead. Kind of.’

‘“You can see why some vamps don’'t pay to buy the charmed necklaces. They're
expensive and a symbol of status, but even though they help us go in the sun no
vampire actually wants to go out in the sun. Don’'t get me wrong some vamps will
still kill for one, so continue to keep yours hidden.” | fingered my necklace displaying
my two pendants, Nana's triskele protection charm, and my daylight charm in the



cheeky shape of a sun.

‘Now that makes total sense!’ | laughed. ‘And that leads nicely to my next question.
How do you feel about helping me tomorrow in the daylight?

He laughed. ‘ For you, Bunny, I’ll even brave the sun. What do you need?

| had an atrociously soppy smile on my face. ‘Fluffy and | are going to do a search
and rescue.’

S0 you need someone to rescue,’ he interjected.

‘| do indeed.’

‘I'll be your damsel,” he promised.

“You're the best.’

‘Don’t you forget it. I'll meet you tomorrow in the parking lot.’

‘Counting the hours.” | sighed. ‘Love you.” | hung up before | could get even more
Sappy -

Eager to see Connor, | powered through my classes the next day even though nerves
were nibbling the edges of my stomach. | was confident that Fluffy and | could do a
good demonstration — after al, we'd done it in real life with the poor Savik brothers,
and that had been truly scary shit. We'd done search and rescue beyond the barrier
with a scary monster stalking us. This exercise would be a piece of cake in
comparison.

| met Connor and shook off my nerves. Fluffy hopped out of the truck, his K-9 vest



already in place and | greeted him with afull body cuddle and lots of pats. He licked
my face enthusiastically, making me laugh.

‘Lucky guy,” Connor muttered under his breath.

| turned. ‘I can greet you just as enthusiastically if you like?

He laughed. ‘If you did, we' d miss the demonstration.’

My skin warmed. ‘Right. Well then.’ | cleared my throat and tried to sound
businesslike. ‘Y ou have the undershirt?

He reached into the truck and handed it to me sealed in aplastic zip bag. ‘| wore it for
twelve hours, as requested.’

‘Thanks!” | covered Fluffy’s ears, told Connor where | needed him to go, and he
obligingly set off.

| released Fluffy’s ears. ‘I didn’t want you to cheat and know where he was going,’ |
explained. ‘We don’t need to cheat to excel. Hard work will get us there every time.’
Fluffy gave afirm bark, and we set off to show all of the recruits how it was done.

| felt more confident today when | was standing in front of my peers. Fluffy sat
proudly next to me, eyes locked on mine, vibrating with tension. He was ready. So
was .

| turned to the recruits. ‘ Search and rescue dogs can be any breed — it depends on
their strength and mental fitness to concentrate for periods of time. There are dogs
that are specifically trained for avalanche recovery, seeking dead bodies and for
finding alost hiker, amongst many other things. Fluffy has awide range of skills, and
finding people is one of them.’



Danny raised his hand and | nodded to indicate he could ask his question. ‘How do
you know when he’ s found someone?

‘That’s a good question. We'll demonstrate when we go outside, but part of having a
trained dog islearning the dog’ s tells. I’'m lucky because Fluffy is very demonstrative
so he's easy to read.” Especialy because he had human-level intelligence, but | didn’t
add that part.

When nobody raised another question, | continued. ‘As we demonstrated yesterday,
Fluffy has some skill with scent tracking, so | start with something saturated in the
victim's scent. He also knows to watch and to listen for cries for help. That would
help in an avalanche scenario, for example, or if someone fell down a mine, but he'd
still track them first by scent since most of what he doesis locating lost people.’

The recruits were taking notes, even Thorsen and his minions. Maybe Fluffy had
impressed them a bit yesterday.

‘I’ve set up a search and rescue situation. We'll go outside for the demo. Follow me.’
| was pleased that this time that | managed to make it an order.

I’d asked Connor to hide in the woods behind the academy; he wasn't familiar with
Sitka, but | figured a lumberjack would know his way around trees — and Fluffy
would find him anyway. Besides, this was only an hour-long demonstration so
Connor wasn'’t going to run at vamp speed and end up miles away. We needed to find
him pronto and he knew it — not that he would make it too easy for us.

| had everyone gather at the obstacle course then pulled Connor’s undershirt from the
bag. ‘Smell,’ | told Fluffy. He sniffed it obediently and whined as he looked up at me.
| winked at him — | doubted he truly needed the scent because he'd find Connor
anywhere. ‘ Seek,’ | ordered.



Fluffy put his nose to the ground and started in half-circles from our position. Since
I’d made Connor walk through this area, he picked up the trail after three passes. |
walked quickly to keep him on a loose lead. | drew the class's attention to his
behaviour when he paused and looked back at me, then we followed as he trotted,
nose down, through the trees behind the building.

The murmurs behind me sounded positive and | grinned to myself as | followed my
dog. About a half mile out, Fluffy stopped, lifted a front foot and looked back at me. |
waited until everyone was in earshot. ‘Y ou can see that he is pointing. He thinks our
target isnear.’

“Where' s the missing person, then? Thorsen yelled out obnoxiously.

‘He' s here, but first I’'m going to free the dog to pinpoint precisely where.” | removed
Fluffy’slead. ‘Hunt.’

Fluffy put his nose down, walked ten steps and scratched at the ground. | frowned.
What had Connor done? I'd figured he’d go up atree or hide in the brush, but he was
obviously being a little tricksier than that. Vamp, | suddenly thought; he’d be more
comfortable hiding in true dark.

‘Fluffy isindicating that the victim is underground,’ | reported, starting to worry that
something was off.

| tried to trust my four-legged friend and push down my jangling nerves as | walked
to where Fluffy was scratching at the ground. It sounded hollow. | looked down and
saw some loose earth covering some rough boards. It was obvious that the place had
been disturbed very recently. Connor had found an old mine to play in.

Since | had to hide my freakish strength, | waved Danny over and together we pulled
the boards free. Then, since we were al playing human, we both helped pull Connor



out of the ground. ‘Y ou scared me,” | murmured quietly.

For a moment the fear that something had happened to him had vibrated through me.
| remembered all too well finding him bound and gagged; the memory of that was
gtill riding me, making me almost breathless.

He read the emotion in my eyes. ‘Hey, it's okay. | was perfectly safe. The mine is
sedled and there was enough space between the sealed part and the boards for me to
lie down and wait for you. | knew you’'d find me. Anyway, | could have gotten out on
my own, so no harm, no foul.’

“You scared me,” | repeated softly, not quite sure why fear was still clawing at me
like an alien trying to break through Sigourney Weaver. Connor was fine . Everything
Is okay. Even as | thought that, fear was still sliding down my spine and it took
conscious effort to subdue it. What was going on?

| got back to work; | had ajob to do and | was damned if I'd let Thorsen or his mates
see me with my lip quivering. | pulled back my shoulders and turned to the crowd.
‘Any questions?

Several hands went up and | answered easily. From their questions, it was clear they
were impressed and al of them wanted a K-9 companion. Who could resist a furry
best friend?

We were done. Most people started back with Sergeant Marks, but Sidnee, Danny,
Connor, Fluffy and | stayed behind to cover up the mine so no one would accidentally
fall in. Before we could start, Danny hopped in. ‘Hey!" | shouted. ‘What gives?

| moved closer to the hole to help him back out, but the irrational fear washed over
me again and | stepped away from the edge. Danny was an adult and he was fine. |
had no idea where this second-hand claustrophobia/mine-ophobia was coming from. |



took some calming breaths and the fear slowly receded.

‘I"'m looking!" Danny said casually. ‘I love mines!’

Men were so weird. Sidnee rolled her eyes at me in agreement.

Danny turned on his phone torch to have a good rummage around. | was still keeping
my distance but | was watching him impatiently, so | saw when he stilled unnaturally
before swiping something from the ground and pocketing it. ‘What did you find? |
asked nosily.

‘Just afossil,” hereplied casualy.

| didn’t believe him. ‘Y ou collect those, too? | pressed.

‘Doesn’t everyone? He flashed me a smile, but his eyes were tight and the tension in
his jaw told me he was upset. | |eft it alone — for now. He probably wouldn’'t be open
about any strong emotions in front of Connor since he barely knew him.

Danny climbed out of the hole and gave Fluffy some good-boy pats while Connor
and Sidnee laid down the last of the boards. Danny was eyeing me curiously, noting
therigidity of my body and the distance | was keeping from the creepy hole.

Connor pulled me into his arms to give me a hug, one | found | sorely needed. |
didn’t even mind if it was caused in part by his own need to be a tad territorial in
front of Danny. | trusted Danny and every single thing I’d seen from him had told me
he was good people, but Connor didn’t have that same experience.

‘We'll go,” Danny said, amused. ‘ Give you some space.’

‘Al the space!l” Sidnee agreed. They walked away, leaving me alone with Connor



and Fluffy.

Connor kissed me, sweeping me off my feet — metaphorically, of course, unlike
Petrovich. Asif I’d summoned him with my thoughts, a chill wind ran down my neck
and | jumped away from Connor and whirled around. An amorphous blob was
standing barely a foot away from me. ‘Petrovich!” | exclaimed and scrambled back a
little. The ghost's sense of personal space was way off.

Connor swore as he turned to face the poltergeist.

‘Save our souls!” an eerie wailing voice howled from the wind then the apparition
faded as quickly asit had appeared.

| shivered and wrapped my arms around myself. Fluffy had crouched down, too; only
Connor was standing alert, ready to fight off something he couldn’t touch. |
appreciated his protection, but as far as | knew there was nothing he could do against
aspirit.

‘At least it didn’t try to kick our asses,” he said drily.

‘Yeah, | appreciate it a lot more when he USES HIS WORDS .’ | said that last bit
loudly, hoping the poltergeist would hear and obey.

‘That was creepy. | can see why you' re worried.’

| shuddered. ‘He said “Save our souls’. Does he mean SOS, that he needs help? Or
does he mean we actually need to save his soul ?

Connor frowned. ‘I couldn’t actually hear his words, but you were closer. Still, I’'ve
never heard of a ghost being that coherent before.’



‘Do you have alot of experience with ghosts? | asked curioudly.

‘No, but I’ve been reading alot since | became your personal researcher.” He paused,
‘Has anyone said anything to you about Liam Smith?

| blinked. ‘Who?

‘Recruit Smith. He was a part of the last cohort.” His expression was grave.
‘Apparently, he left the academy halfway through the course.’

| shrugged. ‘ There are alot of drop outs!’

‘Sure — but this one never found his way home.’
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Chapter 26

Connor told me what he knew about the missing recruit. Liam Smith had been a
supernat from Ugiuvak, the other supernat town. | blinked at that: Danny worked for
the Nomo' s office there so he must have heard about Liam going missing.

Occasionally Danny had seemed so incredibly competent and knowledgeable that I’d
thought that he really didn’'t need the academy except for some rubber stamping. Was
he here to dig into Liam’s disappearance? His weird reaction in the mine suddenly
had a whole new meaning and questioning Danny moved high up my to-do list.

My mind was whirling when | said goodbye to Connor and hustled off to join Marks
next class: he’' d forgive me being late because he knew I’d had to deal with my dog. |
did in at the back of the room and forced myself to focus. The class was interesting
but | was still relieved when it ended because questions were burning a hole in my
brain.

The room emptied quickly as everyone rushed to lunch. | signalled for Sidnee to stay
behind so | could tell her and Marks about Petty. When | recounted the episode with
Petty, Marks looked grim. ‘I’ve found a forensic accountant, someone discreet.
They’ll fly in tonight, he said softly. He looked around to double-check that
everyone else had gone. ‘Captain Engell is teaching after lunch, so I'll try to sneak
into his office then and ook around.’

‘Shouldn’t we wait for the accountant? | asked.

‘| probably won't recognize anything, but it might be my only chance to dig into



Petrovich’sfile. At the very least | can take some photos of the financial files for the
accountant in case we can’t sneak him into the office. That will be difficult because
Captain Engell has been staying up late to catch up on the books.’

‘“When does he leave his office? Sidnee asked.

Sergeant Marks shrugged. ‘He says around ten. I’'m usually gone by then, so | don’t
know precisely.’

| knew that because we wrapped up our supernat classes with Sergeant Marks at nine.
Regardless of his plans, | was rapidly forming my own. Marks hadn’'t mentioned
Liam Smith going missing — maybe he didn’t know. Either way, it was time for a
vampire and her mermaid sidekick to snoop around after lights out. Okay, at first
blush the mermaid thing didn’t seem ideal, but Sidnee could turn her eyes black so
she could see in the dark depths of the sea; her night vision was excellent, which
made her the perfect lookout.

Marks continued. ‘1 guesswe'll worry about it if | can’t find anything.” He sighed.

| had one last question. ‘Did you know someone called Liam Smith? | asked
casually.

‘Sure, he was one of the supernat recruits last year.” He looked disappointed. ‘I
thought the lad had potential but he dropped out. Not everyone can handle the

pressure. Still, it's better that they find out here than after they’re swornin.’

| smiled. ‘You're right, I'm sure. Well, let us know how you get on with the
accountant,’ | said firmly. ‘We'releaving it in your hands.” Like heck we were.

Aswe left. Sidnee dlid me asidelong glance. ‘We're not leaving it in his hands?



| grinned. ‘Nope.’

‘Who's Liam Smith?

| filled her in on what Connor had told me as we hustled up to our room so | could
grab some gazpacho blood to guzzle before lunch. ‘You don’t trust Marks? Sidnee
asked as | glugged down my coppery meal.

| wiped my mouth. ‘It's not that | don’t trust him, it's more that | don’t trust anyone
right now. All we know is that someone is trying to destroy the academy. Petty died
here, and Liam disappeared. Sergeant Marks brought up the financial angle. He might
be right — it could be embezzlement and maybe Engell is cooking the books. We need
to check if he was atemporary TAC officer when Liam Smith was here. | don’t know
what’s going on yet, but | think the answers are in that office, the one the poltergeist
hit first. I'm going in tonight. Are you game?

She nodded firmly. ‘ Absolutely. I’m your ride or die. Something isfishy, and not in a
tasty way. I’'m with you on this — I’'m not sure who to trust, apart from you. I'm
doubly not sure about an outside accountant because that could be another way to
throw us off the scent. The accountant might tell us everything is hunky-dory when it
isn't.’

‘I hear you. Tonight, then?

‘Tonight,” she agreed. Her tummy let out along rumble, making me giggle.

‘Hungry, Sid?

“Shut up!” She nudged me. ‘Not all of us get tasty snacksin afancy fridge! Teacher's
pet!’



| snickered. ‘It’s not so much that I’ m ateacher's pet, rather that Fischer doesn't want
me to go into a bloodlust state and kill everyone. Small things like that.’

‘Y eah, that would be frowned on. Best keep the vamp fed.” With that decided, we
headed to lunch.

It felt like a long time until lights-out, especially as we were stressing about getting
caught, but we needed our shot at that office. Even if we didn't understand the
financial documents, we needed to determine who was trying to harm the academy.
Aoife had said someone didn’t have the academy’ s interests at heart, but what exactly
did that mean? | hoped we'd find a clue; any clue would do.

| felt completely blind, like | was stumbling into who knew what, and | hated feeling
ignorant. It wasn’t something I’d experienced often because my prodigious memory
allowed me to recall everything. With the added complication of Liam Smith's
disappearance, the stakes had suddenly risen. Two recruits had vanished, and though
Petrovich had been found he was dead. My stomach clenched. It didn’t bode well for
Smith.

| spent the day trying to get Danny on his own to question him about Liam Smith but
someone was always around and | didn't want to raise their suspicions. 1'd told
Sidnee | didn’t trust anyone, though that wasn't strictly true: | trusted her and |
thought | trusted Danny. He'd always had my back where Thorsen was concerned
and he'd called out Polk when he'd bullied Jones, not to mention lending me his
handkerchief when my nose was bleeding like Niagara Falls. Annoyingly, | still
hadn’t managed to get it laundered and return it to him. | was carrying around the
thing like a bloody memento, but at that moment laundry was low on my list of
priorities,

Engell’ s afternoon class was as boring as his others had been he was dull as dishwater
though he seemed competent and friendly enough. As class ended, he called out,



‘Barrington, see me after class.’

The class made a juvenile ‘ooooh’ sound like | was in trouble and | rolled my eyes,
making them laugh. *Y ou wanted to see me? | asked pointedly when we were alone.

As he studied me, he suddenly looked younger, sharper and more dangerous. He
flashed me ashark’s grin. ‘Y ou know Patkotak?

Surprised, | answered, ‘Yeah. You?

‘Yes.” He leaned forward. ‘Is there anything you want to tell me?

| blinked, nonplussed. ‘Like what?

‘Like about the damned poltergeist wreaking havoc on the academy?

“Oh, about that? Nope.” | kept my tone light.

Clearly frustrated, he sighed and sat back. * Speak to Patkotak. Y ou can trust me.’

Really? | could trust him like the gingerbread man could trust the fox.

He sighed again. ‘Dismissed,” he barked when it was clear | wouldn’t engage further.

| stalked out, eager to get to my supernat class. On the way, | spotted Thorsen’s broad

frame crowding someone. | moved closer to see who he was bullying this time: Eben.

‘Hey,’ | said loudly. ‘What do we have here? A budding bromance?

Thorsen shot me a hate-filled glare and stalked off without a word; | considered
myself lucky. | turned to Eben. ‘Y ou okay?



He glared and pushed past me without aword of thanks. Charming.

‘“You're welcome!” | hollered at his back, but he ignored me. | grimaced; maybe he
was upset at having awoman rescue him from a bully, or maybe he was upset that 1’ d
joked about a bromance between him and Thorsen. Maybe next time | rescued
someone | shouldn’t insult them at the same time, but it had been Thorsen’s fault;
something in him brought out the worst in me. Everyone else seemed to think the sun
shone out of hisass, but al | could see was the darknessin him.

When | filtered into our ‘remedial’ class, Eben was aready sitting down and Margi
was perched at the front. | looked at Marks and mouthed ‘later’. He gave me a dight
nod.

As always, | was excited about my supernat class. This one was about dwarves and |
could have listened for hours.

“You’'ll know all about dwarves,” Harry teased Danny. ‘Y ou’re a proper gnome, aren't
you?

Danny’s expression went flat. ‘Good thing we're friends,” he muttered, ‘or 1'd kick
your ass.’

‘I’'m missing something,” | said. Danny was a huge beast of a man, which frequently
amused me since he became extremely small when he shifted into a raven. But |
didn’t think there wasn't anything gnome-like about him — although | had no idea
what magical gnomes were like. I'd only met the garden variety that Mum thought
were terribly gauche.

“You're aways missing something,” Eben jibed, his tone still distinctly unfriendly.
Okay, so maybe I’d accidentally threatened his masculinity by rescuing him as if he
were adamsel in distress. Should | apologise? I’ d been trying to help.



Marks' voice cracked out like awhip. ‘ Enough! We're getting off course. Barrington,
agnome is aderogatory term for a person from Nome.’

Danny looked exasperated. ‘ It's alame joke about our height.’

‘I thought you were from Ugiuvak? | was confused: Danny had definitely said he
was from Ugiuvak.

‘1 live there now,’ he assured me. ‘But | was born and raised in Nome.’

‘Okay... But you're really tall and gnomes are short, right? | pointed out. He'd said
it was aheight joke.

‘Most of us are, Danny said. ‘It’s like calling a giant “Tiny”. It's hilarious, it never
growsold.” His voice was laden with sarcasm.

| grinned, enjoying learning some in-jokes. Marks rapped his knuckles on the board.
‘We are here to talk about dwarves, not gnomes. Eyes front and centre, mouths
closed.’

‘Walk me to my dorm later? | whispered to Danny as the class was wrapping up.
Looking intrigued, he nodded. Apparently he hadn’t been oblivious to my glances
during the day. ‘I need to speak to Marks,’ | went on. ‘Wait for me outside with
Sidnee. | won’'t be aminute.’

| waited until the classroom was empty before approaching Marks. ‘Anything? |
asked without preamble.

‘Something,” he said grumpily. ‘All the files for Petrovich’s year are missing. The
filesfor the years before and after are still there.’



‘And the financials?

‘| took a tonne of photographs for the accountant so | hope he can spot something.
There was an empty drawer, though, and it looked like it had been cleared out
recently.’

‘Engell isaneat freak,’” | pointed out.

‘Undoubtedly. I’ll get the files to the accountant and let you know if anything leaps
out at him.’

‘Great.’ | paused. ‘Why are you letting me help you?

He gave awry smile. ‘Firstly, it’'s clear you're going to look into it with or without
me. Secondly, if we identify Engell as the culprit, you can take our evidence to
Fischer for me and that way my job isn't on the line if we're wrong.” He looked
serious. ‘I like my job at the academy because | get to help promising young
supernats make a positive impact on the world. That's more important than Engell
stealing afew thousand dollars. What | do matters .’

| nodded. ‘It does. Thanks for being frank with me. Y ou find the evidence and I’ ll be
your fall guy.” | paused. ‘ Engell pulled mein at the end of the class. He said we had a
mutual acquaintance.’

‘And?

‘ Sidnee knows the acquaintance too, but he didn’'t call her in.’

“Y ou think he was trying to pump you for information?

‘Maybe. | haven't been terribly subtle about my investigation. Anyone can check my



library history and see what I’ ve been looking into.’

Marks grimaced. ‘Keep your eyes open and keep walking around in pairs.’

‘“You got it.” | gave amock salute and went to join Danny and Sidnee. Danny nodded
in greeting then jerked his head towards Sidnee. * Y ou trust her?

‘Fully,” I confirmed.

By silent agreement, we ducked into the other dark classroom. As Sidnee took up a
position at the edge of the door to watch for interlopers, Danny switched his focus
back to me. ‘Y ou’ ve been trying to get my attention today. What's up?

‘Liam Smith.’

Danny tensed. ‘What about him?

‘He was from your village.’

‘Hewas!’

“Y ou knew him? | pressed.

His expression was grim. ‘Hewas afriend.’

| studied him. * Apparently he dropped out from here but never made it home?
Danny’s jaw tightened. ‘He didn't drop out, | swear it. The records said he had, but

we spoke the night before he went missing and he was real enthusiastic, overflowing
with praise for Sergeant Marks.’



‘Marksin particular? | asked.

‘“Yeah. | got the vibe that Marks had taken him under his wing. Marks is a bear
shifter, same as Liam, and Liam really looked up to him.” Danny’ s voice choked up.

| patted him on the shoulder. ‘ So that’s why you're here? Y ou’re already a detective,
aren’'t you?

‘Damn right,” he confirmed. ‘My Nomo made out like there was a disciplinary issue
and he wanted me sent back to school to re-learn al the basics!’

‘But really you' re undercover?

“Y ou bet. And something fucking stinks. Liam never mentioned an active poltergeist.
And...” he paused ‘...l found this in the old mine’ He pulled out a ring. ‘It was
Liam’s. Whatever happened to him, he was down there.’

‘A sguad challenge?

‘Maybe,” he conceded. ‘But | can’'t help but feel that he was Hansel and Gretel-ing.’

‘Leaving cluesfor you,” | mused.

‘Something happened to Liam and that something happened here at the academy.
And I’'m going to find out what.’

| licked my lips. When I’d found Connor in the mine, I'd felt a fear that was off the
charts. Connor had said hybrids could feed off auras, so what if | could sense
emotions, too? The fear had been so overwhelming; what if it hadn’t been my fear but
the fear that someone held there had experienced? Someone like Liam Smith.



| kept my suspicions to myself because | couldn’t even begin to express them without
revealing my hybrid status, and if that came out it would be a death warrant. Instead |
told Danny everything I'd learnt about Engell and Marks and what | knew about
Petrovich.

Then | told him that Aoife had said someone was working against the academy’s
interests and reminded him of Petrovich’s threat — or warning — that we were all
going to die. Finaly, | told him about Petty’s comment about saving our souls and
that | didn’t know whether it was awarning or an entreaty.

All | knew was that something dark was going on. And we were going to get to the
bottom of it.
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Chapter 27
The three of us were now officially working together and it felt good to have another
experienced person on the team. We sneaked down to the TAC office, but even

though it was 10.30pm we could see the light was on from the big reception desk
window. It looked like Captain Engell was still in there.

We retreated back to the breakroom between our dormitories. ‘When should we try
again? Sidnee asked quietly.

‘Let’sgiveit until midnight,” | suggested.
‘| agree,” Danny said. ‘ That way most everyone will be asleep, including the captain.’

‘WEe'll go back to our room for now,” | said. ‘ That minimises the chance of us being
discovered out of bed. We'll meet here again in another hour and a half.’

We separated from Danny to go into our dorms. Sidnee gave me a silent nod as she
lay down on her bed and | guessed we'd brush our teeth and fangs later. | climbed
into bed and turned so that we were facing each other. ‘Listen, Engell told me he
knows Thomas. Can you text him and get him to corroborate?

She frowned. ‘I can try but he's usually incommunicado when he's hunting someone
down. | don’t know when we'll get areply.’

| shrugged. ‘It'sworth atry.’



She retrieved her phone and sent a message to Patkotak, then settled back down and
looked nervoudly at me. ‘What are we going to look for? she whispered.

| wasn't sure, and that was the problem; it was Sergeant Marks who had suggested
something financial might be going on. ‘I don’'t know,” | admitted. ‘I guess we're
looking for anything out of place.’

‘That’swhat | was afraid of,” she sighed.

‘I wish Fluffy and Connor could come,” | said. ‘We could use some more eyes.’
Sidnee half-sat up in her bed as an idea struck her. ‘No way could Connor and Fluffy
make it all the way in here because the security is too tight — but we do have other
eyes! Why don't you see if you can call Aoife again? She might be able to sneak

around the office unseen!’

Now that was a genius idea. ‘ That’s inspired. Maybe Aoife can rope in Petty, too, so
he can guide us to whatever the fuck we should be looking at?

Sidnee grimaced. ‘There is afly in our ointment. Neither Petty nor Aoife are exactly
quiet.’

‘| can tell Aoife we need quiet. She can manage an incognito mode.” Probably.

‘But can Petty?

‘Maybe not, but no one should be around to hear him. He's the one with all the
freaking answers. If we can get him to lead us to something...’

She nodded. ‘I hear you.” She paused. ‘I really hope he doesn’t lead us to Smith’s
body.’



‘Metoo —for Danny’s sake.’

‘“Where do you want to summon them?

Margi started to snore loudly and we exchanged amused glances. ‘ She sounds like a
freight train. Please tell me | don’t sound like that!” Sidnee joked.

“Y our snores are more delicate, more like the rumble of a car on theroad,’ | reassured
her.

‘Hey! | waskidding! | don’t snore!’

| laughed. ‘Y ou totally do, Sid.’

‘WEell, no one has ever complained about it!" she huffed, folding her arms.

“Y ou’re too pretty to be kicked out of bed for alittle light snoring.’

‘I am.” She flashed me a grin before sobering. ‘We need to focus. Where are we
going to summon Aoife?

‘In the offices — at least no one will be around if she arrives wailing.” | winced at the
thought.

Sidneerolled on to her back and stared up at the ceiling. ‘ Should we let Gunnar know
what’ s up before we get our asses tossed out?

‘Nah, let’sleave that asa surprise.’

‘Everyone loves surprises, right? And they don’t always have to be good ones!’



We chatted quietly until the clock rolled over to midnight and it was ninja o' clock,
then we rolled out of bed and sneaked silently across the hall to wait for Danny.
When he joined us, we slid downstairs in our stockinged feet. Sidnee and | were built
for the night, so we led the way; we didn’t need anything other than the illuminated
exit signsto light our way.

It was quiet, amost too quiet. The recruits were asleep upstairs and surely Captain
Engell was finally in his fancy apartment suite; at least his office light was out. Like
before, | climbed over the reception desk to the office. Sidnee was close behind me
and Danny was bringing up the rear.

We took the key from the receptionist’s desk and let ourselves into Captain Engell’s
office. Even with the door closed it wasn't totally dark because the light over the
front door was streaming through the reception window and giving plenty of light for
amer and a vampire. Ravens were diurnal, but when | turned to Danny his eyes were
glowing slightly. It looked like the shifter had his own skills.

| quickly explained about summoning Aoife and Petty. ‘All right with me,” he said.
‘Aslong as neither of them scream and get us caught.’

And wasn't that the kicker? | looked at Sidnee. ‘Y ou ready for me to call Aoife?

She looked around nervoudly. ‘Yeah. Do it.’

| whispered, ‘Aoife | need your help.” We waited. Nothing happened. Bugger.

‘Aoife Sullivan! Please come, it's important!’ | said a little more loudly, although |
wasn't sure that it was my voice that called her because | always felt a tug in my

chest when | summoned her. Maybe it was my witchy power; some day I'd know all
my own secrets, dammit.



This time a wind whipped around my braid and Aoife's pale form materialised in
front of me. She had her translucent arms crossed over her chest and she was tapping
her foot. Luckily, she was silent.

‘Cool,” Danny murmured, and she flashed him aflirty smile.

| cleared my throat. ‘ Thanks for coming, Aoife. | know it’s probably a pain, but we
really need your help. Can you summon Petrovich for us? We have very little time to
find out who is threatening the academy and how they’re doing it, and we don’'t have
a clue where to start. If you can get Petrovich to point out something, maybe we can
stop whatever is upsetting him.’

By the time I'd finished, Aoife was looking intrigued. She opened her mouth. ‘Don’t
say anything!” | said sharply and held up my hand. ‘We have to keep quiet — but can
you help us?

She looked thoughtful then gave an uncertain shrug and faded from sight. Danny
whispered, ‘ Does that mean yes?

‘I don’'t know. | think so. | guess we snoop around while we wait to see if the spirits
arejoining the party.’

We separated and started searching through the papers on top of the desk and in the
drawers. There was an old desktop computer on the desk — next to a shiny silver

laptop.

Sidnee, who was more tech savvy than me, opened the laptop and stared. ‘It has a
fingerprint scanner.” Then she smiled. ‘But it aso has this!” She held up a small
sticky note. ‘The password. This computer does either/or!” She lifted her hands
showily, cracked her knuckles and typed in the password. ‘I’'m in!” she crowed
triumphantly.



| squatted next to her to see what she was looking at: afile labelled * Academy’. ‘I'm
going with door number one,” she said and clicked onit.

“What the hell are you doing? An angry voice demanded. Uh-oh.

| looked up and mentally amended my ‘uh-oh’ to ‘oh fuck!".
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Chapter 28

Sidnee and | lost any street cred we might have had when we both jumped a mile
high. We'd been concentrating so hard that our sharpened supernat hearing had
totally failed us. How utterly embarrassing.

Thorsen and his number one bitch, Miller, were staring at us from the doorway, their
expressions thunderous.

Sidnee, Danny and | looked at each other as we wondered what to say. No matter
what we did, these two bastards would try everything in their power to get us
expelled or charged — or both, for that matter. Our options were to answer them and
hope for a sympathetic ear, to tie them up and stash them in a closet somewhere — or
to kill them. Number one was impossible, and we knew we weren’'t going to kill
them, so the second option was the most appealing. It was up there with flying pigs
and the Chudley Cannons actually winning.

Thorsen leaned against the doorway, his arms folded and a smug look on his face. ‘I
said what are you doing?

Sometimes offence is the best defence, so | narrowed my eyes at him. ‘What are you
doing here? Do you have Captain Engell’s permisson? The ‘like we do’ was
implicit — and total bullshit.

Thorsen opened his mouth to snarl something that was no doubt witty and cutting, but
before he could utter aword an icy wind whipped around the office and sent sheets of
paper flying and pens swirling around us.



Saved by Petty Peril! Aoife had come through. The poltergeist wasn't interested in
our company; he was laser-focused on his own agenda, which apparently was saving
the academy. And this time, he was showing his actual form — or what remained of it.
It was blurry and dark, but unmistakably human.

‘Noooo,” he wailed as he tore through the room. Anything loose swirled around in a
violent storm. ‘Follow,” he howled —and | realised he was addressing me.

“You got it,” | said, ashade nervously. ‘Lead the way.’

Danny, Sidnee, and | leapt up and ran after the debris as it raced out of the door. We
shoved past Thorsen and Miller and scampered down the hallway. Thorsen’s eyes
were wide as he watched us chase the phantom. The two men followed at what 1'd
have called a cowardly distance.

The hallway only had two other doors: one on the left and a fire exit at the end. The
door to the left led to the building's plant room and we' d been told during our
orientation meeting that it was strictly out of bounds because it housed electrical
equipment, pipes and dangerous compounds; it even had a sign saying Strictly no
entry . Naturally, the debris arrowed towards the forbidden door. The ghost went
through it, whilst the flying missiles stopped and dropped to the ground.

| tried the door; predictably it was locked.

Despite the warnings, it wasn't heavy-duty but aregular interior door; it was solid but
the locks weren’t special. Luckily, | didn’t need any fancy lock-picking skills | had
learned one lockpicking spell, after Connor's singular attempt to teach me
lockpicking had failed.

Carefully blocking Thorsen and Miller's line of sight, | wiggled the knob while
saying the words. That ball of heat in my core warmed some, and the handle turned. |



opened the door. It swung open to show a stairway heading downwards. Great:
creepy, dark stairway. Check.

There weren’t usually basements in buildings on the islands in the southeast of
Alaska because there too much water and sand; most were built on pylons that ran
down to the bedrock. | could tell from the sounds coming up the stairs that these steps
did indeed lead to the academy’ s forbidden plant room.

A long walil that sounded like ‘follow’ screeched up to us. We obeyed Petty’ s ghostly
command and ran down into the darkness; after all, that always turned out fine for the
heroes in horror movies.

‘What do you think is down here? Sidnee asked from behind me as we descended
the stairs.

‘The furnace and electrical box? | said optimistically. I'd be so pissed off if it was a
dead body; dead bodies were more of a 2am thing.

She dlapped me on the back. Thanks to her supernat strength and my super-slidey
socks, | did down the next three steps. * Oh shit! Sorry, Bunny! | meant what is Petty
going to show us?

‘I don’t know.” There was no need to panic her until | smelled death, and so far all |
could smell was stale, musty air. Maybe Petty did want to show us an electrical box.
Imagine if all of this was because Petty wanted the academy to use a greener source
of energy; we could stop his haunting simply by installing solar panels—not that
they’ d work in the land of perpetual rain.

At the bottom of the stairs the corridor turned sharply to the left and a dimly lit
hallway led into a large room that housed the heating and lighting controls. We
looked around, trying to find evidence of Petty Peril but he'd lost all his debris at the



door and we couldn’t pinpoint his presence. At some point in his ramblings, he' d lost
the human-ish form that | suspected had cost him alot of energy to retain.

‘We can't seeyou!’ | explained to him. * Do something to show us where you are?

Nothing happened. Fuck. Had he dissipated before showing us whatever it was he'd
dragged us down here for? Sidnee, Danny and | turned and started to search the room
that was full of pipes, tanks and valves.

Thorsen and Miller came into the room and stared at us. Thorsen was red faced; we
were ignoring him and he hated to be ignored. ‘If you don’t tell me what’s going on
right now,” he started, ‘1’ m fucking arresting you all.’

Sidnee rolled her eyes. ‘Yeah, good luck with that. We're following the poltergeist,
you idiot. Didn’t you see him?

‘| didn’'t see anything but you assholes,” Thorsen said firmly, though his eyes were a
little wild.

Sidnee moved closer to him; if she’'d been taller, they would have been chest to chest.
She prodded him and rocked him on his feet. ‘You are a coward and a liar.” She
punctuated every word with another prod.

Wow! Go, Sidnee! | guessed she was done pretending to be a soft little Miss Suzy.
The problem was Thorsen wouldn’'t put up with that, not from her. He was a man
who wanted his women to cower. If he tried to hurt her, I'd stop him — or she would —
and things would get really messy. Maybe option number three wasn’'t out of the
guestion after all.

Thorsen’s face turned a mottled purple and his hands curled into oversized fists. The
poor guy obviously thought he had the advantage, and it would have been laughable



If the entire room hadn’t been so tense. He gazed down at Sidnee, his lip pulled back
in an amost animalistic snarl. *You are a pushy little criminal.” His spittle flew onto
her face.

‘Jeez, Thorsen! Say it, don't spray it,’ she shot back. She rolled her eyes and turned
around to leave.

Several things happened at once. Miller moved around to block Sidnee from leaving,
Thorsen pulled out a pair of handcuffs and grabbed Sidnee's arm as she turned, and
Aoife materialised between Danny and me.

Aoife took in the scene, opened her mouth and let out a piercing banshee wail that
made me slam my hands over my ears. | cried out as the noise cut through me. Miller
was close to Aoife and, as a human, he took the brunt of the scream. He turned
ghastly white and fainted dead away. Neither Danny nor | moved to catch him.

Thorsen was focusing on Sidnee and attempting to clamp the handcuffs onto her
wrists. Sidnee, who'd truly had enough of faking human female powerlessness,
turned on her heel and punched him in the face with her supernat strength. Thorsen
went down like a sack of wet shit. She shook her hand and a small grin pulled at her
lips. ‘Man, that was intensely satisfying.’

| checked Thorsen’s pulse; that had been quite some hit and he was only human. It
thrummed under my thumb; yep, the prick was still aive.

‘He' s going to feel that when he wakes up,” Danny remarked. ‘ Nice one, Fletcher.’

‘Sidnee, please.’” She smiled.

Danny smiled back, ‘Danny.’



* Thisisthe time you two choose to get on afirst-name basis? | huffed.

Sidnee chuckled then sobered and toed the unconscious man. ‘He's a problem.’

| sighed. ‘Y ep. He' s going to make trouble about what he saw here tonight.’

Danny pulled out some zip ties from his pocket and tied Thorsen’s and Miller’s arms
behind their backs. When | quirked an eyebrow at his extra equipment, he said, ‘I
used to be a boy scout.” My expression remained blank so he expanded, ‘I'm aways
prepared.’

‘Ah. Good to know.’

Danny gestured to the small trail of blood coming from Thorsen’s nose. ‘I know
you're anew vampire, Bunny, but you seem to have aremarkable lack of bloodlust.’

‘I drink blood regularly.” And also | was a secret hybrid who didn’'t have any
bloodlust at all.

‘Even s0.” He eyed me again. ‘My point is that you're still not thinking like a
vampire. Y ou can use some mind-control hypnosis. Tell them they slept all night then
we' |l send them back to their beds and no one will be any the wiser.’

| blinked. Could I mesmerise them? If | couldn't, Connor was still on Sitka for one
more day. Maybe | could call him in to do the dirty work for me? ‘I’ ve never done it.
Do you think | should call in my boyfriend? He's an older vamp,’ | explained.

‘“What’ s hisname? Danny asked curioudly.

‘Connor MacKenzie!’



His jaw dropped. ‘ Jesus, you landed on your feet. He's not an older vamp, he's one of
the oldest vampiresin Alaska, not to mention heir to the throne of the US vampires.’

‘Y eah. He s really down to earth, though,” | said lamely.

Danny looked amused. ‘I’m sure.” His tone indicated he was anything but. ‘ Even so,
we don’'t have the time or resources to smuggle him onto the campus right now. It'll
have to be you.’

Me. Right.

Evidently Aoifed had enough of waiting for us to work through our issues.
‘Petrovich called me to help. He's over there’ She pointed, then led us to the far
corner of the room. She'd learned to modulate her voice because her speech wasn't a
screech; it sounded more human, though it still sent some spine-tingling terror racing
down my spine.

We looked around the corner but still missed whatever we were supposed to see.
Petty stirred the air and an icy wind encased us. Finally Aoife pointed to a spot under
some large pipes. There, well-hidden, was a black attaché case. | ducked down and
crawled on my hands and knees to pull it out.

Sidnee knelt down next to me, as did Aoife; she seemed to be as curious as we were. |
went to flick open the clasps but Sidnee stopped me. ‘Wait. It might be a bomb or
something. What if you open it and we all go kaboom?

| drew back and Danny snorted with laughter. ‘This isn't a spy film. It's a case — it
probably has papersinit.’

| looked at Aoife. ‘Can you ask Petty if thisis a bomb? It never hurt to err on the
safe side.



Aoiferolled her eyes. It was easy for the aready-dead girl to be flippant but | wanted
to stay alive — | didn’t have a mysterious second life like she did. This undead one
was all I'd get. She turned her face toward the wall and spoke, athough we didn’t
hear anything, then she paused as though she were having a conversation, only we
couldn’t see the person she was talking to. After afew seconds she turned back. ‘It’s
not abomb.” The ‘well, duh’ was kind of implied.

| nodded, stared at the black case for another moment then flipped open the clasps.

‘Well, what’s in it? Sidnee asked me impatiently.

‘Papers.” Just like Danny had said. | drew out a bunch of files, stamped on the first
one in big block letters was TOP SECRET . A cursory glance through the rest
showed the same labels. | look at the words beneath; the group granted top-secret
clearance was the MIB: the Magical Investigations Bureau.

| showed the first folder to Sidnee and she reeled back like she’d been slapped. For
her, the MIB was the bogeyman she’'d been told to be scared of for her whole life.
“What the hell is going on? she whispered.

| licked my dry lips as | opened the first file and read the first few sheets. ‘This is
much bigger than embezzlement,” | breathed. ‘Look.” | showed her and Danny the
line that almost made my slow heart beat in time with Sidnee's. It read: A plan to
extract and experiment on supernatural entities through the use of the Alaska State
Troopers.

Fuck me sideways with a cucumber. This was not good.
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Whilst our eyes were fixed on the papers, Thorsen was struggling to sit up. His hands
being cuffed behind him made it hard for him to gain purchase — but not impossible.
His eyes fixed on the papers that we were poring over. ‘ Put those down! Our papers
are not meant for your eyes!’

Our papers? Things were going from bad to worse. | dropped the files back into the
case. ‘'You're MIB? | asked incredulously. Suddenly it made sense: he could be an
ass and a bully because he wasn't attending the academy as a recruit, he was a
freaking spy! That's why he was never told off properly for his bullshit: he was from
one of the alphabet agencies.

His terrible temper seemed real enough, though, so clearly that part wasn’t pretence.
His face mottled purple again, except for the nice swollen part that was already
starting to show a sizeabl e bruise where Sidnee had decked him.

He sneered. ‘Don’t you dare talk to me! Don’'t you dare even look at me! | am worth
a hundred of you! You're little more than beasts, and like any animal population
spiralling out of control you need to be monitored — and then culled.” He smirked.
‘I"'m all too happy to do the culling.” He met my gaze. ‘And I’m more than happy to
start with you.’

My fangs dropped. They «till had a mind of their own but for once they were
appearing at theright time. | bared them in afake grin. ‘Y ou want to say that again?

His gaze flicked down to my protruding canines and | saw his Adam's apple bob as



he swallowed. Even so, he kept up the bravado. ‘Y ou drink blood to survive. You
disgust me — you, and the others like you. Y ou should all be wiped off the face of this
earth.’

He had a set of brass ones, that was for sure, and he was as stupid as two planks of
wood, but he was certainly bold.

| looked at Danny’s angry face, then back to Thorsen. ‘This extraction plan. Is that
what happened to Liam Smith?

Thorsen looked blank. ‘Who?

‘The recruit that went missing last cohort, Danny snarled from between clenched
teeth.

Thorsen smirked. ‘Aw, was he your little best friend? He shrugged. ‘I didn’t know
him, but if he was a filthy supernatural then yeah, he'll have been taken for some
experimentation. Like you guyswill be. Y ou’ ve sealed your fate now.’

‘IsLiam alive? Danny pushed.

The twat shrugged. ‘How should | know? Each course has different MIB operatives
enrolled on it. We can’'t have people cottoning on to what’'s happening. The MIB
targets someone supernatural, usually a species that’s been requested.’

‘And who' s your target thistime? | asked.

Thorsen grinned. ‘Why, it's you, my little rodent. You and your charmed necklace
that tells anyone in the know that you're afilthy vampire. | knew what you were from
the moment | set eyes on you — | didn’t even need to be told you were supernat.” He
stared at us. ‘Now, untie me and | promise | won't arrest your families and loved ones



and take them to a detention centre. Leave me tied up for one more fucking minute
and I’'ll personally seethem all in chains!’

He said it with absolute authority and my stomach knotted. For most supernats that
would be a crippling threat, but | didn’t have family in the US and | wasn’t scared of
him. | pulled out my phone out, thankful that | had a signal even down here, and
called Connor.

‘“What are you doing? Thorsen asked, his voice growing shrill as he realised | wasn’t
kowtowing to his demands.

Connor answered promptly. ‘1 need your help,” | said before he could speak. ‘Can
you talk me through how to mind control someone?

Thorsen’s eyes went wide. ‘No! Don’t you dare!” Danny cut him off by putting his
large hand firmly over his obnoxious mouth.

‘We call it mesmerising,” Connor said. ‘It’s not usually something we teach on the
fly, but I’'m assuming there's an emergency since you're calling me at one in the
morning.’

“You bet.’

‘Okay. Isyour target human or supernat?

‘Human.’

‘That’s good.” He sounded relieved. ‘Humans are a lot easier to mes because they

have virtually no defences to speak of. The process starts with you. You need to
search inward. Close your eyes and turn your attention inside your head.’



| closed my eyes and did as he directed.

“Y ou should feel apower inside of you like a cold ball of ice.’

| had only ever felt heat within me but, sure enough, when | looked inside more
carefully | felt an area of dense cold.

“Y ou need to reach out to it and pull the power out from it,” Connor went on. ‘Look
into the recipient's eyes and release the magic, then tell them what you want them to
do or remember.’

‘Okay. Thanks.’

‘If that doesn’t work,” Connor said, ‘you can try hitting them repeatedly on the head.
A concussion will do the same thing in a pinch, at least until | can get to you.’

| found myself grinning. ‘ Aw, thank you.’

‘And Bunny?

‘Yeah?

“You're going to feel drained afterwards. Have you got someone there to help you get
to bed?

‘Sidnee and Danny are with me.’

‘Danny? he asked lightly.

‘He works for the Nomo in Ugiuvak. He's undercover, investigating Smith's
disappearance. The problem is that the MIB are undercover too — but they’re here to



expedite disappearances.’

‘Fuck,” Connor said. ‘That’s not good. Find out if the MIB prick has sent a report
with your name on it. We need to know if you're atarget.’

| swallowed. ‘He's already said he was targeting me.’

Connor swore colourfully and extensively. ‘All right. We need to do some damage
control. Gunnar has a guy in the MIB. Leave it with me. Let me know if you can’t
mesmerise the MIB guy and I’ [l sneak in to join you.’

“Security istoo high,” | warned. ‘It’simpossible.’

He snorted. ‘I’'m a vampire, Bunny. No security is good enough to stop me if I'm
determined —and I'm very determined. There' s nothing | wouldn’t do to protect you.’
With that modest comment, he hung up.

| pocketed the phone, closed my eyes and reached inwards for the cold ball of ice
inside my brain. | pulled it upwards and out, then opened my eyes and met Thorsen’s
panicked ones. He didn't know enough to look away; thank goodness for small
favours.

| stared into his eyes. If he hadn’'t been such a bastard, I’d have thought they were
nice eyes. They were blue, not Connor’s ice blue but a faded blue grey. They
complemented Thorsen’s whole ‘ master race’ 0ok — the pale skin and blond hair.

| held his eyes with mine and | somehow felt that he couldn’t ook away. Once | was
sure of the connection, | spoke. ‘Y ou did not see the three of us tonight. You will not
remember anything from after dinner until you wake in the morning. You will go to
your bed and go to sleep. When you wake, you will be sympathetic to supernats. Now
leave’



Danny cut through the ties and heaved Thorsen to his feet. He swayed but then,
without further ado, he turned and headed to the stairs. ‘Wow, Sidnee said,
impressed. ‘It actually worked!”

‘Beginner’sluck,” | noted drily. | didn’t point out that her surprised tone revealed that
she'd had precisely zero confidence in my abilities. Frankly, that was fair.

She stared down at the still-unconscious Miller then shoved him with her foot. ‘Let’s
see if Thorsen was a fluke.” He groaned and she gave him another gentle kick. ‘ Get
up, you ass.’

Herolled over. Thistime, the kick was a little more serious. ‘Ow!" He came to, sat up
and looked around wildly. ‘What did you do to Theodore?

‘Absolutely nothing. He went to bed. As will you.” | met Miller’s eyes and searched
again for the cold spark of power. ‘Y ou will go to bed and you will forget everything
from dinnertime until you wake up in the morning. You will be sympathetic to
supernats from this moment on. Now go.’

Danny cut through Miller’ s ties and pulled him up. Freddie turned and headed for the
stairs. ‘1 guess | won’'t make you mad anytime soon,” Danny told me with agrin.

Suddenly | felt drained — it was like being hit by the daylight exhaustion but times a
million. Even breathing felt like hard work. ‘I don’t want to do it again right now,’ |
said drily. *So you're safe’

Aoife was still floating afoot off the ground where she' d been speaking to Petty. She
was watching us. | turned to her. * Thank you, both of you.’

Danny nodded. ‘ Petrovich Peril, you have done a service to all the supernats that will
pass through this academy and probably to all those who live in the great state of



Alaska. Thank you.” He gave a sharp salute. | needed to learn how to do that.

The air around us warmed and for a second a young man appeared in the corner
dressed in his state-trooper uniform. He smiled and snapped back a salute, then his
image blinked and a brown bear appeared in his place before fading from view.

‘Has he left forever? Sidnee asked Aoife.

Aoife shook her head slowly. Not yet, she mouthed. Whatever: he was obviously
calmer now that we' d understood what he' d been trying to tell us.

‘Petty was a shifter,” Sidnee said wonderingly.

Evidently so, which made me wonder how a bear shifter like him had supposedly
died of exposure in the woods. Had it been foul play? A dark thought came to me:
how long had the MIB been operating out of here? How many recruits had been
kidnapped or killed? The supernats natural suspicion of each other and their total
lack of information sharing made them vulnerable.

Aoife faded soon after Petty and we stood alone in the plant room. ‘I’ m exhausted,’ |
managed.

Sidnee yawned. ‘Y eah, me too. What are we going to do with that? She pointed at
the attacheé case.

Danny frowned. ‘We need to read the contents and copy them, if we can. We can take
turns snapping some pictures of the pages. Once it’s in the Cloud, it doesn’'t matter if

anything happensto thislot.’

Or us, | thought darkly.



‘That’salot of pages,” Sidnee sighed.
‘WEe'll have to go through them tomorrow, see if there is any dirt on anyone else at
the academy,’ | suggested. ‘We need to know who the enemy at our gate is besides

Thorsen and Miller.’

Danny lugged the case back to our room and | buried it in my closet. Sidnee and |
said our goodnights then collapsed on our beds.

Tomorrow was going to suck.
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Sure enough, when my alarm went off | knew even blood wouldn’t revive me enough
to face the day. Exhaustion dragged at my limbs and every fibre of my being wanted
to roll over and go back to sleep.

| couldn’t though: | still had a lesson to do with Fluffy, still had the attaché case to
look through, still had Sergeant Marks thinking this was all a school finance issue —
and | still didn’t know who we could trust. As a former MIB, Engell was right up
there as a suspect, but the thing with Patkotak was giving me pause, unless Engell
knew that Patkotak was on a hunt and couldn’t be contacted.

The conspiracy theories were making my head spin. Knowing that the MIB was
behind everything made me trust Sergeant Marks a little more, although | knew that
the MIB did employ some supernats so he wasn't completely in the clear.

We mustered, did PT with a grumpy Wilson, then had a takedown test with Blake
before class. | was anxious to see how well my attempt at vampire mind control had
worked, so | kept Thorsen and Miller firmly in my tired gaze. It felt odd when
Thorsen strolled in and didn’'t barge into my shoulder; he still looked at me, but his
gaze wasn't filled with the usual vitriol.

But whatever fates existed, they certainly had it in for us. First to do the mat test were
Sidnee and Thorsen — and Thorsen had a very distinct bruise on his face. If my

mesmerising hadn’t worked...

‘I don't know how it happened,” Thorsen was saying to one of his friends. ‘1 must



have fallen out of bed.” He was frowning as if he didn’'t quite believe his own
explanation, and with good reason: it was total bullshit.

In the end, the takedown between Sidnee and Thorsen was fairly routine. Both of
them toed the line and, for whatever reason, Sidnee let him win. He didn’t crow in

triumph or shove her around, so | guessed | was officially competent at mesmerising.
Go me.

| shivered alittle; it wasn't askill | really wanted.

Danny and | were paired up and passed our test with flying colours. Naturally.

When we were dismissed for breakfast, | ran up to the dorm, took the case from my
closet, flipped through the top folder and started taking pictures of each page. | hadn’t
gone far when Danny and Sidnee joined me. ‘Hand me another one,” Sidnee said.
‘And one for me,” Danny added. | passed them both afile.

‘Scan-read for now and look for familiar names,” | instructed. ‘We're trying to see
who we can trust.” After afew moments, | huffed in annoyance. ‘ There's nothing in
mine.’

Sidnee finished afew minutes later. ‘Me neither.’

‘Nor this one.” Danny sounded discouraged. ‘ It's talking about subject blah-blah and
reeling off alist of numbers, but nobody identified by name.’

| glanced at the clock. ‘That’'ll have to do for now. Let's go to breakfast before
anyone gets suspicious.’

After I'd slugged back my cold blood, we ran down to the cafeteria. ‘I'll look at



another file while you' re getting ready for your Fluffy lesson,” Sidnee said.

‘Thanks.’

‘“Then maybe | can dlip away while you do your thing with him. | don’t think anyone
will notice,” she suggested.

| considered it before nodding. ‘Okay, it's worth the risk. It won't be long before
someone realises the papers have been taken.’

‘I’ve sent the pictures we've already taken to my Nomo so he can start examining
them,” Danny said.

‘Great.’ | didn’'t suggest sending them to our Nomo. Gunnar had enough on his plate,
and the last thing he needed was me dropping some sort of conspiracy into hislap.

When | went to get Fluffy, Sidnee dlipped upstairs for another round of file
photographing.

‘Everything go okay with the mes? Connor asked as| strolled out to meet him.

‘Mes? | asked, momentarily confused.

‘Sorry. Mesmerising.’

‘Oh.” | blinked. Duh. ‘Y eah, everything seemed okay. | told them to forget the whole
thing and to be nice to supernats.’

Connor frowned. ‘Were they nice to supernats before?

‘No. They were assholes.’



Connor’s frown deepened. ‘I’'m sorry, | should have said. Making someone forget is
easy enough but making them change along-held attitude is al but impossible.’

| thought of Thorsen’s lack of a shoulder barge. ‘It does seem to have taken, though.’

‘For now,” Connor warned. ‘It'll start to unravel soon. Hopefully their lack of
antagonism won'’t be noted and flagged up to the wrong person.’

Shitsticks. | hadn’'t thought of that. | led Fluffy out of the car and gave Connor a
brush of the lips goodbye. ‘Keep your eyes peeled, Officer Barrington,” he ordered
me as | walked away.

‘Like prawns,” | agreed, making him smile.

Once again, | took the recruits outside for my demonstration. When we' d assembled,
| started talking about finding drugs but my heart wasn't in it. | kept thinking about
how fisheye had devastated Portlock and led to Connor losing his number two, Juan
Torres. I'd liked Juan.

Theidea of the MIB kidnapping and experimenting on supernaturals had me doubting
what we'd aways assumed, that the black-ops team hadn’t been sanctioned. Maybe
the whole thing was an MIB-sanctioned project that sought to contain or cull
supernats as if we were animals . The thought was making me feel sick and my focus
on the demonstration just wasn't there,

Halfway through the demonstration, Sidnee dlipped into the back of the group. She
mouthed something to me but | didn’t catch it, then she hopped nervously from foot
to foot, which distracted me. At the end of the demo she followed me to the truck to
return Fluffy to Connor. Once we were aone, she couldn’t contain herself any longer.
‘It’s Lieutenant Fischer,” she blurted out.



Fuck: that was as bad as it could get. The head of the academy was involved? He was
human, but he knew about us supernats.

As soon as we joined Connor, | told him about the documents. ‘We're still going
through the attaché case but can you take it back to Gunnar when you leave Sitka?

Connor’s eyes flashed. ‘If you think I’'m leaving you here alone when you're in
danger, you have another thought coming.’

‘Please, Connor. Y ou need to take it to Gunnar or the Nomo in Ugiuvak. There might
be something they can use to track down the black-ops group that was peddling
fisheye in Portlock. And it will definitely help get the word out to the other
communities.” | hesitated, not sure if what | was about to say would go down well.
‘And maybe you need to let your dad know, too.” Fisheye was deadly to vampires.

Connor’ s eyes snapped back to mine. ‘My father? No.” He shook his head firmly.

‘He can tell all the vampires in Alaska to be careful. | was the target this time,
Connor.’

‘Even so, we don't want my father to be thinking about us or Portlock — or even the
whole of Alaska’ There was no time left to discuss the matter. ‘I’ll handle it,; he
said, but the anger was rolling off him at the situation we'd found ourselves in and
the big old target on my back.

| didn’t want to leave it like that but | had no choice; | was due back at class and |
didn’t want to raise suspicion any further. ‘Come by tonight and we'll bring the
attaché case out to you.’

Connor nodded, though he wasn’'t happy. | reached up and kissed him gently, then
turned to my four-legged friend and thanked Fluffy for his hard work. He'd really



carried the afternoon since I’ d been exhausted and darn right spacey.

‘Be careful, Doe,” Connor entreated. ‘Your lieutenant will be missing that case at
some point.” He climbed into the truck and motored away, still looking pissed off. |
didn’t blame him; | felt pissed off, too. Someone had us in their sights — and it was
because of what we were, not because of our actions.

Weéll, fuck them: we' d show them how wrong their ignorance was.
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Danny, Sidnee and | stole fifteen minutes from lunch to look through more of the
files. | was sure we were missing a lot by skimming but our time was so limited.
Frustrated, | threw my file back into the case. * Any other names you recognize?

‘Not in thisone,” Danny sighed. We both picked out another file.

Suddenly Sidnee yelped. ‘Hey, you guys! This one names several high-ranking
politicians in Alaska, including one whom I’ m assuming is Thorsen’ s daddy.’

‘Fuck,” | swore,
“We've got to get thisinfo to our Nomos,” Danny said urgently. ‘Thisis big — it may
need a meeting of Portlock and Ugiuvak. The only way we can work through thisis

together.” He was right: this was way too big for us three to deal with alone.

| returned my folder to the case. ‘I don't see Sergeant Marks' name anywhere — |
think he's clean.’

‘Clean enough to bring him in on this? Sidnee asked.
| considered it for a minute but in the end | shook my head. ‘I think it's safer if we
keep it between us. This knowledge is dangerous and | don’t want to put Marks at

risk, even if he'sclean.” The sergeant’s comments about his job had stuck with me.

Danny nodded. ‘| agree.’



| licked my lips. ‘Connor pointed out that Fischer is going to be missing these
documents soon, so we need to hide the case somewhere and get the documents out
of the academy. We've only taken pictures of a quarter of the files so far — this is
taking too long. The longer the files are here, the more danger there is that we'll be
found with them.’

Danny frowned. ‘What | don’t get is why they were stashed in a utility room behind
some pipes.’

I’d wondered about that, too. ‘I think they were originally kept in Engell’s office.
One of the desk drawers was emptied recently and there was no dust. | figure that
when Petty hit the room twice, Fischer decided to hide them somewhere out of the
way. Where better than the plant room that we're not allowed to enter? You can't
have top-secret documents floating around in a poltergeist storm.’

‘That’ s definitely possible. So where do we hide the documents until we can get them
out? Danny asked.

| racked my brains. Everywhere except the TAC officers rooms was open to the
recruits. Our footlockers and closets were supposed to be private but anyone could
get into them if they wanted to; | could open a footlocker without much effort, and
even humans could do it with the right tools. Think outside the box, Bunny, | said to
myself.

‘The bathroom? Sidnee suggested.

| shook my head. Our bathroom was pretty open and it would only take two minutes
to search.

She went on, ‘| was thinking where I’d avoid looking if | were aguy. | wouldn’t want
to go into a woman's bathroom. Throw a few pads and tampons around and they’ll



turn tail, right?

Danny snorted. ‘We're not that delicate! I’ ve pawed through worse in searches.’

| glanced at the clock: we had three minutes before our presence was demanded.
‘Okay, let’s go with misdirection. | have arucksack with aload of pockets and one of
them is concealed. Let’s put the contents of the files in there and shove some tampons
and snacks in the other pockets. Hopefully nobody will dig around enough to find the
hidden compartment. We'll leave the rucksack in plain sight — nobody will be
suspicious of something that’s out in the open. Then we fill the attaché case with
loose papers and stuff it in a cupboard in the break room. If it’s found, nobody will
suspect us because everyone has access to the break room.’

Danny whistled. ‘ That’ s pretty darned ballsy.’

Sidnee grinned. ‘1t’s so bold, it might even work!”

We leapt into action. Sidnee pulled the documents out of the files whilst | dug out my
rucksack. It was hot pink with an animal print on it; | freaking loved that bag because
it reminded me in a good way of the glittering lights of London and the life I’d left
behind.

| stuffed papersinside it as fast as they were handed to me. Once we'd finished, the
rucksack was only half full so | put a jacket over the papers and threw in al the
packaged snacks we' d saved and a bunch of Sidnee's sanitary supplies. When it was
full, | zipped the bag closed and went into the break room. Luckily it was empty; the
other recruits had already cleared out and gone to class.

| leaned the duffel against one of the sofas, then opened a cabinet and shoved the
attaché case full of fake papers to the back and replaced the food itemsin front of it.



‘Hey, Bunny? Danny asked quietly.

‘Yeah?

“Where did your nickname come from?

Sidnee giggled.

‘When | was little, before | was avamp, | was actually a shifter. A were-rabbit.’

Danny snorted. ‘I call bullshit. I've never seen someone so fascinated by our
“remedial” lessons. No way you were born supernat.’

| grinned. ‘How about this one? | have a wild, hoppity fighting style so my Nomo
nicknamed me Bunny.’

Danny grinned. ‘Y ou're taking it to the grave, huh?

‘Something like that.’

We raced downstairs and walked into class two minutes late. Captain Engell frowned
at us but he was in the middle of his introduction, so we didn’'t get told off. The
lecture was an overview of forensic accounting, and it was also the final day the guest
captain would be with us. If he was involved and he was gunning for me like Thorsen
had said, then | might face a kidnapping attempt today. With that in mind, it was hard
to focus on Engell’ s droning voice.

I’d thought the subject would be boring but | did find some of it interesting,
particularly the descriptions of how the authorities found money that criminals had
hidden. It wasn't an in-depth lecture because forensic accountants were specialists,
but it gave us an idea of what they did and when we’ d need one.



As the lecture was ending, Lieutenant Fischer came into class to announce a surprise
squad challenge that would take place after dinner. | found myself looking at him in a
whole new light and it was hard to keep the censure off my face. | couldn’t imagine
how anyone could hate someone else so much, whatever our differences.

| focused on his words and kept my gaze on my notebook. The squad challenge was a
scavenger hunt in the woods behind the academy and | suddenly realised that it was
probably an excuse to get the recruits out of the building so that he and Engell could
search for the missing documents. Thank goodness we'd hidden them — but was
hiding in plain sight going to work or bite us on the arse harder than the were-bunny
I’d pretended to be?

Our hiding place had to work because | wouldn't be able to go back inside the
academy until the squad challenge had finished. Connor had messaged and he was
coming back at 10pm.

When Engell dismissed the class, he met my eyes and raised an eyebrow, tacitly
asking if 1'd heard from Patkotak. | shook my head and walked out; | wasn't giving
him chance to get me alone because | trusted him about asfar as| could throw him.

Fischer herded us into the mess for dinner; no one was allowed to slip away, not even
for a moment. We had to act normally since he sat next to Margi and Eben; it was
obvious to me that he was sitting with the supernats to keep all of usin his sights. He
knew: he knew one of us had the case.

After we' d finished eating, Fischer led us out to start the challenge. We split into our
squads and gathered behind the building for our instructions. we had to locate five
landmarks marked on a map using only the map and a compass — no modern tech
allowed. Once we found the places, we had to take a squad selfie and the first squad
that returned to the starting point won.



The prize this time was an extra two hours in bed while the rest of the recruits
scrubbed the building from top to bottom. It was a great prize because no one liked
cleaning duty but everyone had to do it. If | hadn’t had a kidnapping, a poltergeist and
an evil government organisation looming over me, | might have even given afuck.

‘Okay, who's the best with navigation because I'm out? | asked, once our group had
gathered together. Navigating by map was a weakness of mine; before I’d come to
Alaska, I'd been abig city girl and | only navigated via Google maps.

Jones raised his hand and the rest of us nodded. Although he was timid, he’ d been the
reason we' d won the last squad challenge. Besides, no one else had volunteered.

We' d been given old-school cameras for the photos, so there was no chance we could
use our phones and ‘accidentally’ check the satnav. ‘I'll take the pictures,’ |
volunteered.

We sent Jones to get the map and compass. Each squad had been given a different
order in which to find the landmarks so we couldn’t ssmply copy each other. We had
ten minutes to prepare to search for our first landmark. When the whistle blew, four
squads raced up the hill and into the woods then veered off in different directions. |
hated |etting Sidnee out of my sight.

It was autumn and the light faded early. We had head torches since it would probably
be full dark before we returned, and one squad member had a large flashlight so we
could take pics in the dark; even with the camera's flash, it would be hard to get a
good photo without a proper light source.

| turned on my head torch when everyone else did, even though | could see just as
well without it. Appearances were important.

Unsurprisingly, Jones did exceptionally well in leading us straight to the first spot. |



took our squad photo then he mapped out the second location, which we reached just
as Sidnee’' s team was leaving. We exchanged grins before she jogged off.

As we raced to landmark three, my anxiety started to fade. We'd hidden the papers
well; our ruse would work and we'd get the evidence safely to Portlock. | kept that
outcome firmly in my mind. I’d manifest it, dammit.

| checked my phone: just over an hour until Connor was back and | could slip him my
duffle bag. It looked like we' d have finished the squad challenge before he arrived.

We took our photo and waited for Jones to lead us to landmark four. As we started
after him, | heard someone muitter, ‘Where's Danny?

My heart froze as | looked around. | couldn’t see him. ‘Hey guys, hold up,’ | called.
‘“We have to wait for Danny.’

| prayed with all my might that he’d stepped behind a tree for a piss, but the longer
we waited the less likely that seemed. One minute passed, then three. Shit, this was
bad, really bad. What if Thorsen had been heading me off the scent? What if | wasn’t
the intended target but Danny was? What if they’d already secured him somewhere?
‘Danny!” | shouted, then we all started calling.

As we retraced our steps, we met up with Sidnee’'s group at landmark three. ‘Have
you seen Danny? | panted desperately. Her eyes widened as she shook her head.

Danny was officially missing, lost in the woods on an exercise — like Petrovich.
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The supernat recruits started to find each other; we had superior abilities, so it made
sense that we'd work together to search. Eben was a shaman and Margi a water
witch, but Harry and George were shifters. Harry was a caribou and George was a
wolverine. Since | wasn't familiar with those animals, | didn’t know how well their
noses worked but they had to be better than human ones.

| grabbed Margi. ‘Margi, is there any magic you can do to help us find Danny?

She grimaced. ‘ Oh shucks. I'm sorry, Bunny, but truthfully I’m not much of a scryer.
If I had something of his| could at least do a lower-level seek spell, or I’d happily try
to. Jeepers creepers, thisisamess!’

| thought about the scrying I’d seen in the past. It had really taken it out of a witch
who had been an expert. ‘Will it hurt you?

‘It'll wear me out, but | should recover after a night's sleep. It's not as intense as a
true scry — but it’s also not as effective.’

| dug out Danny’s handkerchief and handed it to her. She looked at the object for a
beat then shook her head and handed it back. ‘Sorry, Bunny. It's covered in your
blood. The only thing | could scry from that isyou.” Dammit!

George came over. Keeping his voice low he said, ‘I think | picked up a scent, but I'll
do better in my other form.” He looked around. ‘ Cover for me, please, and hold on to
my clothes. Don't let anyone shoot at me.” He looked nervous.



‘“We've got your back, Georgie,” Margi said firmly. * Go ahead, petal.’

He slipped behind a tree and dropped his clothes, then a strange creature waddled out
and my jaw dropped. I'd honestly thought wolverines were some sort of small wolf,
but no; this wolverine looked like a badger or otter hybrid. He had dark fur and
cream-coloured stripes that went from his jaws around his sides and ended in a short
bushy tail. He wasn’t large — and he wasn't like a wolf at al. I'd heard wolverines
were fierce. | stared at dubiously at George; the wild ones might be fierce but he was
adorable.

‘Ohmy,” Margi said, eyeswide. ‘What a cutie!’

George looked up at us then went to the right. We followed. He chose a spot and
snuffled around a bit before waddling off in a straight line; he had definitely scented
something. Thank goodness he and Danny had roomed together long enough for
Georgeto recall hisroom-mate’ s unique smell.

Carrying George's clothing, | ran after the rest of the group. It was totally dark now
and we were far away from the other recruits who had headed back along the route
we' d come along. George was heading perpendicular to the trail we'd made on the
way to the fourth landmark. He continued about a hundred yards before he stopped,
snuffled and put out a clawed paw to scratch at something.

Sidnee knelt down and directed her head torch. ‘It's a syringe,” she said, despair in
her voice as she reached out to pick it up. Thinking of Gunnar and the fisheye, |

yelled, ‘Don'’t touch it, not without gloves!’

Everyone froze, even George who'd uncovered it with a bare paw. ‘Are you feeling
alright? Any strange sensations, sick stomach, hallucinations? | asked him.

He backed up two steps and shook his head.



‘Anyone have any gloves on them? | demanded. No one did. | looked at George.
“Can | use your undershirt? He had an undershirt and an overshirt, so | figured he
could spare it. He gave adistinct nod.

| used the material to pick up the syringe and examined it. It had definitely been used
recently and liquid was still dripping from the needle. | was careful not to touch it or
let the blue-tinged, clear fluid that was soaking into the shirt touch my skin. | could
smell blood when | lifted it near my face. We could only assume it had been used on
Danny.

‘George, do you mind shifting back so we can ask you questions about what you can
smell? | asked urgently.

He looked at his clothes then headed behind atree. | set his clothes next to it and we
turned our backs as we waited. He came out as he finished dressing.

‘Thanks. So, why did you stop here? | asked.

‘The scent ended. If you look over there, you'll see four-wheeler tracks. That's all |
could smell after Daniel’ s scent finished.’

Sure enough, there was a well-used track next to the spot where he'd found the
syringe; afour-wheeler had veered over to this spot and the syringe had been pressed
into the earth by its wheels, which was why George had had to dig it up. Whoever
was responsible for Danny’ s disappearance must have dropped it accidentally and not
noticed when they drove off. If I’d had any remaining doubts, they had gone. Danny
had been kidnapped.

‘What do we do? Margi asked. ‘ Should we tell the sergeant?

A chill went down my spine. | still wasn't sure if we could trust anyone in charge of



the academy. Even though Sergeant Marks was a supernat, | had no way of knowing
for certain if he was involved.

Sidnee and | exchanged a look. ‘I think we need to follow this trail before they get
too far away or we might never see Danny again,’ | said, skirting the issue.

Sidnee backed me up. ‘1 agree. Which way did they go, George?

He pointed down the trail: great, they were headed towards town. | wished one of us
could fly, but that was Danny’s skill and he’'d been taken and drugged. ‘Margi, you
and Eben go back to the academy. If we aren’t back in an hour, tell Sergeant Marks,’
| said finaly.

Margi nodded. Eben looked surly as usual, but they were basically human when it
came to running through the woods and they knew they’d hold us back. ‘Let’s go,

Eben,” Margi said, and they turned and headed back.

George, Harry and Sidnee looked at me. Connor would be here soon. It would be
great to have him, Fluffy and avehicle as well. * Sidnee, do you have your phone?

She patted her pocket. ‘I’ ve been keeping it on me in case | heard from Thomas about
Engell.” What alittle rule-breaker!

‘Okay, I’'m going to rendezvous with Connor and Fluffy. I'll text you from Connor’s
phone. Ping me your location when | do and we'll join you.’

The three of them hurried off down the trail. | watched them for a second then turned
back to the academy and started to run.

| couldn’t shake the feeling that Danny was running out of time.
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Connor wasn't there when | returned and my internal sense of time told me he was
about five minutes away. | wasn’t sure what to do. Should I go into the academy and
retrieve my rucksack or wait until we'd found Danny? | refused to consider that
Danny would have any other fate than being safely found. | was not prepared for
Petrovich Part Two.

Recruits were coming back into the academy. By now all of the officers must have
been informed about Danny’ s disappearance so the search for the attaché case had to
be over. | wondered if the decoy would be missing from the break-room cupboard; if
so, would my rucksack be missing, too? | hoped that all of the commotion would
keep them from looking too closely at the attaché case’ s contents.

Just as | was about to make a decision, Connor’s small white truck turned into the
drive and started up the slight incline. | gestured for him to park and raced over to
meet him. He got out and Fluffy and Shadow followed.

| scooped up the kitten, who was easily nine or ten kilos now, and he rubbed his furry
face against mine. A raspy purr filled my ear. ‘What's this? | said, noticing his
adorable Nomo vest. It was identical to Fluffy’s, though it said ‘Nomo Feline’ instead
of ‘“Nomo K-9'.

Connor winked. ‘1 thought he should have something since he's part of the team.’

| hugged Shadow again; | hadn’t realised how much I’d needed to see him. *You are
so handsome in your vest.” | kissed his head before he started wriggling to get down,



then he rubbed against my legs.

‘So what’s up? Connor could read the tension in my body.

‘Danny was kidnapped during an exercise.” | looked around to make sure no one was
close enough to overhear, but we seemed to be alone. ‘ There was a surprise exercise
so that Lieutenant Fischer and whoever is working for him could search the building
for the documents we stole!’

‘Did they get them? His brow wrinkled with concern.

‘I don’t know and | can’t check right now. Can | borrow your phone? Connor passed
it over and | texted Sidnee. ‘ Sidnee is going to text us her coordinates and we'll join
them in the search for Danny. Whoever took him has drugged him and hauled him off
in afour-wheeler. We need your truck.’

“You got it, Connor assured me. ‘I’ m sorry about your friend. We'll find him.’

| gave him a hurried kiss. Thirty seconds later, the coordinates appeared and | ruffled
Fluffy’'s ears. ‘We're gonna need your help, boy. Are you up for it? He gave a
determined bark and his ears pricked forward; he was ready and eager.

| looked at the map on Connor’s phone; Sidnee and the others were back on a paved
road. ‘Let’stake the truck,” | said, showing Connor the location.

Fluffy jumped onto the seat and | held Shadow on my lap. Connor shut the door then
climbed into the driver’ s seat; it was a tight squeeze with all of usin the cab.

Aswe pulled onto the main road, Connor put the pedal to the metal and soon we were
back with my three friends. They looked dispirited, stumped about where to go next.
Connor found a safe place to park off the road and he, Fluffy and | got out. | made



sure Shadow stayed in the cab; the last thing | needed was to lose my intrepid cat as
well.

George was staring into the distance and | wondered if he'd lost the scent. ‘What
happened? | asked.

‘“We don’'t know which way they went after they left thistrail,” Sidnee told me.

‘George? Anything? | pressed him.

‘I think they went this way.” He pointed to the right. ‘But the vehicle scents are
overwhelming so I’m not sure.’

It was time for Fluffy to shine. | pulled out the handkerchief Danny had lent me after
Thorsen had punched me. ‘I know it smells of my blood,” | told Fluffy, ‘but it should
have Danny’s scent on it, too. Can you decide which way we should go?

He sniffed the handkerchief and the trail George had been following, then gave a
happy bark and a wag as he snuffled this way and that across the grass. Finally he
trotted forward, lifted his nose in the air and sniffed pointedly. He looked to the right
and moved into his pointing stance.

| looked down the road; it went along the coast. ‘ Anyone know anywhere they could
go down there? No one did; none of us were local and we hadn’t had a chance to
explore the area. | sighed — | should have got Jones to help. Unless we saw the four-
wheeler, there was no way of knowing where it was because there was a row of
buildings along the road. It could be hidden in any one of them.

We piled into the truck. Sidnee, George, Harry and Fluffy got in the back and my dog
stood in the corner against the cab with his nose in the wind. Shadow climbed into
my lap to look out of the window.



After a couple of miles Fluffy barked once and pointed his nose at a warehouse on the
water. Connor stopped and turned around; although there was almost no parking, he
found a spot. As we climbed out of the cab | tried to shut the door on Shadow but he
was having none of it and he followed us out. Connor attached a lead to his harness
and handed it to me. | looked at him questioningly. Since when did Shadow have a
lead?

Connor flashed me an exasperated look. ‘Later. It'sawhole story.’
O-kay, then. Fluffy barked and raced ahead, and we followed. Sure enough, behind
the building was a camouflage-coloured four-wheeler. Connor put his hand on the

side of the vehicle. ‘ It's still warm,” he murmured. ‘Thisisit.’

| gave Fluffy a pat and a ‘good boy’. He licked my hand then pointed towards the
four-wheeler. Shadow went up to it, sniffed then hissed.

‘What's the plan? Sidnee asked as we all stared at the back of the warehouse. |
looked at Connor.

‘We go in, but we do it smart,’ Connor said. ‘Bunny and | will go first. Sidnee, wait
three minutes before you and the others come in. Are any of you shifters beside
Sidnee? he asked. Harry and George nodded. ‘ Predators?

Harry shook his head. ‘ Caribou.’

‘All right. That’s not very discreet, so stay on two. And you? he asked George.

‘Wolverine.’

‘Great! Shift before you comein. Fluffy will stay with you.’



Fluffy whined and gave me puppy-dog eyes. ‘ Sorry, boy,’ | told him. ‘“We need you
to help Sidnee and the others.” Histail dropped and he looked at Shadow.

‘I should put Shadow in the cab first,” | said to Connor, but the second | tried to pick
him up my lynx went wild, flipping and jumping to try to escape me. | sighed. ‘He
won't go.’

‘He has a mind of his own.” Connor’s tone was dry. My curiosity was piqued again
about this ‘whole story’ he hadn’t yet told me, but now was not the time.

| handed Shadow’ s lead to Sidnee and he stood quietly next to Fluffy as Connor and |
approached the door. Connor gestured for me to get behind him. In the weak light
from the streetlamps, | could see that his fangs were down and | wished mine were
smarter and would also drop. | had more control over them than I’d had before but
they still didn’'t always appear when | wanted them too. Now, you stupid teeth. Now,
| thought. Nothing.

Connor counted down on his fingers, one, two, three, then twisted the doorknob. It
opened.

The warehouse was brightly lit and we blinked as our eyes adjusted to the brightness.
Danny was sprawled on the ground. | started to rush forward but Connor caught my

arm. ‘Wait,” he hissed.

| looked up. Oops. We were surrounded by five men dressed in fatigues and holding
rifles and sidearms. We'd startled them but they quickly levelled their guns at us.

‘Who are you and what are you doing in here? the tall red-headed man on the left
demanded.

Connor and | looked at each other and then, as though we'd planned it, he went left



and | went right, both of us travelling at full vamp speed. Connor had his knife out
and dlit two throats before | hit my first guy. | didn’t have aweapon but | ripped away
his rifle and hit him over the head. Connor knocked out a third soldier and | took
down the last one with the butt of the gun.

| stared at the blood then up at Connor; he looked like an avenging god. His hair was
dishevelled and his fangs were in full view as he snarled.

| didn’t know who these men were or if they’d deserved to die, but it felt like they
did. Set aside your persona feelings, Bunny, Gunnar's voice echoed from my
memory. He was right — he was always right. These guys were doing their job, and
right now their job was war on me and mine. They knew the risks.

Now wasn'’t the time for a treatise on morality. | wanted Connor, my friends, my pets
and myself to live more than the kidnappers and | was ready to do anything to make
that happen, to get us all out alive.

Just as the last guy fell, Sidnee and the others ran in. ‘Check the rest of the
warehouse,” | bellowed and we spread out. There were two more men in a back room
with a speaker blasting rap tunes. Sidnee sneaked up on them, banged their heads
together and they went down. In wolverine form, George streaked past us to an open
door and | heard a shout from inside.

George had the man down. He slashed his legs then worked his way up the man’s
body until he was nothing but bloody pulp. Now | understood more about wolverines
— cute, my ass!

‘Bunny!” | heard Connor yell, panic in his voice.

My heart gave afirm thump and | ran out to the main room of the warehouse.
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‘What's wrong? | asked as | raced to his side. Connor was staring down at a case,
though he wasn't getting too close to it. | swore loudly: it was full of small plastic
bags full of hot-pink crystals. ‘ Fisheye.’

‘A shit tonne of fisheye.’” He backed away from the deadly drugs and ran his hands
through his unruly curls.

| raced to Danny’s side. If he' d been given fisheye, we needed to get him to healer or
a hospital — now. In a pinch, maybe Eben could help — he was a shaman — but |
wasn't sure if al shamans could hea like Anissa? By al accounts she was
extraordinarily powerful; that was why I'd met her in the first place.

| calmed myself and thought. ‘The liquid in the syringe was blue. Danny probably
wasn't dosed with fisheye.’

‘Blue? Connor frowned. ‘What colour was the other drug? The one that made you
forget?

‘Amneiac? It was purple.’

He relaxed visibly. *Good. That means they didn’t wipe Danny’s memory. He might
have something helpful to say when he comes around. His heart is beating strongly so
| don’t think he's in immediate danger. Let’s round up the living soldiers and subdue
them, then we'll seeif we can wake him up.’



Connor picked up two of the men and dropped them in the middle of the floor. Sidnee
and George, who was back in his human form, brought out two more and Harry
brought out the rest. The caribou shifter was hella strong.

| looked anxiously at Danny. He still wasn’t coming around, although his chest was
rising and falling with each breath. A couple of the soldiers we'd knocked out were
stirring. Connor chose one of them and dragged him over to a chair. Luckily, the
kidnappers had supplied us with rope and duct tape, so Connor tied his victim to the
chair while the rest of us secured the others.

| went back to Danny to see if | could wake him. | was getting anxious seeing him
lying there. | shook him gently — nothing. | dragged him over to a wall and propped
him up against it. His head lolled but he still didn't stir. | checked his pulse; as
Connor had said, it was strong and Danny was continuing to breathe without help. It
looked like the blue drug was intended to knock him out rather than kill him.

| looked up. ‘I don’t know what elseto do.’

Connor growled, ‘We find out from this fucker.’

The man in the chair groaned as he came around. | stood in front of the chair and
leaned down. His eyes took a minute to focus but then | saw recognition in them;

since | didn’t know him, that took me aback. ‘Y ou know who | am? | asked.

He didn't answer. ‘You know what | am, then,’ | demanded. He blinked
involuntarily; not only did he know what | was, he was frightened of me. Good.

My teeth clicked down as the bastards finally did what | wanted — I’ d have cheered if
the situation hadn't been so dire. 1 smiled, showed them to the soldier and he
blanched. ‘What did you give my friend? | demanded.



He was breathing hard, panicking. ‘I can’'t tell you. They’ll kill me.’

Standing behind him, Connor laughed. The man tried to turn to look at him but
Connor placed a hand on each side of his face to stop him moving, then he |eaned
down and growled in his ear, ‘Listen to the nice vampire or I'll show you something
to be afraid of .’

| guessed we were playing good vampire, bad vampire. ‘What my darling mate is
trying to say is that they might kill you but we definitely will .” Oh shucks: | wasn't a
success at playing the good vampire. | gave my best movie-vampire hiss, teeth out
and everything — and the sharp smell of urine filled my nose.

‘It's called somnum,’ he blurted out. ‘It keeps shifters down for four hours. That's all
| know!’

Somnum? That was Latin for sleep. These guys were as original as fuck. ‘Isthat all it
does? | pressed.

‘Yes! At least, that’ swhat they told us,” he amended.

‘“Who's your leader? | turned sideways so he could see the pile of men tied up in the
middle of the floor.

‘The redhead.’

The only redhead was the man who'd had his throat dlit, so we wouldn’t be getting
any more from him, not without Liv. I'd never thought I'd miss the terrifying
necromancer but at that moment | definitely did. ‘Is there a second in command? |

asked.

He shook his head; damn, this guy might be as good as it got. ‘What were you



supposed to do with Danny?

‘Who?

‘The shifter you drugged and kidnapped.” | was growing increasingly frustrated and
my voice was tight. The man in the chair tried to lean away from me but Connor was
still behind him.

‘“We were supposed to deliver him to this warehouse and wait.’

Connor was already moving. Sidnee, Fluffy and | joined him, leaving George and
Harry to watch the inside of the warehouse. Sidnee thrust Shadow’s lead into Harry’s
hand — he looked totally bemused to be suddenly responsible for a cat — and we burst
out of the door.

We looked around to see if we were about to be overrun. Like our warehouses in
Portlock, this one was next to the water with a dock behind to load and unload boats.
It was still and quiet, and fog had rolled in to obscure the view. It was both a help and
a hindrance: no one could see us, but we couldn't see what or who was creeping up on
us.

‘Fucking fog,” Connor swore as he scanned the area.

Sidnee leaned against me and whispered, ‘1 can swim out and see what | can see.’

| considered her offer. | didn’t think she'd be seen but it would put her in danger. As
a mer, she changed more than her form when she shifted: she became shark-like,
violent, uncaring, the complete opposite of the sweet, shy, caring Sidnee that | knew.
That switch also made her more impulsive and likely to get involved when she should
remain hidden. | wavered; we needed the intel, but more importantly | needed her to
be safe.



Before | could tell her not to, she started stripping her clothes. ‘1t's not agood idea,’ |
said.

‘It' s not safe, Sidnee,” Connor added.

Sidnee looked up with her black mer eyes and walked naked onto the dock before
diving neatly in the water. | gathered up her clothes. It looked like she was done
listening. Fair enough —we all had those days.

Fluffy gave an uneasy whine and looked down the row of warehouses to our right. |
couldn't see anything in the fog, but I'd learned to trust his senses. ‘Connor,’ |

whispered, ‘ Fluffy senses something down there.’ | pointed.

He nodded and together we dlipped around the side of the warehouse and waited.
Fluffy was silent, his body tense against mine.

| knew when the men grew closer because | could hear low voices and the crunch of
footfalls on the uneven ground. ‘How many? | asked quietly.

Connor held up seven fingers, he was a pro at differentiating heart beats.

‘We've got to warn Sidnee.” | looked at the dock but | couldn’t see anything. Even
the singlelight at the edge of it only pierced the fog afew feet.

Connor pointed. An outline of a man appeared, then another, and their voices seemed
to float towards us. ‘Why isn't Anderson answering his walkie? one of them asked.

‘He’ s probably watching cat videos,” somebody replied.

‘Nah, he’sonly into porn,” athird said. Disembodied laughter floated in the air.



The man in front suddenly stopped and held up his hand. ‘Silence! Something is
wrong.’

They went quiet. Now they were closer, we could see the whole group. They were
armed and dressed like the others and they were on high aert. Just then, there was a

slight splash as Sidnee emerged from the water.

She walked naked down the dock and seven guns swung her way.
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| started to run to my friend but Connor stopped me. He didn’t look as stressed as |
felt: he trusted Sidnee to be okay. | trusted Sidnee all day long — it was the men with
the guns | was worried about.

“Who are you and what are you doing out here in the nude? one of the men yelled.
The fog was so thick that | couldn’t tell which one spoke.

Sidnee hurriedly tried to cover herself with her hands as best she could. ‘I’'m naked
because of a shitty prank.” She stifled a sob. * Some bastards stole my clothes. Can
anyone see them? Her voice was small and wavering. She should have got an
academy award.

‘We're asking the questions.” The man’s voice was sharp.

She flinched. ‘We were all going skinny dipping but the others got out, took my
clothes and ran off. My phone was in my jeans. Can you call for help for me? I'm
freezing.” She shivered hard for effect, which was a sneaky trick because | knew she
rarely felt the cold.

The guns wavered; at a gesture from the one who'd yelled out, they were pointed
away from Sidnee towards the ground.

My friend looked around nervously like a naked young woman would do and pointed
to the nearest boat. ‘I’m going to check there for my clothes. They have to be stashed
somewhere.’



The man nodded and she climbed aboard the fishing boat. Sidnee was shapely and
gorgeous, so she had their complete attention. Idiots. Her clothes weren’t on the boat
because | was still holding them. | hoped she'd use the time to dlip back into the
water and get to safety.

Once she was on board, the men lost interest: she was some local yokel with bad
judgement and they weren't there for locals. It wasn't even an issue that she’'d seen
them walking around with weapons:. after all, being visibly armed in Alaska wasn't
unusual when there were bears and wolves to think aboui.

The men relaxed and walked casually towards the warehouse; their rifles slung over
their shoulders. Unfortunately for us, the jig was just up. Once they looked inside,
they would declare war and we' d only brought our supernat selves and one knife to a
gunfight. We needed to do something, fast.

Connor gestured for us to move behind the men. As long as we were silent the fog
and the darkness would hide us, but even with vamp speed | doubted we could take
any of them down before the rest turned on us.

Connor grabbed the first man. Putting his hand over the guy’s mouth, he snapped his
neck and laid him down carefully on the gravel. | took the next one and silently
choked him until he passed out. We were down to five. | knew we wanted to
interrogate the leader so we needed him to be the last man standing — and breathing —
but he was in the middle of the others.

Fluffy thought faster than we did. He ran ahead silently then stood in the one spot
where weak light almost hit the ground. He yipped then limped forward once the men

had noticed him.

‘Hey, it'sadog.’



‘He' s hurt.’

‘He's wearing a collar. Shouldn’t we try to phone his owner? It seemed that even
evil henchmen liked dogs.

‘Ignoreit. We have amission,’ the leader snapped.

‘I like dogs more than | like you,” another man muttered mutinously.

“Shut up, Humphrey, before Grayson shoots you.’

Fluffy’s distraction was helpful but not quite enough. As they moved past my dog,
the leader looked around then stiffened and swore when he noticed that two of his
men were missing. With a sharp command, the troops were back to being fully armed
and alert as they stood back-to-back and searched the foggy darkness for us.

Nuts. There was no way we could get to them before they opened fire. | motioned to
Connor that we should back away; | was out of ideas and, by the frustrated ook on
Connor’ sface, so was he. Fluffy was locked into his fake limp until we made a move,
though no one was looking at him as he faded into the darkness. He was also making
astrategic retreat: smart dog.

We were all on Team Sneak Away, except we' d forgotten the trickiest member of our
team, Shadow. He must have dipped free from Harry because suddenly he was
slinking past my leg. | tried to grab him but, like his name, he was mist, fog — and he
was hunting .

| shivered as smoky colour lifted from his silvery fur and melted the cute harness
right off him. He raced along the ground, enveloped two of the men and they went
down screaming, as acid-like smoke consumed them. The other soldiers looked on in
horror, as did |. Memories of the beast from beyond the barrier besieged me, and |



fought for amoment to get back to the here and now.

When | looked at my lynx, unlike the beast he still retained his golden eyes. For the
billionth time | wondered what my sweet boy really was. | didn’t want him to be a
killer; 1 wanted him to remain an innocent kitten, not become a murderous, deadly
beast. This was our fight and it wasn't a supernatural one because the men were
human.

Nevertheless, this was our chance and we rushed the remaining soldiers — but |
tripped on an uneven patch of ground and the sound of me stomping on the gravel
had them whirling around. Fucksticks!

Connor killed his target and Fluffy knocked another man down, but the leader had his
gun aimed right at me. | tried to step aside at vamp speed as it boomed but | hadn’t
fully regained my balance. Connor stepped in front of me and the bullet went through
his side.

As the blood seemed to spray in slow motion, my heart stopped and terror filled me. |
wanted to throw up but | rushed to his side instead. He' d taken a bullet for me. My
God, he'd taken a bullet for me!

Connor didn't even hesitate before reaching out to the man closest to him, the one
Fluffy had knocked down. He opened his mouth wide, latched on to his neck and
started to drink. Fluffy was wrestling with the leader, holding on to the man’swrist so
he couldn’t am his gun at me again. As Connor drank to heal himself, | gathered
myself and leapt into the fray.

| tore the gun away from the leader’s grip but it was on a strap around his neck, so
when | yanked it he went over backwards and pulled me down with him so that he,
Fluffy and | were tangled in apile of l[imbs and guns.



| threw a few hard punches, expecting him to defend himself and scramble
backwards, but he let them land then moved towards me. He straddled me and
pressed his rifle against my throat. Fluffy bit him on the ass and tried to pull him
away, but although the guy yelled he didn’t let up the pressure on my windpipe.

Shadow padded over and hissed but his smoky coat was back. He didn’t have a lot of
energy left after he’'d deployed his shadow, so he probably couldn’t use it to kill

again.

| realised | was trying to take in panicked breaths like a human — but | wasn’'t a
human. | was very not human. | met the man’s eyes, reached into the cold part of my
brain and shoved my will a him. ‘Stop!” He froze. ‘Lift your gun away from my
throat.” Captured by my mesmerising magic, he did so.

Connor prowled forward, death in his eyes. ‘Connor, stop! We need answers!’ |
yelled before he could rip the leader’ s head off. He stopped and ground his teeth.

The man was panting and blood was pouring from his mouth. My few punches had
been solid and | reckoned I’ d cracked arib that had punctured one of hislungs. | had
no time to be sympathetic, though, because we needed answers.

| held onto his eyes. ‘What are you doing here with the supernats?

‘We are experimenting with some new drugs that will control you filthy supernats.
We need more of you to experiment on because you keep dying on us. We were told
to take more subjects from the academy because no one would report it.’

Connor barked, ‘Who are you working for?

‘Answer him!” | ordered when the man didn’t reply.



‘I'm MIB. We're working for a secret black-ops group that doesn’'t have a name — at
least, not one | know.’

Connor and | looked at each other grimly. * And what’ s your objective here? | asked.

‘I told you. We're taking some of the supernat recruits from the academy for
experimentation. We especially want the vamp.” His eyes remained on mine even as
he hacked and coughed up more blood. Panic filled his eyes, he needed medical
attention or he'd die — and he knew it.

“You can't have her,;” Connor snarled. With a lightning-fast movement, he reached
out and snapped the man’ s neck with an audible crunch.

Sidneeran over. ‘Are you okay? | couldn’t get to you because they’ d have seen me.’

‘Don’'t worry. I’'m glad you stayed safe.’ | handed over her clothes. ‘We're fine, but
we've got alot of bodiesto deal with. What should we do?

Connor looked at Sidnee. ‘Y ou fedl like another swim? he asked.

She swallowed, and when she spoke her voice was unnaturally high. *Y ou want me to
get rid of the bodies?

‘Is that possible? Won't they float up eventualy? | asked. We'd had the cold-water
survival class but no class on what happened when someone dumped a body — or
several.

Sidnee smiled and this time she showed her shark teeth; she was on the edge of going
mer. ‘Not if | put them in the Alaska current. They won't surface until they hit the
Aleutians, and by then they won't surface at all.’



| shivered dlightly at the change in my friend, though not enough for her to notice.

“Y ou two drag them down to the water,” Sidnee said. ‘I'll reappropriate a net and pull
them out with me.’

‘Reappropriate? | asked.

She winked. ‘ That’s law-enforcement speak for steal.’

| looked at the pile of bodies then back to my slender friend. ‘That’'s a lot of weight,’
| said dubiously.

‘I'mamermaid, shereplied flatly.

| knew what she was but | didn’t know the true extent of her abilities because we' d
never talked about stuff like that. Perhaps we should ... later. ‘Okay.’

‘“What about the guns? Her black eyes grabbed the tiniest bit of light from the weak
street lamp and flashed.

Connor shrugged. ‘We'll throw them in with the bodies.’

With George and Harry’s help, we spent the next half hour dragging bodies and guns
to the water. Not one soldier was left alive, and | found that hard. Clearly it had been
them or us and | understood that choice intellectualy, but emotionaly | was
struggling.

| decided to think about it later, much later when we were safe. Mer-Sidnee, Connor
and George seemed perfectly fine with the body count, although Harry was looking a
bit green. | was sure that Sidnee would also be green later when she was in her human
form again.



We waited inside the warehouse while she did her thing. | sat cross-legged next to
Danny with an exhausted Shadow collapsed in my lap, hoping Daniel would wake up
soon; by now, he had to have been out for close to four hours.

He came round about thirty minutes later. He was disorientated and | had to explain a
couple of times where we were and what was going on. ‘Where are Margi and Eben?
he asked.

“We sent them back to the academy. Why?

Looking grim, Danny shook his head. ‘We need to get to Margi! She isn't safe.’” He
staggered to his feet. ‘ The person who stuck me with the damned needle was Eben.’

Fuck.
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‘Eben? | repeated. | was in a state of shock. He was one of us. Why would he harm
us? Was he MIB too? The thought made me sick, but some supernats did work with
the MIB.

That tickled something at the back of my mind and | thought back. The first time
Eben and | had met he' d said he was a witch then he'd later claimed to be a shaman.
He'd said he was from the village where Danny had grown up, Nome, but they’'d
never given the dlightest indication that they’ d ever met before. I’d put that down to it
being a big town; | certainly didn’t know every Portlock resident. But the truth was,
Eben may never have set foot in that village. In fact, | couldn’t think of a single
occasion when he' d done anything supernat at al. Not ever.

George and Harry also looked shocked. ‘Has Eben ever performed magic around any
of you? | asked slowly. They shook their heads.

Dammit, he was a plant. Had | inadvertently let anything slip about the attaché case
in his presence? | skimmed my memories: no, | hadn’t, thank goodness.

The only thing that stood out about Eben was his secretiveness and quiet judgement,
even during supernat classes. We'd accepted him without question, despite his dour
demeanour; well, more fool us. The MIB had needed someone within our group
because supernats were hard to bring down; they’d needed someone to get up close
and personal with us to take us down without killing us. | felt sick. The whole time
Eben had been working against us.



How had | not suspected his involvement? Great detective | was turning out to be.
The State Trooper Academy was being overrun by the MIB and they were removing
supernats and handing them over to a shady black-ops group. They were planning to
turn the Alaska State Troopers into a Gestapo group to eliminate supernats. | felt like
I’d been dropped behind enemy lines in World War Two — or World War Three, for
that matter.

‘We have to get back,” Danny said urgently. ‘Margi has no one to look out for her.’
Not only was Margi in danger but the papers were at risk every second we delayed.
But we couldn’t go yet because Sidnee was still hip-deep in body disposal —literally.

‘We can't leave Sidnee,” Connor said before | did.

‘“Yeah,” | added. ‘ She's taking care of our business and she's vulnerable if any more
MIB show up.” The MIB had to have a ship somewhere out there and there could be a
lot more of them aboard. We were sitting ducks.

Then it hit me: we'd killed MIB, and/or some of the black-ops group. My heart gave
a single hard thump. ‘We especially want the vamp,’ ran through my head. We were
already on their radar and they’ d been planning to kidnap me.

My legs felt weak. If Connor hadn’t reached out and rested his hand in the small of
my back, | might have fallen. His presence, his love and his steadying hand shored
me up, and my legs stopped shaking. This was no time for me to freak out; we needed
to find Sidnee and get the hell back to Margi.

The door to the warehouse swung open and we all jumped. Connor leapt in front of
me — but it was a wet and naked mermaid. ‘Uh, what's up? she asked curioudly, as
though we hadn’t sent her out with a bunch of bodies and weaponry to dispose of.
Her eyes were soft brown and her teeth normal. My Sidnee was back.



| hurried over and handed over her clothes then stood in front of her to give her a bit
of privacy, athough it was clear she couldn’t care less. Once she was dressed, she
wrung out her hair and quickly braided it.

‘We need to go,” | said urgently. ‘The short version, Eben is one of them and he's
alone with Margi.’

She reeled back. * Eben? Quiet Eben? But he's so sweet.’

That hadn’t been my experience because he'd hardly connected with us, but this was
Sidnee and she thought most people were sweet. ‘It turns out he wasn’t so sweet after
al, | said grimly.

We hurried back to Connor’s truck. The three men and Fluffy climbed in the back,
and Sidnee sgueezed into the cab with me, Connor, and a sleeping Shadow. We took
off, wheels spinning as we sped back to the academy.

‘We need a story, something about what happened to Danny that the humans will
understand.” I'd been worrying about that ever since Danny had woken up. We
couldn’t tell the truth so we needed something believable to keep Fischer off our
radar. He needed to think we were still clueless.

| reached behind us and opened the sliding window that went through to the back of
thetruck. ‘Hey,’ | called. ‘We have to get our stories straight for the humans.’

‘I'll say I fell, hit my head and got lost wandering in the wrong direction,” Danny
offered. ‘ Fluffy tracked me down by the road.’

“We' ve been gone longer than that, plus there’ s no bump on your head. They’ll check
you for a concussion,” Sidnee objected. She was right; they’d want him to see a
doctor.



‘We could say | fell into that abandoned mine, the one Connor hid in? Danny
suggested.

‘No. They’'ll investigate, try to seal it back up and know immediately that’s not true,’
| replied.

‘A sinkhole?

Before | could answer that it would be the same for a sinkhole, Harry’s steady voice
came from the back. ‘Danny was dehydrated and became disoriented. He wandered
for awhile, realised he was lost and hunkered down. He was planning to wait until
morning to find his way out of the woods. His headlamp was dead and he didn’t have
his phone. The dog can still have found him.’

‘Simple, and believable,” Connor said. ‘ Danny, do you have your phone?

‘No, | left it behind. We were supposed to be without tech.’

“What about your headlamp?

‘It must have fallen off.’

Connor nodded. ‘Okay. In case someone has found it, you say it died, you discarded
it and you don’t know whereit is.’

‘Y eah, that’s better,” Danny agreed.

‘Perfect. Everyone got the story straight? Everyone responded in the affirmative,
including a sharp bark from Fluffy.

Connor turned left and the academy loomed up on the hill ahead. ‘Here we go.” He



pulled to the front and parked. The men in the back climbed out slowly and carefully
as though they were exhausted, which they probably were; | knew | was close to
being unconscious. Maybe I'd get better at mesmerising in the future, but for now it
left me weaker than a day-old baby.

Like me, Sidnee — who'd done the most work — looked like she was hanging on by
her fingernails. We were vulnerable right now, which was all the more reason for
Fischer to believe the BS we were peddling.

| placed Shadow on the passenger side seat and slipped out. The poor exhausted little
felladidn’t stir when we shut the doors.

We gathered together and went through the front doors. Recruits and officers were
scattered about the building, but someone noticed us and a shout rang out. ‘You
found him!” Several people pulled out phones to call their friends or fellow squad
mates to tell them to come back in

‘Go check on Margi,’ | whispered to Sidnee before we were surrounded by a lot of
relieved-looking recruits. Sidnee slipped away.

Danny was being hugged and clapped on the back. Lieutenant Fischer was glaring at
our group from where he was leaning against the wall next to the reception window.
He had dlightly more than a five o’clock shadow and | wanted to smirk because |
knew that we' d been stressing him out. He was the only one, besides whatever MI1B
plants there were and possibly Sergeant Marks, who knew the truth.

A table had been set up with doughnuts, coffee and hot chocolate for the searchers.
They’ d been going out on rotation to avoid getting too wet and cold, as well as to get

some rest. We went to get a sorely needed hot drink.

Fifteen minutes later, Sergeant Marks burst through the door, took one look at us and



pulled Danny into a brief man hug. ‘Are you aright? What happened? He looked
sincere and | really hoped he wasn’t one of them .

| heard Danny start to recite the story we'd come up with, but Sidnee was signalling
me from the stairs and | couldn’t hang around to listen. | squeezed Connor’s hand,
pointed at Sidnee and left him with Danny, Fluffy and the others, then | dlipped
behind the crowd and ran up the stairs.

It was dark upstairs and no one seemed to be around. ‘Margi isn’'t in our room,’
Sidnee said grimly. ‘I checked everywhere upstairs. She's not here and neither is
Eben.’

“‘Shit. Do we know if they made it back? | asked.

She shook her head. ‘1 didn’'t want to draw attention to the fact that they’ re missing.’

“We have no choice. Let’s go back downstairs and ask if anyone has seen them.’

We rgjoined our group. People were fussing over Fluffy, who was accepting the
admiration with a lolling tongue and a happy wagging tail. Connor was |leaning
against the entrance, staying out of the way. | joined him. ‘Margi isn't upstairs. We're
going to ask around.’

He nodded. ‘I’ Il wait.’

We spread out, casually asking if anyone had seen Margi or Eben. Of al people, it
was Thorsen who responded. ‘Yeah, | saw them a couple of hours ago. Maybe they
went back out to search? He still wasn't showing any antagonism; either my
mesmerising was still working or he didn’t know Margi was supernat. But if Eben
was working with the MIB, surely Thorsen knew the identity of all the supernats
were — so that meant my mes was holding.



| grimaced at his comment. Margi and Eben hadn’t gone back outside to help; Margi
would have waited inside because she knew that Danny had been kidnapped, so she
wasn't going to wander around aimlessly for hours. That meant that Eben had her
secured somewhere, most likely on campus — and | thought | knew where. It was the
one place that was more forbidden than the offices, somewhere that was locked
against even the officers: the plant room under the building.

| sidled over to Sidnee and Connor. We had to distract the lieutenant so we could dlip
away from his watchful gaze to the basement. Occasionally a recruit grabbed
Fischer’ s attention and they’ d chat, but that wasn’t enough; | needed him to be drawn
away for more than afew minutes.

‘We need a big distraction,” | said to Sidnee. ‘A big one. Even Fluffy wouldn’'t be
distraction this time. We need an explosion — or afire.’ | looked at my companions. ‘I
have an idea.’

‘Let me guess. It involvesfire? Sidnee asked sarcastically.

| grinned. ‘It totally does. Y ou guys go to Fluffy and get everyone' s eyes on you for a
minute. | need to disappear.’

Connor and Sidnee joined the crowd that was still adoring Fluffy, and Sidnee
immediately started talking about his exploits when we'd helped her back home in
‘Seldovia’ Even the lieutenant wandered over, probably because he'd had his eye on
Connor. He had to know who and what Connor was — the MIB would be familiar
with the vampire king of America's son. But Connor could handle himself so |
melted to the back of the throng and escaped.

| needed a place where I’d be completely alone and | found it in one of the smaller
classrooms. | checked the corridor and slipped inside when no one was looking. | |eft
the lights off.



| let my rage a the entire situation fill my body. Killing those soldiers, the
kidnapping, the MIB trying to take away my rights, Eben’s betrayal, my mother — the
heat that ssmmered in my core strengthened. | stoked it until a ball of flame gathered
in my chest and | focused it through my hands, then lifted them above my head and
aimed for the sensors above me before | let go.

It was time to fight fire with fire.
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Whoops. I'd used a little too much anger. | hadn’t wanted to set the whole building
on fire, only to set off the fire alarm; I’ d wanted a distraction, not a catastrophe.

The desk I'd aimed at flamed high and burned hot. | moved the rest of the desks away
alittle so it wouldn’t spread easily and then | slipped out. Even as | closed the door,
the fire alarm started to blare. | slipped into the toilets to wait for the building to be
evacuated.

Connor and the other supernats would probably be evacuated, too, but they’ d come to
me as soon as they could dslip away unnoticed. | headed straight to the basement — and
hopefully to Margi.

| kept my eyes peeled, but I’ d waited long enough and the building was empty. Sirens
wailed in the distance so it wouldn’t be long until the fire brigade arrived. | needed to
be quick. | sprinted down the hall. All the doors had closed when the alarm had
triggered, but no one was around to lock the door into the offices. | opened one and
ran the short distance to the back door then looked for something to prop it open for
Connor and Sidnee.

| didn’t have anything but my phone so | dlipped into an office and stole a bright-red
stapler from the desk and stuck it between the door and the jamb, leaving about an
inch and a half opening. Perfect.

Between the fire brigade's imminent arrival and the risk to Margi’s life, | couldn’t
wait for backup. The basement door stared at me. This time, though, | cared not a



whit about being discovered since this whole thing was clearly going full
Armageddon. | didn’t bother with a spell. | grabbed the door and ripped through the
lock and tore the door off two hinges. Whoa. Vamp strength with a little adrenaline,
and | was the Hulk.

Door battered open, | raced down the steps as silently as | could. If | was right and
Eben was human, he probably wouldn’t hear me over the noise of the fire darm and
the plant equipment — but there was always the chance he wasn’t alone.

| peered down the corridor but | couldn’t see anyone. What if | was wrong about
where Margi was being held? What if they’d taken her to another waterfront
building? Crap on a cracker.

| raced to the bottom of the steps and peered through the door. | still couldn’t see
anyone but | could hear Eben’svoice. I’ d guessed right. Fist pump.

“Y ou witches — so powerful.” He spat out the last word sarcastically with a hefty dose
of malice. ‘Let’s see you do magic now, huh? Y ou can't, can you?

| didn’t hear a reply and my gut knotted in fear. Was Margi still alive? There were
very few reasons — death, exhaustion or magic-cancelling cuffs — why a witch
wouldn’t be able to access her magic and | prayed for the latter. | needed to hear
another ‘good gravy’ or ‘holy smokes fall from Margi’s lips. She was such a golden
soul that she didn’'t even swear. If anyone deserved to live through this, it was her.

| crouched down and eased forward, slowly.

‘“You have to use your hands, don't you? Eben sneered. ‘And they’re bound and
unavailable. Boo-hoo.” He laughed.

Hmm. | didn’t have to use my hands for my magic and | doubted Margi did either, so



what was he talking about? Margi was a water witch and the pipes around here were
full of water. Why hadn’t she taken him out?

| crawled on my belly under the pipes until | could see their feet. Eben was pacing,
but Margi was in a chair with restraints around her feet and a used syringe on the
ground. That damned somnum drug — if Eben had used that, Margi probably wasn’t
even conscious. So why was he talking to her? If he was in the middle of hisvillain’s
soliloquy, | was going to use his distraction to beat some sense into him.

Thorsen had said he' d seen both of them awhile earlier. If he'd been telling the truth
—which | wasn’t certain about — and if the drug worked the same on witches as it did
shifters, Margi would probably be out for at least a couple more hours. That felt like a
lot of ifs.

The syringe contents were bluish, like the one used on Danny. | wanted to sigh with
relief but | held it back; there was no point in announcing my presence, though Eben
seemed to be talking to himself. That was supposedly the first sign of madness,
though | doubted he'd loveit if | pointed that out.

He continued, ‘I’'m so glad | don’t have to pretend to be one of you anymore. | finally
feel clean again. Sharing your air was making me feel sick.’

What a total wanker. He'd be damned lucky to be a real shaman. Anissa, the one |
knew in Portlock, was one of the nicest people I’ d met, much nicer than this prick.

| heard someone coming down the stairs behind me and something in me eased.
Connor was finally on his way. Sliding back and standing up slowly and carefully so
Eben wouldn’t see me, | turned to watch him come down the corridor. Relief and joy
filled my sluggish heart.

Only it wasn’t Connor who stepped into sight. It was Lieutenant Fischer.



For once | was speechless; | had officially run out of expletives.
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| looked around desperately for somewhere to hide but Fischer had seen me. A dark
grin filled his face. * Expecting someone else, recruit? he asked. His lips had a cruel
twist to them. How had | ever thought he was handsome? Silver fox, my ass; silver
gorilla, more like, which worked because silver gorillas were dangerous as fuck. Oh
good, my expletives were back.

| swallowed. What had he done to Connor and Sidnee? ‘Maybe,” | said pugnaciously.
| wasn't going to admit to anything.

Eben came around the corner and stood by the lieutenant. More people were coming
down the stairs and they weren’'t being quiet. My heart sank; nobody but Sidnee and
Connor knew | was down here...

However, the people coming down the stairs were Thorsen and Miller, the other MIB
agents we' d discovered.

Sergeant Marks wasn’'t amongst them; either they’d used him to keep Connor and
Sidnee at bay or he wasn’t involved. | opened my mouth to shout for help. There
were other supernats in this building and although being in the basement might
muffle my screams, there was a slim chance someone might hear me.

| yelled, ‘Aoife!” with everything | had and got out one good holler before the
lieutenant sprayed something in my face. My voice cut off and | could no longer
make a sound. And Aoife didn’t show.



| choked in a breath but it was difficult because my throat was partialy closed. |
could breathe if | stayed still but any exertion was impossible. | put my hands to my
throat and glared at the lieutenant. *What did you do to me? | mouthed,

Fischer seemed to understand. ‘That's one of our handy new drugs — it makes you
slent. It doesn't last long but we're working on it and it's more effective than duct
tape. I’ve been longing to use it on you,” he crooned. ‘ Damned encyclopaedic brain,
spouting the answers like a little know-it-all, showing everyone else up. Well, now |
have you, Elizabeth Octavia Barrington.’

He smiled smugly then motioned Thorsen to come forward and tie me up. ‘I know
you vamps don’t need to breathe, but I’m sure this will still be uncomfortable. If you
don't struggle, we'll get you out of here to our submarine soon enough. First we need
to collect the others then it’ll be time for you to go away and for me to greet the next
bunch of recruits.’

| glared at him. Someone was going to notice if a full cohort of supernats went
missing, even with the lack of communication between the various supernatural safe
havens. This couldn’t be swept under the rug and that thought gave me some comfort.

Fischer gestured to someone down the corridor and one of Thorsen’s caba came
forward carrying Sidnee over his shoulder. Two more of them were dragging Connor.
They secured their bonds and |eaned them against the wall next to me. | choked back
a sob as hope drained from me. A rescue team wasn't coming. | was the rescue team
—and | was so screwed.

‘Shouldn’t be long, but we need to find the other three supernat recruits and that
bastard Marks. Seems they received a warning.” Fischer glared at Connor’s limp
body. Although Connor wasn't breathing, he was a true vamp; he had to be aright or
they wouldn’t have brought him down here. Sidnee’ s breathing was slow and steady:
she was out, but she was okay.



But where was Fluffy? At least Shadow was sleeping safely in the truck and no one
knew about him. It was a small consolation as the rest of my life went down the pan.
Asif he'd read my mind, the lieutenant asked, ‘* Where' s the vamp’ s mutt?

‘We tied him up like you said,” Miller answered. ‘We could do with a highly trained
K-9.

The lieutenant nodded. ‘ Saves us some money on training.’

Were they keeping Fluffy for the State Troopers or the MIB? For his sake, | hoped it
was the former. | was relieved the bastards hadn’t shot him; they didn’t like supernats
but they understood the importance of a good dog. | hoped Fluffy would go along
with the subterfuge until he could escape and get back to Gunnar. Gunnar would take
care of him.

Oh man, Gunnar was going to be so mad when Sidnee and | didn’t return from the
academy. Fischer didn’t know what kind of hell he was bringing down on his head. If
I’d worked it out, so would Gunnar —and Gunnar would be prepared with backup and
seventeen different types of weapon. He was a demi-god; he would make them regret
their every action. Knowing that steeled my spine. Whatever happened to me, Gunnar
would make them pay.

It had to be enough.
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| gritted my teeth. | would not give up hope and resign myself to this fate. Danny,
Harry, George and Sergeant Marks were still free, and none of the enemy knew that |
had fire magic. | needed to think my way out of this; | had time as long as | kept a
level head and didn’t panic.

Lieutenant Fischer was hissing angrily at Thorsen; he was trying to keep his voice
down, so naturally | strained my ears to hear what he was saying. | only snatched a
word or two, but it seemed like Thorsen was arguing with him. Was my earlier
mesmerising still making him sympathetic to supernatural s?

Hope blossomed in my heart — then rapidly died as | heard more of their argument
because they were arguing about injecting me. Thorsen was all for it but the
lieutenant wasn’t. They had four more people to bring in and only two more doses of
somnum. Since | was already tied up, there was no need to waste another valuable
dose on me. But it was good to know that I'd rattled Thorsen’s cage enough for him
to be afraid of me.

Predictably, the lieutenant won the discussion; this was Fischer’s territory so he won
the pissing contest and several of the MIB soldiers went off with the two remaining
syringes to bring back the four missing supernats.

| tested the cuffs again: they were tight. The tensile strength of these suckers was
more than 180 kilos. | might have been able to break them if I’d had some leverage
but | had none.



The remaining MIB group ignored me, except Thorsen who sent me a couple of
anxious glances. If my hands had been free, I’d totally have finger waved to get more
under his skin.

| was trying to get a plan together that didn’t involve setting myself on fire as well as
them until | heard a squeaky little meow. My heart stopped. Shadow? Another wave
of fear hit me and | felt nauseous. Had Fischer’s men got him too, or had he slunk
down here all alone to create carnage?

There were no shouts or comments about a damned cat, so the chances were good
that Shadow was down here of his own volition. How the hell had he gotten out of the
truck? Suddenly | realised: the back window. I’d opened it to speak to the others and
I’d forgotten to close it when we'd left the truck with the lynx kitten sleeping inside
the cab.

No one noticed my little guy; with his smoky fur, he merged into the shadows whose
name he bore. Even so, fear juddered through me. He was my little fur baby, not a
highly trained police dog or a valuable supernat. To these guys, he'd be a varmint ,
something to shoot at. Plus Shadow must have used up his strength earlier so |
doubted he could defend himself with his freaky shadow powers. He' d be limited to
teeth and claws, and he was still only half grown.

| couldn’t signal him to tell him to go away in case the men saw me — and anyway,
Shadow was a cat so he’'d probably ignore me. | looked at my friends but they were
still unconscious, and Fluffy was tied up elsewhere. There was only me, an army of
one.

| needed to melt the cuffs that were binding me. | thought about my mum’s comment
that really powerful witches could make small flames, while mid-range fire witches
could only make big ones. Well, if Mum could do it, so could I. The only problem
was that I’ d never learned how to do something that precise.



Shadow walked into the room and made a beeline for me. | glanced around
desperately to see if anyone had noticed but he’ d gone under the pipes and no one had
reacted. | had to work fast.

| let the frustration and anger build the heat that lived in my centre then forced the
fire down my arms. The trick was to stop it at my wrists and temper it from an
inferno to a small, butane-torch level. Probably. | pictured a small, high-temperature
flame in my head, so hot it was blue, and directed it at a spot on my wrist.

Heat poured out of me. Sweat ran down my face, dripped into my eyes, pooled in the
small of my back. It was aready warm in the basement and I’ d raised the temperature
of the room by several degrees more. | glanced up to see if the men had noticed. One
of them was absent-mindedly wiping away a bead of sweat from his brow but none of
them were looking at me. More fool them.

| concentrated: small flame, small flame, | thought.

| had no idea if it was working until suddenly the nylon cuffs melted and hot liquid
dripped on my skin. The burn was excruciating but | muffled my gasp before it could
escape. | couldn’'t let them have any warning before | attacked. My chances were

already slim and the best | could hope for was the element of surprise.

It was time to go out swinging.
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My hands snapped free. Almost at the same time, Shadow strolled out from beneath
the pipes and slow-blinked at me. He sat down and yawned, showing his very white,
very sharp teeth, then he looked around and saw Connor, who'd been tossed like a
sack against the wall.

Shadow strolled over and jumped onto his stomach. Connor stirred and Shadow laid
down and started to purr. Loudly. My heart gave two hard beats. To my sharp
supernat hearing, the sound was virtually roaring around the confines of the room.
Please don't let them hear, | begged the universe.

The soldiers kept on talking and ignored us.

Connor’s head slowly rotated towards me and he blinked severa times in surprise.
Y es! Whatever Shadow had done by jumping on him and purring had freed him from
the somnum. I’d heard that cats' purrs could be healing but Shadow’s must have been
off the scale. Was that another power he had? Or didn’t the blue drug work for long
on vamps? That was something to think about later. Whatever had helped Connor, |
didn’t care; the universe was totally on our side.

Now | had to get close enough to him to burn away his bonds, but | couldn’t do that
without seeing what | was doing or 1I'd burn him instead. Regardless, Hope was
wiping her nose and getting back up yet again — God, | loved her. She was the
grittiest of bitches; no matter how many times she got stamped down, she kept getting
back up.



My burns were itching so at least they were healing, maybe not completely until |
drank some blood but enough that the pain wasn't crippling. | licked my lips and
focused. If the two of us were free, we could overpower the five humans. My heart
was in my throat as | inched closer to Connor, praying that the bad guys wouldn’t
look my way.

He locked eyes with me and | showed him that my hands were free. He nodded and
rolled onto his side to give me access to his cuffs. That upset Shadow, who hopped
down and batted at him with a soft paw. Now is not the time, Shadow buddy!

| locked my fingers around the furthest bit of cuff from Connor’s skin then, keeping
my flame small, melted away the restraints. Connor smiled, reached up and caressed
my face, then he gazed over at the men and mouthed, ‘ On three.’

He held up three fingers and counted down. In a move as smooth as silk, he leapt to
his feet. | was a second behind him and we rushed the group together, vamp speed.
Thorsen was facing us and his eyes flew open wide. The lieutenant had the quickest
reaction: he pulled out a high-tech looking gun and aimed it at Connor.

| recognised it instantly. ‘Taser!” | yelled. My voice was back! A gun could kill usif
it was a direct heart or head shot, and a taser shooting 1500 volts would disrupt a
vamp’s nervous system the same as a human’s. | knew that from experience...

But it turned out that summoning Aoife had worked. She'd been biding her time but
now she materialised in front of Fischer — and she screamed.

The human men fell like dominoes at the might of an angry banshee wail. Connor and
| didn’t waste a second of the time she was giving us. Even as our own ears started to
bleed, we grabbed flex cuffs from the prostate men and cuffed them. Man, that was
satisfying.



Blood was dripping from their ears; clearly they couldn’'t hear a damned thing and
they were in agony. That gave me a grim sense of pleasure: they had stolen my voice
so we had stolen their hearing. Tit for tat. Of course Aoife’s scream had rendered my
ears silent, but that was nothing alittle blood wouldn’t fix.

Connor had clearly had the same thought. He bit down on the other toady, who might
as well have been wearing a red shirt for all his chances of survival, and drank until
his ears were working again. He shoved the man at me and mouthed, ‘Drink .’

Ack — | hated drinking from the source because the one time I’d done it I'd nearly
lost myself. Connor shoved the man at me again and instinct made my fangs dlide
down. | was buried in the guy’s neck before | could blink and hot blood was bubbling
into my mouth, warm blood was so much better than the cold shit I’ d been ingesting!
| swallowed it until my hearing came back with a pop.

| must have paused or given some other sign | was okay because Connor pulled the
toady off me and shoved him back to the floor. Mealtime was over. The urge to keep
on drinking was so strong that | had to take some deep breaths. | guessed vampirism
was alittle like Pringles: once you popped, you couldn’t stop.

‘Okay? Connor asked, concerned. | gave him a thumbs up because | knew he'd
detect theliein my voiceif | said | was fine.

Thorsen had taken advantage of the momentary lapse in our concentration, stumbled
to his feet and run out. In al the screaming and drinking, neither of us had
remembered to secure him. | wasn't worried because | knew he wouldn’t get far, but
before | could chase after him, Shadow bounded off. | tried to call him back but no
words came out.

We checked Margi and Sidnee; they were both unconscious but their ears weren't
bleeding. ‘How come Aoife’'s scream didn’t hurt them? | asked Connor.



“Y ou have to be conscious for a banshee wail to work.’

There was a piercing cry from the corridor and we ran out to see what was going on.
In the dim light | saw Thorsen sitting on the floor, cowering; in front of him, between
him and the stairs, was a gigantic lynx. My gigantic lynx!

| grinned. Shadow was huge, at least ten times the size of a normal full-grown lynx,
and closer to two hundred kilos than ten. He was standing menacingly, eyes glowing
gold and silvery fur standing up in all directions. Even hislittle stub tail was a puff of
fuzz. His growl was low, serious — and utterly terrifying.

| beamed. ‘What a good boy,” | praised. Shadow gave a happy purr but in his current
form it came out as arumbling roar. Cool.

‘Got any more flex cuffs? Connor asked me.

| looked down at my hand, surprised | was still clutching the cuffs I’ d taken from the
lieutenant. ‘Yeah, here’ He bound Thorsen tightly. To be honest, Thorsen looked
relieved to be dragged back to the other room away from Shadow.

| looked back to see my kitten shrink back to his regular ten-kilogram self. Once he
was his correct size, his shadow oozed back onto his fur. It looked like it came from
inside his skin and | shuddered: he could use his shadow to increase his size? He was
a pure supernatural anomaly, an unknown cryptid. | guessed it was up to me to
unlock his secrets and his connection with the beast beyond the barrier. Whatever, he
was my very best boy.

Connor and | weren't done yet: we had to stop the remaining MIB assholes from
injecting my friends and somehow disable them. The lieutenant had said there was a
submarine waiting, which meant there were more MIB out there. He must have had
some type of communication device to signal them to send a boat or a skiff to get



everyone to the sub. Our time was growing short.

‘“We have to search them,’ | said to Connor. ‘One of them — probably the lieutenant —
must be able to get in touch with that sub.’

The lieutenant did indeed have a communication device — and so did the other men.
We confiscated them al; with their ruined eardrums, it wasn’t like they’d be using
them anytime soon.

Connor and | plugged the devices into our own ears; they were already switched on
and an occasional smattering of conversation came through.

‘We have to leave with the tide. Y ou have forty-five minutes. Acknowledge.’

Connor and | looked a each other, then he clicked the button to speak.
‘Acknowledged.’

Nothing else came through. ‘ Guess it worked,” he said.

‘| hope so. We need to save the others,’ | said.

The adrenaline was receding now, leaving me feeling more tired than ever. My hands
started to shake and suddenly everything hit me. Why were these people so angry at
supernats? | was like them : | wanted to go to work, earn aliving, enjoy my pets and
my boyfriend, and live a comfortable life. | wanted to go home to Portlock and curl
up with my pets and Connor and a cup of tea— a proper one not like the crap they had
here. How was my vampirism hurting them? How was my best friend being a
mermaid arisk to national security? The fact that we were different changed nothing.

It always came down to fear. Since we had a different sort of power to them, they had
to take it from us and eliminate us to feel safe. And that meant we supernats had to



stay hidden. Well, screw that.

Connor must have noticed me spiralling because his comforting hand at the small of
my back grounded me again. We had a mission to stop this mess, save the supernats
and the academy, then help the state by taking the financial papers to people who
would know what to do with them.

‘Take a deep breath, Bunny,” Connor said gently. ‘We'll get to the others, then we'll
expose these fuckers so they can’t continue their little supernat disposal plan.’

‘How? How do we do it while keeping our existence secret? We can’t expose the
whol e supernatural world.’

‘Wewon't. We'll usethelaw,” he said confidently.

‘How? | asked again.

He held up the syringe, clasped in a scrap of paper so he wouldn’t leave fingerprints.
He must have picked up the one that had been left at Margi’ s feet. * Evidence.’

He was right — and | needed to pull myself together. | was an officer of the Nomo’s
office of Portlock; | was the law. | was also a recruit at the State Trooper Academy
and | could recall every single lesson we'd had. We would bring them down as
humans .

| straightened up. ‘You're right. | just needed a moment. The Shadow-cat situation
threw me for a moment, but I’ m totally fine.’

My half-grown kitten rubbed against my legs and | leaned down to stroke his silky
fur. *You are arascal. We'll figure you out some day ... but in the meantime, please
stay here and stay out of trouble! Go watch over Sidnee. We'll be right back.’



For once Shadow did as | asked and he walked down the corridor to the plant room. |
hesitated. | didn't want to leave Sidnee and Margi if any of those assholes were
CONSCIOUS.

It didn’t take much to bend my morals alittle, and | went back into the room and hit
each man over the head so they passed out. Better. | removed Sidnee's cuffs and
moved her to the anteroom so she wouldn’t be with them when she woke up, then
Connor and | removed Margi’s restraints, lifted her off her chair and laid her down
next to Sidnee.

‘Okay, now we can go,’ | said. We still had Eben and a couple of the other MIB to
deal with, but that was doable.

We raced up the stairs and burst out the door at the top —which | closed asfirmly as|
could so Shadow wouldn't do anything else strange in full view of the entire
academy. To my surprise, most of the staff and recruits were still milling around the
main entrance. The fire seemed like a lifetime ago, but we hadn’t been gone more
than half an hour. Apparently, the event required a debriefing and copious amounts of
doughnuts and hot cocoa; it was the academy’s solution to everything, and it was
hard to argue with.

| scanned the crowd. Danny, Harry and George were surrounded by other recruits,
which had probably prevented them being injected and dragged down to the
basement. A wave of relief weakened my knees and | stumbled. That was when | saw
Eben and Sergeant Marks walking towards the cafeteria.

No one was down there. Was Sergeant Marks with Eben, or was Eben going to inject
him and send him to the submarine? My money was on the latter. ‘ Connor, I'm going

after Eben. Can you keep an eye on them? | pointed to Harry, George and Danny.

‘Yeah. Go." | loved that he didn’t doubt | could handle Eben.



It didn’t take me long to catch up with him and Marks. There were just the three of us
and the noise from out front had faded to alow murmur; no one would hear us.

‘Let him go, Eben,” | said, my voice low and threatening.

Marks looked at me strangely. ‘What's up, Barrington? | came to talk privately to
Eben —I'll be back out in aminute if you need something.’

‘No. Eben isan MIB plant. He has a syringe to inject you with then he’ s going to take
you to a submarine and transport you to a black-ops site for experimentation.’ It
sounded alittle far-fetched when | said it out loud. ‘ Trust me,” | added.

Eben gave an awkward laugh. ‘Don’t be weird, Barrington. | have a question about
class.” He was trying to act as though | were batty, but even so Sergeant Marks
backed away from him.

‘He' s already attacked Danny — Danny confirmed it,” | persisted.

Sergeant Marks froze. | could see the wheels turning in his brain and | saw the
moment he accepted that | wastelling the truth. The problem was that Eben saw it too
and he leapt forward, the syringe in his hand aimed at Marks' neck.

The sergeant had been looking at me but he caught the motion out of the corner of his
eye. Luckily he was a supernat and he was fast . He caught Eben’s arm in a hard grip
before the syringe touched him. | heard Eben’ s wrist snap and he screamed in agony.

After | plucked the syringe from his nerveless hand, Sergeant Marks threw him
against the wall. Eben dlid down, unconscious. | held out a hand to prevent Marks

doing something he'd regret. ‘ That’ s probably enough. I’ ve got it from here, Sarge.’

| took another set of flex cuffs from my back pocket and secured Eben’s arms. Even



though he was unconscious, he whimpered when | pulled his broken wrist behind
him. | amost felt sorry for him before | remembered that he' d been lying to us for
weeks, had kidnapped one of my friends and was planning to take us to be
experimented on. Asshole.

| turned to Marks. ‘We have to find a couple of Thorsen’s alies because they’re after
Danny, George and Harry. Therest aretied up downstairs.’

‘Therest?

‘Yes. The poltergeist pointed them out.” | took a deep breath; this next revelation
would be a shocker to the sergeant. ‘ Lieutenant Fischer was involved.’

Marks shook his head vehemently. ‘No, | don’t believeit.’

‘He, Thorsen and Miller are secured downstairs in the basement plant room. Margi
and Sidnee were drugged and they’ re down there, too, sleeping it off.’

The sergeant scrubbed his hands over his face and muttered something | didn’'t pick
up; from his expression | guessed they were some choice swear words. | blew out a
breath; we weren’'t done yet. ‘| need your help.’

Marks straightened. ‘What do you need?

‘To come up with a good reason why we're about to arrest all of these people. |
figured that the attempted kidnapping is a start.’

He nodded. ‘Y eah, that should be enough to switch it to federal charges and take the
locals out of it after they do the arrest. But the MIB are tricky — they’ll either get
these bastards off or make sure they never talk again.’



| hadn’t thought of that possibility but it made sense: they were utterly ruthless.
‘“WEe'll need to prove the attempted kidnapping happened, right?

‘Y eah, we need evidence and witness statements. When the feds take over, we need
to have our ducksin arow. We need to keep it strictly to kidnapping.’

‘Maybe money? Ransom demands?

‘Maybe’

| frowned. ‘The MIB think ahead. These men will aready have aline to toe if they
get caught.’

‘We'll get around it.” Marks ran his hand through his short hair and shook his head in
disbelief. ‘I thought Fischer was a proponent of supernat officers. But we have two
jobs to do — first, save our people, and second, turn these scum over to the Sitka
police. Let'sdoit.’

| grabbed Eben, whose fast heart rate told me he'd come around though he was
playing possum for al he was worth. As | hauled him to his feet, he whimpered again
and opened his eyes. ‘Walk, asshole,” | snarled. Marks seized his other arm and we
frogmarched him back to the crowd.

The recruits were scattered around the front entrance, still talking and eating. Marks
took up a position near the reception window and raised his hands to get everyone's
attention. Once he had it, he said, ‘A kidnapping ring has been discovered here at the
academy. If you see Brandon Steele or Dominic Olsen, you are hereby obliged to
arrest them.’

Murmuring and head-turning ensued, but although the recruits looked around
curiously they seemed confused rather than convinced. Sergeant Marks looked at me



and shrugged. | guessed we' d have to arrest the men ourselves. That wasfine; | didn’t
mind getting my hands dirty.

As | looked around, | spotted Steele and Olsen. They saw me coming and ran.

But not fast enough.
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Running was enough to convince the other recruits of their guilt and the men didn’t
take more than a dozen steps before they were piled on and cuffed.

‘Great takedowns,” Marks praised with an easy grin. He put the two men against a
wall — under guard — then sent more recruits to the basement to fetch the other
conspirators. Soon all of them were sitting against the wall and Sergeant Marks was
making the call for the Sitka police to come and get them. He collected the syringes
from the men who' d been coming for Danny, Harry and George. Connor had kept the
syringe he' d found near Margi so we could have it analysed when we got back home,
but we handed over the ones that had been used on Danny and Sidnee.

Tension gradually eased from my shoulders, and | amost cried with relief when
Sidnee and Margi walked down the corridor. | hugged them both then hugged Sidnee
again. | grinned as | noticed Margi making a beeline for George. He looked relieved
to see her and swept her into hisarms.

Sidnee was amost jumping up and down with excitement. ‘We stopped the bad
guys!’ she crowed.

‘Y eah, we did. But not all of them —now we have to stop therest,” | said firmly.

She stopped bouncing and the happiness drained out of her as if a switch had been
flipped. She nodded grimly. ‘Damn right we do.” She had a huge stake in bringing
them down; because of her ex, Chris, this was personal. She moved closer. ‘I got a
text from Thomas. He said that Engell is good people, but heisn’'t ex- MIB.’



‘What do you mean?

‘He still works there in internal affairs’ She lowered her voice even further. ‘But
Thomas says we can trust him. He was probably working to bring down this whole
thing from the inside. We could have been working together the whole time.’

| frowned. ‘ Fischer definitely told Marks that Engell was former MIB.’

‘That’s what Fischer had been told. It looks like Thorsen and Eben weren't the only
ones undercover. Now we know about Fischer, | reckon him telling Marks was an
asshole move designed to make Marks feel uncomfortable with a bogeyman living in
the same building.’

| grimaced. ‘Quite possibly. Fischer is such an asshole.” | blew out a breath. ‘Where
is Engell? Do you think we should talk to him?

‘1 tried to find him but no one has seen him.’

“Y ou think he's okay?

Sidnee shrugged. ‘I think he's like Batman and his services are no longer required
here.’

She was right. Sirens were getting closer and soon the police arrived. Sergeant Marks
spoke to them and then the interviews began. During mine | focused mostly on Miller
and Thorsen's actions, but | did mention their cocaine habit and floated the idea that
money might have been a factor in the kidnap plot. Wide-eyed, | casually mentioned
that my family in England were super-rich. It was enough to plant some seeds.

Having three victims to hand as well as the raft of evidence we'd already collected —
and witnesses who were in law enforcement and knew how to make a concise



statement — meant that things moved quickly.

The police wanted those who had been drugged to be tested at the hospital, but we all
refused. There was no need for any of usto have our supernat blood analysed outside
of our own labs, and the police already had enough to go on. They soon hauled
Fischer and his men away, although annoyingly none of that lot seemed overly
concerned. They probably thought they’d be free by the end of the day. | hoped that
Engell was out there somewhere making sure they weren't.

Exhaustion hit me like a tonne of bricks, but | had to find Fluffy and my damned cat
who had definitely not been in the basement when Sidnee and Margi left. | wasn't
really worried about Shadow; if this experience had taught me anything, it was that
my freakish lynx could absolutely look after himself. And me.

| ran outside and called for Fluffy. | knew he' d been tied up somewhere nearby until |
could collect him. He barked instantly and | pinpointed his location; the poor boy was
tied to a tree and the grooves in the ground left by his pacing showed that he' d been
trying to get away. There had been too many observers around for him to shift.

| ruffled his ears and patted him. ‘Are you okay? He gave a low whine but wagged
histail. ‘I hear you. What amess. I'm sorry — but if it is any consolation, they got us
too.’

| unclipped his lead and removed it from the tree. Fluffy yipped and leaned against
me gratefully as | sank down and gave him afull body cuddle, something | needed as
much as he did. | buried my face into his fur and clung to him for a long minute.
Eventually | gave him one last squeeze and stood up. ‘Do you mind helping me find
Shadow? He' s had a big night and I’ m afraid he' s disappeared. Again.’

Fluffy whined again and looked concerned; in truth, most of the time Shadow was
more his pet than mine. He took off like a shot and ran straight to Connor’s truck.



The first thing | noticed was the open back window that had led to trouble in the first
place. ‘He escaped from there and the basement, Fluffy. | don't know where he

went.

When | turned away, he barked again. ‘Fine,’ | huffed. | opened the door — and lying
on the passenger seat where we'd left him earlier was Shadow, curled up asleep.
Another layer of stress disappeared.

“You little beast.’ | reached in and stroked him softly. He didn’t move; he must have
been completely worn out after his escapades. | leaned over to shut the back window
then closed the door. No more adventures for him tonight.

| still needed to retrieve the papers — if they’d stayed hidden. The police were
searching the lieutenant’s office and | was sure someone was searching Fischer's
home, but the documents weren’t meant for human eyes and | needed to get them to
the right people. Gods, | was tired.

| dragged myself and Fluffy back inside the academy. Connor was waiting and since
there was so much confusion, | took them both into the break room to see if the bag
was still there.

The room had been torn apart and for amoment | lost hope. My rucksack was still on
the floor by the sofa; it had been opened but not emptied. The snacks on top must
have been enough of a deterrent. | breathed a sigh of relief but just to make sure, |
took out everything I'd used to hide the papers. They were all there! | gave a fist
pump and Connor pulled mein for a congratulatory hug — which became a scorching
Kiss.

‘Hey, no fraternising here!” Sidnee’ s teasing voice interrupted us.

We pulled apart with sheepish expressions. ‘ Soon,” | whispered.



‘Yeah, soon.” He rested his forehead against mine and we breathed together for a
moment then he pulled back, reluctance in every line of his body. ‘This has been a
clusterfuck,” he said. ‘But you have to finish what you started.” He looked at Sidnee.
‘Both of you. A few more weeks and your education will be officially complete.
Y ou’ve got to push through.’

| sighed. *You'reright, but my need for homeis strong.” Really, really strong.

“Home will be waiting for you,” he murmured.

He gave me another long slow kiss and Sidnee huffed audibly. ‘Y ou guys are killing
me,” she grumped.

‘Sorry,’ | apologised.

Her eyes softened. ‘Don’t apologise for being in love. I’ m fifty shades of green.’

Connor grinned. ‘I was going to make a joke but my brain redised it was
inappropriate before my mouth got there.’

Sidnee looked at him. ‘ And now | want to know what it was.’

He considered for a moment before shaking his head. ‘Nope. I'm taking it my grave.’

‘To your coffin more like,” Sidnee snarked.

‘Something like that.” He stood. ‘I'll speak to you later,” he promised me. ‘Keep your
phone handy.’

‘“You bet.” After all that had happened, | wouldn’t be going anywhere without a way
to get help in an emergency.



‘I'll take these papers to Gunnar,” he said.

‘Okay. tell him he might want to share them with the Nomo at Ugiuvak.’

‘Roger that.’

| slid onto my knees to give Fluffy another cuddle. ‘ Take care,’” | murmured to him.
‘I'll be waiting to see you, Reggie’ He licked my face then trotted off next to
Connor. They may as well have taken my heart with them. | sighed. ‘Man, | miss
them.’

‘They literally left two seconds ago,” Sidnee laughed.

“Yeah. | don’t know about you, but I’'m bone tired even though it’s night time!’

She laughed. ‘1I"'m feeling weird and wired. | think I'm still shaking off whatever they
gave me. I’'m tired but | have one hell of abuzz.’

| sat up. ‘Should we get you to a healer or the hospital? Did the unknown drug have
side effects we knew nothing about?

She shook her head. *You know | don’t do doctors unless it's absolutely necessary.
Hospitals creep me out.’

‘“Why? They’ re there to help you.’

She crossed her arms and somehow looked smaller and younger; her shoulders
curved inwards so much they were amost concave. ‘When my parents were killed, |
spent hours in a hospital all alone. No one told me what was happening or what to do
or where to go. Eventually a nurse noticed me and asked me what | was doing. |
broke down and she took care of me. She was the one to tell me my mum and dad



were gone, then she called social services. Y ou know the rest.’

| did. Sidnee’s parents had died when she was a teenager. Because she wasn’t a child
— and she was a half-blood to boot — no one would take her on. That's how she'd
ended up with Gunnar and Sigrid in Portlock, Alaska's last-chance saloon for
supernats.

Supposedly, no one chose to go to Portlock though | didn’t understand why because
the people there were amazing. Okay, | could have done without Stan’s shitty jokes,
Liv’'s scary demeanour and the beast beyond the barrier... but | never wanted to be
anywhere else. It was home, for me and for Sidnee.

Her story broke my heart. She was a wonderful person, atrue and loyal friend, and |
was so angry for her. Deep down that anger had to live in her heart as well; she put on
a good show, but my bestie had deep and powerful issues. Someday she'd have to
deal with them. *Okay,’ | said softly. *No hospital.’

‘No hospital .’

| changed the subject; she needed a break from her thoughts. ‘We saved the
academy.’

‘| guess we did. | wonder what that’'ll mean? Do you think it’'ll be business as usual
tomorrow, what with the lieutenant and a load of recruits being arrested? Will we
even have class?

| sighed. ‘1 have no idea, but I’'m going to bed. I'll worry about it tomorrow.’

She dlipped her arm through mine and we headed towards our dorm. ‘ Sounds good.
Let'sdo that.’



So that’ swhat we did.
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It turned out that it was indeed business as usual. We were standing in the mat room.
Sidnee and | had both passed the takedown and cuffing tests and | didn’t know what
the next one would be.

Sergeant Marks called, ‘Morning, recruits. I’'m sure some of you are dying to know
what the commotion was about last night.’

The murmurs got louder as the speculation started. Marks held up a hand. * Some of
you already know that the arrests happened last night because Lieutenant Fischer and
a group of students were running a kidnapping ring, finding recruits that fit a certain
age group to sell into aslavery. As of an hour ago, they’ ve been taken by the FBI and
they’'re now under their jurisdiction. | don’'t have any further information at this
time.” The mention of a slavery ring shut everyone up.

Sergeant Marks looked uncomfortable and tugged at his collar to loosen it. ‘I've
heard from the leadership of the academy and we will continue with this cohort until
graduation but we'll accelerate the schedule. To that end, we'll skip graves week and
do additional teststoday.’

He took a breath and moved to the wall. ‘We're doing the physical fitness exam
today, so spread out on the mat and make sure you have plenty of space for burpees.
WEe'll start our warmup with those.” Everyone groaned, even me. | could exercise al
day —aslong as I’d had blood — but no one loved burpees.

The physical fitness test consisted of push-ups, sit-ups and running. Sidnee and |
watched the other female human recruits to make sure we faked failure around the
time they gave up. Sit-ups were examined by counting how many we could do in a



minute; Sergeant Marks had arranged for the supernats to be tested last so we could
ensure we fell within human parameters. Sidnee and | had no trouble passing.

After the mat room, we moved outside to complete a one-and-a-half-mile run in
fifteen minutes and twelve seconds. That was easy for me; since | was a university-
level runner, | could let myself go alittle and even pass afew men — athough | had to
be careful not to outrun them all .

Sidnee and | lined up when it was our turn. The wind had picked up and it was
starting to rain. There were loud groans; nobody loved running in cold rain.

| pulled ahead of Sidnee; not only was she shorter and not built for running but |
enjoyed it while she only tolerated it. | passed the other women and kept myself in
the middle of the pack of men. Naturally, Sidnee and | both passed the run under the
time limit.

| was walking up the hill away from everyone else to cool down when an icy wind
swirled around me. An eerie voice sent chills down my spine even though | knew
whose it was. ‘Petrovich,” | called. ‘Isthat you?

A figure coalesced in front of me: ayoung man dressed in an academy uniform. ‘Yes.
| wanted to thank you for helping the academy and finding my murderer.’ His voice
was uncharacteristically clear and sharp, and | wondered why.

“Y our murderer? | blinked. | totally hadn’t found any murderers.

‘Fischer and | were roommates. He killed me when he found out | was a shifter.’

| let out a harsh breath. Could | get a note to the FBI to somehow link Petrovich’'s

death to Fischer? Then | realised that the word of a poltergeist wasn't going to cut it;
in terms of evidence, this was a colder-than-cold case



‘I’'m sorry he did that to you,” | said. ‘But I’'m glad you're here. | wanted to thank you
for warning us about the danger. Y ou saved us all.’

He smiled and looked pleased. ‘Tell Aoife, goodbye for me’ He saluted and |
hastened to return the gesture. His voice faded away on the last word and he slipped
from my sight — and this world.

My hand fluttered to my throat; it felt tight and my eyes were burning. Murdered.
That poor man. | hoped Liam Smith had fared better; he’d amost certainly been
kidnapped by the MIB, but no one knew if he'd lived or died. Maybe Engell could
help Danny find out and Smith could get closure, one way or another.

From what Sergeant Marks had told us in class, supernats hadn’t been admitted to the
academy until about ten years ago when space had been made for a supernat
instructor — Lieutenant Fischer, of all people. He must have been working this angle
since then and | wondered how many supernat recruits had been taken along the way.

Most people were ignorant of our existence and it seemed safer that way. If having a
few humans in the know led to people like Lieutenant Fischer furthering his own
agenda, maybe it was time for us supernats to go back in the closet. It would be best
to go back to no one knowing. Cloak-and-dagger shit saved lives.

| shivered. With the ghostly wind and the knowledge that Fischer had murdered
Petty, | wanted to be back with my friends so | jogged back to the building.
Thankfully we were dismissed to shower and get ready for flag formation and
breakfast.

As | waked to our dormitory with Sid, | said quietly, ‘Petty talked to me in the
woods.’

She stopped and turned to me. ‘No way!”’



‘He told me he' d been murdered.’

Her huge eyes widened even more. ‘Who murdered him?

‘Fischer,” | hissed back.

‘“What an asshole. And to think | looked up to him this whole time — well, until the
end, obviously,” she amended.

‘We dll did,” | said sadly. ‘Lieutenant Fischer murdered Petrovich thirty years ago. |
guess he's hated supernats for along time.’

‘I wonder how many more he's killed? And then he joined forces with the MIB?
Sidnee shuddered. ‘ There’ s nothing worse than a monster with power.’

‘Yeah, he...” My phone was ringing in my footlocker. ‘Hold on.” | dug it out but it
stopped. | was expecting Connor call since he was on his way to Homer where he
would transfer to Edgy’ s plane to ride home. But it wasn’t Connor, it was Gunnar.

A prescient chill ran down my spine and | hurriedly swiped to answer. ‘What's
wrong? | demanded.

‘WEell, | missed you too, Bunny Rabbit.” Gunnar’s voice was fake jovia but | knew
the difference.

‘Sorry. | know you' re working flat out so you're not ringing for chit-chat.’

He sighed. ‘No, I'm not ringing for chit-chat. Everything is mostly fine. Connor told
me some about your troubles at the academy but that’s not why | called. | spoke to
Sergeant Marks and he's agreed to facilitate an early graduation. You know that
V SPs only need to do the nine-week training which, as soon as you take the PT test,



you'’ ve completed.’

‘“We took it a few minutes ago.’ | gestured to Sidnee and she sat next to me on my
bed. | put the phone on speaker. ‘He's getting us to graduate early,’ | told her, then
asked, ‘Gunnar, what’s happening? You wouldn’t pull us early if something wasn’t
wrong.’

Sidnee cocked her head and leaned down to the phone. ‘What is it, Gunnar? she
pressed.

| pictured him scratching his beard. He did that when something unpleasant was
coming. ‘Couple of things,’ he said. ‘First, I'm not happy that you're in danger.
Connor said both of you had been directly targeted.’

| frowned. ‘ That danger has been dealt with. We brought down a kidnapping ring.’

A familiar metal squeak in the background helped me visualise Gunnar leaning
forward and putting his elbows on his desk. ‘Y eah, yeah, I’ ve no doubt you figured it
al out. Truthfully, that’s why | need you both home. This one is going to need some

out-of-the-box thinking.’

Sidnee and | were nearly vibrating with the tension he’ d been building. ‘ This one? |
asked. There was a beat of silence.

Sidnee couldn’t take it any longer. ‘ Gunnar, you' re hedging. Spill it, boss.’
He gave aflat laugh. ‘Y ou know me too well. There’ s been a death.’
A frisson of fear hit me. ‘Who died? | was trying to picture whom | could bear to

|ose and no one came to mind; | didn’t even want Liv to die and she' d made me want
to throttle her on more than one occasion.



‘There’' s been an incident at Chrome.’

| didn’t know the name and looked at Sidnee. ‘ The chromite mine,” she explained.

| scanned my memory. The three main industries in Portlock were fishing, lumber
and mining for chromite, a crystalline mineral used in steel production among other
things. ‘Was there a cave-in? That seemed the logical conclusion.

‘I’ll explain when you get back. The answer is— complicated.’

‘Complicated how? | demanded. Suddenly it felt good to have another mystery to
look forward to, and if Gunnar’s perplexed tone was to be believed it was a doozy.

‘I'll tell you when you get here. I've already arranged your travel and emailed the
details. See yawhen you get home.” He hung up.

Something really had him worried. He' d never call us back home unless the shit was
really hitting the fan. ‘What do you think? | asked Sidnee, who looked as taken
aback as| felt.

‘I think Gunnar is scared or feeling he's in over his head.” She licked her lips.
‘“Whatever happened must have been big .’

She'd hit the nail on the head and a shiver of apprehension ran down my spine. We
were heading home for Christmas, but | couldn’t help feeling that something wicked
was coming our way.
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Connor’ s point of view

Shadow swiped at me with his claws. | glared at the lynx. ‘No! Bad kitty,” | snapped.
“We're doing a nice thing for Bunny, now stay still, and co-operate.” Shadow swiped
again. Little fucker.

‘Hold still, Shadow,’ | growled again. | was losing my patience. I’d had very little to
begin with. Being apart from Bunny for so long was harder than I’d ever imagined it
could be. We'd now been apart for longer than we' d been together. My heart was
sore, my arms were empty and my balls were blue. | missed her bright smile, her
whacky ideas and the way she looked at me like | was a hero. | wasn’t, but | wanted
to be when she looked at me like that. And that had led to this. I’d had alittle Nomo
vest made for Shadow so he would match Fluffy. It even had Kevlar in it. It had
seemed like agood idea at the time. It turns out it was the worst idea I’ d ever had.

There's a reason why you don’t get service cats. One, they like to be served, not the
other way around, and two, they really hate being put in clothing — even the
protective sort.

| finally got the last velcro strap done up under his belly and resisted the urge to give
a victory fist pump. Other than a few healed scratches, | still had both hands. |
counted that as a solid win.

| stood back and admired the effect. | grinned. ‘Y ou look cute.’

Shadow turned flat unfriendly eyes on me, and hissed.



‘Chill,’ | said to him. ‘Thisis about making Bunny happy.’

The instant | let him go, he bolted. He skidded about ten steps on the wooden
flooring, then he flopped to the ground and proceeded to act like he was dying.

‘Dramaqueen,” | muttered. ‘You'refine.” Why was | talking to the damn cat?

Seeing that he wasn’t going to get any sympathy, Shadow stalked off to sulk. | stifled
alaugh as he promptly found a cardboard box that was two sizes too small for him. |
watched in amusement as he stuffed himself determinedly into the tiny space.

| turned to Fluffy, ‘Cats are weird.’

Fluffy gave a bark and a wag. His tongue lolled out of his mouth in amusement. He
agreed with me. | gave his head a scruffle, and felt a pang of some alien feeling. It
was hard, seeing Fluffy now. Harder now | knew what and who he was. There was
something about the lost teen that called to me in the strongest way. | wanted to
protect him, mostly, I’'m sure, because Bunny loved him. She loved easily, and with
her whole heart, and the two of them escaped from hell together. Only at the time, we
didn’t know that Reggie was locked into his own hell. Stuck forever in dog form, his
brain had regressed to far more basic canine impulses; Fluffy was an incredibly smart
dog, but a dog still. Yet making him be a human again, with our higher cerebral
capabilities, made Reggie feel overwhelmed and he shied away from his human form
like he was allergic to it. Dogs don’t have existential crises the way we did. It was a
lot for Reggie to deal with, and since Bunny had been gone, I’d only seen Reggie
twice.

“Y ou want some time on two legs? | asked Fluffy hopefully.
He gave me a distinct shake, and my heart twanged. It was for him that I'd come up

with a bit of aridiculously elaborate plan to help him — and okay, Bunny too. She had
the Commander’ s Weekend coming up, during which she got athree day break Three



days where I'd get to spend every moment with her. After eight long weeks, |
couldn't wait to see her, and knowing her, she felt the same about me, and her
beloved animals.

She didn’t know | was bringing the pets with me, nor that I'd concocted up a ploy so
we could stay more than the measly three days the academy was letting us have with
her. Three days wasn’'t going to be enough, not by along shot. It would be like giving
athirsty man two drops of water; absolute torture.

So, | had my bags packed, including a tonne of stuff for Shadow and Fluffy, and a
hefty tome on K-9 units.

Fluffy lay on the floor, head on his crossed legs, eyes watching Shadow as he
wiggled around in the tiny box.

“Y ou know,’ | said conversationally to the dog, ‘you could help.’

He flashed me a doggy grin, but didn’'t shift. He wouldn’t let me help him on two
legs, so I'd arranged for something he could do on four. Something to build his
confidence, something to give him purpose and value. It wasn't much, but it was all |
could think of. Bunny and Fluffy were going to lead some K-9 training at the
academy, it would be great for her confidence too.

Shadow climbed out of the box he was sulking in, and then he sprawled onto the floor
again. In moments he was in contortions, trying to kick the harness off. He yowled. It
resisted his attempts at removal.

| smiled.

Shadow looked at me and then flexed his huge fluffy paws. Claws shot oui.

‘“Won't work,” | said smugly. ‘Kevlar.’



Shadow worked at the vest again, but it didn’t do a damned thing. In defeat, Shadow
slumped back to the floor again, relaxing. He' d worked himself up to the point that he
was panting. Stubborn thing.

‘Embrace the inevitable,” | advised the cat. ‘ Resistance is futile.’

Fluffy gave an amused chuff. Reggie must have been a Trekkie.

| admired the lynx’s harness; it was perfectly sized for the teenage cat. The sides had
the Nomo shield, and ‘Nomo Feline’ printed below. | thought Bunny would get a kick
out of it. Shadow, however, evidently did not. Ungrateful beast.

Unfortunately, my work had just begun. Phase one was putting the vest on. Phase
Two was training the little monster to walk on aleash.

| sighed. | could hear his heartbeat thundering in my home, his and Fluffy’s. | was no
newly turned vamp, but there was a reason most vampires don’'t keep pets. This was
going to require more blood. And patience. | closed my eyes for amoment and took a
deep breath.

| looked down at the leash on the table. It clipped to the harness. Now was as good a
time as any to start training the willful lynx. | leaned over Shadow and scratched his
ears. He leaned into my hand, and the gesture made my heart warm unexpectedly.
The little tyke wasn't holding a grudge. Y et.

| snapped the leash to the hook on the harness. That went well. Now to get the cat on
his feet. | tugged on the leash. Shadow dlid forward on the hardwood floor. | picked
him up and set him down on his feet. He instantly collapsed back on his side like his
legs were made of jello. | picked him up again, and he went boneless on me again.

| could take the fighting, but alimp cat was getting us nowhere fast. Little prick.



| looked at Fluffy, hoping my desperation didn’t show. ‘Come on dude. You gotta
help. We have less than aweek to make Shadow look and act like areal police lynx.’

Fluffy gave out a huff, but he at least got to his feet obediently. He stood next to
Shadow. Shadow stood up and swatted Fluff’'s nose. It felt like a coincidence when
we stood nicely next to Fluffy. But I'd take it. ‘Thank all that is holy,” | muttered
under my breath.

‘Okay, Fluffy, let’swalk around the room and see what he does.’

Fluffy yipped and started walking slowly around the room. Shadow thought that was
fun for about a quarter of the room, then he took off. Since | wasn't expecting it, he
hit the end of the leash and snapped back. Turns out that | was prematurely jubilant. It
was the only thing | was prematurein.

Shadow landed on his side and started flopping like a fish, hissing and yowling at me
like it was my fault. Fluffy send me a put upon look. Then looked back at Shadow,
then back at me. He shook his head. | agreed. We were done here. We could try again
on another day, when my patience reserves were alittle higher.

‘Okay, okay. I'm taking it off. I’ll go watch more instructional Y ouTube videos, this
isobviously not going well.’

Once Shadow calmed down, enough for me to approach, | carefully took off the
harness. Once he was free from his constraints, he ran straight to my bedroom, and |
was sure, right under the bed.

| was pushing three hundred years old. | was not going to be defeated by one lousy
little cat. A sigh escaped me. He was going to beat me, | knew it. Realistically, |
might have to give up on the leash idea, probably the harness was enough. Bunny
would love it, and be happy to see him. Without the leash, | wouldn’t be able to take
Shadow out and about with us, but | was thinking that might actually be a good thing.



He was trouble on four legs.

Sometimes | wished Shadow was a human shifter in disguise like Fluffy. Things
would be easier if he had the same type of intelligence Fluffy did. But Shadow was
something no one knew about. A supernatural anomaly of some kind. He appeared to
be a regular lynx kitten, but he just wasn’t. He was smarter than a normal cat, that
was clear, but he was ill a cat through and through — as my harness and leash
experiment had just proven.

WEell, best laid plans and all of that. | had afew days to practice with him, and he was
smart. | wasn’t giving up yet. Connor MacKenzie was not being bested by a cat. Or if
| was, | wasn't telling anyone about it. | looked at Fluffy; | was confident he' d keep
my Secrets.

Fluffy gave me a sympathetic look, then jumped up on my large leather sectional and
went back to resting. Honestly, that seemed like a good idea. Spending time with him
on the couch sounded great, but if | wanted aweek off with Bunny, | didn’t have time
to lounge around.

| needed to clear at least six days from my schedule before | could comfortably leave.
| was going to be busting a gut for the next few days, burning both ends of the candle,
and then some. Still, even with al the work ahead of me, just knowing I’ d see Bunny
soon made it al worth it.

Jill and | hope you adores this little snapshot of Connor. We have just finished The
Vampire and the Case of the Cozy Christmas which will be out any day now, so keep
an eye out for that!

Don't forget to Pre-Order the Vampire and the Case of the Hellacious Hag, where
we'll back in Portlock proper for some more paranormal adventures!



