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			0

			Life After Death



			This isn’t how it was supposed to happen.

			This isn’t how anything was supposed to happen. Then again, when has my life gone according to plan this year? From the moment I first got to Katmere Academy, so much has been out of my control. Why should today, why should this moment, be any different?

			I finish pulling up my tights and straighten my skirt. Then I slide my feet into my favorite pair of black boots and grab my black uniform blazer from the closet. 

			My hands are shaking a little—to be honest, my whole body is shaking a little—as I ease my arms into the sleeves. But I feel like that’s fair. This is the third funeral I’ve gone to in twelve months. And it hasn’t gotten any easier. Nothing has.

			It’s been five days since I beat the challenge.

			Five days since Cole broke the mating bond between Jaxon and me and almost destroyed us both.

			Five days since I nearly died…and five days since Xavier actually did.

			My stomach pitches and rolls and for a second, I feel like I’m going to throw up. 

			I take several deep breaths—in through my nose, out through my mouth—to quell the nausea and the panic rising inside me. It takes a minute or three, but eventually both feelings subside enough that it’s no longer like I’ve got a fully loaded 18-wheeler parked on my chest. 

			It’s a small victory, but I’ll take it.

			I pull in one more deep breath as I fasten the brass buttons on the front of my blazer, then glance in the mirror to make sure I look presentable. I do…as long as you play fast and loose with the definition of “presentable.”

			My brown eyes are dull, my skin sallow. And my ridiculous curls are fighting the bun I’ve wrestled them into. Of course, grief has never been my best look.

			At least the bruises from the Ludares challenge have started to fade, turning from their original violent black and purple into that mottled yellow/lavender color that happens just before they disappear completely. And it helps slightly to know that Cole finally hit my uncle’s too-many-strikes-and-you’re-out limit and got expelled. Part of me wishes that he’ll meet an even bigger bully at that school for paranormal delinquents and misfits he was sent to in Texas…just to see how it feels for once.

			The bathroom door opens, and my cousin, Macy, walks out, robe on and towel wrapped around her head. I want to hurry her along—we’ve only got twenty minutes before we’re supposed to be in the assembly hall for the memorial—but I can’t. Not when she looks like her every breath is an agony.

			I know, too well, how that feels.

			Instead, I wait for Macy to say something, anything, but she doesn’t make a sound as she heads toward her bed and the dress uniform I’ve laid out for her. It hurts to see her like this, her bruises no less painful than mine for being on the inside. 

			From my first day at Katmere, Macy has been this irrepressible presence. Light to Jaxon’s dark, enthusiasm to Hudson’s sarcasm, joy to my sorrow. But now…now it’s like every single speck of glitter has disappeared from her life. And from mine.

			“Do you need help?” I finally ask as she continues to stare down at her uniform like she’s never seen it before.

			The blue eyes she turns my way are haunted, empty. “I don’t know why I’m being so…” Her voice drifts off as she clears her throat in an attempt to force away the hoarseness of misuse—and the sadness that is causing it. “I barely knew—”

			This time she stops, because her voice breaks completely. Her fists clench, and tears swim in her eyes.

			“Don’t,” I say, moving to hug her, because I know what it’s like to beat yourself up over something you can’t change. Over surviving when someone you love hasn’t. “Don’t discount your feelings for him just because you didn’t know him forever. It’s about how you know a person, not how long.”

			She shudders a little, a sob catching in her chest, so I just hug her harder, trying to take away a little bit of her pain and sadness. Trying to do for her what she did for me when I first got to Katmere.

			She holds me just as tightly, tears rolling down her face for so many tortured seconds. “I miss him,” she finally chokes out. “I just miss him so much.”

			“I know,” I soothe, rubbing her back in slow circles. “I know.”

			She cries in earnest now, shoulders shuddering, body shaking, breath breaking, for minutes that seem to last forever. My heart crumbles in my chest—for Macy, for Xavier, for everything that’s brought us to this moment—and it’s all I can do not to cry with her. But it’s Macy’s turn right now…and my turn to take care of her.

			Eventually, she pulls away. Wipes her wet cheeks. Gives me a fragile smile that doesn’t reach her eyes. “We need to go,” she whispers with one last pass of her hands over her face. “I don’t want to be late to the memorial.”

			“Okay.” I return her smile with one of my own, then walk away to give her some privacy to get dressed. 

			When I turn back a few minutes later, I can’t help but gasp. Not because Macy has done a glamour to dry and style her hair—I’m used to that—but because her hot-pink hair is now pitch-black. 

			“It didn’t feel right,” she murmurs as she combs her fingers through a few strands. “Hot pink isn’t exactly a mourning color.”

			I know she’s right, and still I mourn for the last vestiges of my bright and shiny cousin. We’ve all lost so much recently, and I’m not sure how much more we can take.

			“It looks good,” I tell her, because it does. But that’s no surprise—Macy would look good bald or with her hair on fire, and this is a far cry from either of those. It does make her look even more delicate, though. Even more fragile.

			“It doesn’t feel good,” she answers. But she’s sliding her feet into a stylish pair of flats, adding earrings to the myriad holes in her ears. Doing another glamour—this one to get rid of her red and puffy eyes.

			Her shoulders back, her jaw locked, her eyes are sad but clear as they meet mine. “Let’s do this.” Even her voice is resolved, steely, and it’s that determination that gets me moving toward the door. 

			I grab my phone to text the others that we’re on our way, but the second I pull open the door, I figure out it’s unnecessary. Because they’re all right here in the hall, waiting for us. Flint, Eden, Mekhi, Luca. Jaxon…and Hudson. Some are more banged up than others, but they’re all a little worse for wear—just like Macy and me—and my heart swells as I look them over. 

			Things are a mess right now—oh my God, are they a mess—but one thing hasn’t changed. These seven people have my back and I have theirs…and I always will.

			But as my eyes meet Jaxon’s cold, dark ones, I can’t help acknowledging that while one thing hasn’t changed, everything else has. 

			And I have no idea what to do about any of it.

		


		
			1

			Check Your Mate



			Three weeks later…

			“I’m begging you.” Macy throws herself across her rainbow-comforter-covered bed and stares at me with imploring eyes. It’s so good to see her finally almost smiling again since Xavier’s funeral that I can’t help myself from smiling back. It’s not a full smile yet, but I’ll take it. “For the love of God, please, please, pleeeeeeease put those boys out of their misery.”

			“That’s going to be hard,” I answer as I drop my backpack next to my desk before flopping down on my own bed. “Considering I haven’t put them into their misery.”

			“That is the biggest lie you have ever told.” My cousin snorts, then lifts her head just enough to make sure that I can see her rolling her eyes. “You are one hundred and fifty percent responsible for the way Jaxon and Hudson have been moping around school for the last three weeks.”

			“I feel like there are a lot of reasons Jaxon and Hudson are moping around school, and I’m only to blame for about half of them,” I shoot back…then immediately regret the words. 

			Not because they aren’t true but because I now have to watch as the little bit of color Macy had in her cheeks slowly drains away. She looks so different from the girl I met in November that it’s hard to believe she’s the same person. Her wildly colored hair still hasn’t made a reappearance, and while the deep raven black she dyed it for Xavier’s funeral suits her coloring, it doesn’t suit anything else about her. Except her sadness…it suits that just fine.

			I start to apologize, but Macy rolls over to face me and plows ahead. “I know exactly what a miserable vampire looks like, and you’ve got two of them on your hands. And just an FYI, deadly and pathetic make for a really dangerous combination, in case you haven’t noticed.” 

			“Oh, I’ve noticed.” It’s a combination I’ve been dealing with for weeks, a combination that makes my every breath feel like a bomb about to go off, my every move like I’m playing Russian roulette with everyone’s happiness. 

			And since the universe just isn’t done screwing with me…apparently, Macy was wrong when she first told me that Hudson had graduated before Jaxon killed him. Turns out: nope, so close and yet not quite there. Something about him lacking enough credits because he’d had private tutors instead of attending Katmere for all four years. Macy was several years his junior, so she’d shrugged—what did she know? No one spoke his name after his death. Either way, it means that everywhere I turn, there he is. Just like Jaxon. Both of them in our friendship circle but not. Both of them watching me with eyes that appear blank on the surface but hold a multitude of emotions underneath. Waiting on me to do or say…something.

			“I still don’t know how I ended up mated to Hudson,” I say dully. “I thought you had to be interested in being mated, or at least ‘open’ to it, for it to happen in the first place?”

			Macy grins at me. “Clearly you feel something for him.”

			I roll my eyes. “Gratitude. I feel gratitude for him. And I’m pretty sure that’s a terrible reason to hook up.”

			“So…” Macy’s eyes are positively sparkling with humor now. “You’ve thought about ‘hooking up’ with Hudson, eh?”

			I throw a small decorative pillow at my cousin, who easily dodges its path and laughs. “Well, all I know is, most everyone at school would kill to find even one mate. You having had two since arriving is so not allowed.”

			Macy’s teasing me, trying to lighten the moment, but it doesn’t help. 

			Hudson often sits with us at meals or in classes we share. Although most of the Order and Flint watch him warily, he’s somehow managed to woo my cousin with no more than a teasing half smile and a French vanilla latte. 

			In fact, she’s actually one of the few people who blames Jaxon for our mating bond being severed, and she’s let it be known she is firmly Team Hudson. I can’t help but wonder if she’s on Hudson’s side because she really thinks he’s best for me—or just that he isn’t Jaxon, the boy who insisted we challenge the Unkillable Beast, a move that ended up getting Xavier killed. 

			Either way, she’s right about one thing: eventually I’m going to have to deal with this mess. 

			I’ve been doing my best to ignore the situation a while longer, though…at least until I have a plan. I’ve spent nearly all my time since Xavier’s funeral trying to figure out what to do, how to fix things—between Jaxon and me, and Jaxon and Hudson, and Hudson and me—but I can’t. The ground has turned to quicksand beneath me, and my wings aren’t nearly as much help as you’d expect them to be… I mean, I have to land sometime, and every time I do, I start to sink.

			Macy must sense my inner anguish, since she sits up on the end of her bed, her amusement fading as quickly as mine. “I know things are rough right now,” she continues. “I was just teasing about the boys. You’re doing your best.”

			“What if I don’t know what to do?” The words explode out of me like I’m a bottle under pressure and Macy’s just caused the first leak. “I had barely begun to deal with being a gargoyle, and now I have to deal with winning a seat on the Circle of Doom and Desperation and being coronated right after graduation.”

			“Circle of Doom and Desperation?” Macy repeats with a startled laugh.

			“After which I’m sure I’ll be locked in a tower or beheaded or something else equally fatalistic.” I say it like it’s a joke, but I’m not kidding. There isn’t one ounce of optimism in me about being a member of the paranormal council Jaxon and Hudson’s parents head up…or anything else that comes with it. Including politics, survival, and being mated to Hudson instead of my actual boyfriend in this brave new world I’ve found myself in.

			“I’m still in love with Jaxon. I can’t change how I feel.” I groan. “But I can’t stand hurting Hudson, either—or the look in his eyes when we’re sitting at the lunch table and he’s watching me with his brother.”

			The whole thing is a nightmare beyond comprehension, and the fact that I haven’t been able to sleep pretty much at all since I nearly died only makes everything worse. But how can I relax when every time I close my eyes, I feel Cyrus’s teeth sinking into my neck and the agony of his eternal bite spreading through me? Or I remember Hudson placing me in a shallow grave and burying me alive (still not ready to ask how he knew to do that)? Or worse—and yes, this is actually worse—I see the look on Jaxon’s face when Hudson told him I am his mate?

			Memories so devastating, all I want to do is run away and hide.

			“Hey, everything is going to be okay,” Macy says, voice tentative but eyes concerned. 

			“‘Okay’ might be a stretch.” I roll over so that I’m staring at the ceiling, but I barely see it. Instead, all I see are their eyes. 

			One dark pair, one light. 

			Both tormented. 

			Both waiting for something I don’t know how to give them and an answer I don’t even know how to begin to find. 

			I know what I feel. I love Jaxon. 

			And Hudson, well, that’s more complicated. Not love, which I’m worried is not what he wants to hear. Yes, my pulse races when he’s near, but objectively, the guy is next-level gorgeous. Any person in their right mind would be attracted to him. Plus, there’s now this mating bond between us that is causing me to feel things that aren’t really there as well. At least not that I want them to be. 

			After everything he did for me, after the bond I realize we built over those weeks trapped together, I don’t want to disappoint him and tell him I don’t feel more than friendship for him. 

			I groan again. There I go, assuming Hudson even wants to be mated to me. He might be as mad at the universe as I am for putting us in this awkward situation.

			Macy lets out a long sigh, then climbs off her bed and settles onto the end of mine. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to push.”

			“Your pushing isn’t what upset me. It’s just…” I trail off, not sure how to vocalize the confusion roiling around inside me.

			“Everything?” She fills in the blank I left, and I nod, because yeah, everything is a hell of a lot.

			Silence stretches between us, long and uncomfortable. I wait for Macy to give up, to go back to her own bed and forget about this dumpster fire of a conversation, but she doesn’t move. Instead, she leans back against the wall and watches me with a calm patience that isn’t exactly her normal modus operandi.

			I’m not sure if it’s the silence or the way she’s watching me or the need to spill my guts that’s been building all day, but the tension ratchets higher and higher until finally I blurt out the truth I’ve been trying to hide from everyone, even myself. “I really, really don’t think I’m strong enough to do this.”

			I don’t know exactly what reaction I expect Macy to have to my confession—in a split second I imagine everything from her lavishing sympathy on me to her telling me to suck it up, buttercup with a hard edge that has nothing to do with me and everything to do with how things are going pretty awful for her, too.

			In the end, though, she does the one thing I don’t expect. The one thing I’ve never even considered. She bursts out laughing. “Well, no shit, Sherlock. I’d be worried if you actually thought you could deal with all of this on your own.”

			“Really?” I’m flummoxed. And maybe a little insulted—does she really think I’m so incompetent? Just because I know I’m a mess doesn’t mean I want everyone else to know, too. “Why?”

			“Because you’re not alone, and you don’t have to go it alone. That’s what I’m here for. That’s what all of us are here for—especially your boyfriends.” 

			I narrow my eyes at her plural use of the word—and the emphasis she put on it. “Boyfriend,” I correct, stressing the hard d on the end. “One, not two.” I hold up my index finger just to make sure she gets it. “One boyfriend.”

			“Oh, right. One. Of course.” Macy shoots me a sly look. “Sooooo, just to be clear. Which vampire is that exactly?”

		


		
			2

			My Achy Breaky Bond



			“You’re obnoxious,” I tease. “But would you mind if we focus on what really matters? Graduating high school?”

			Between losing my parents, transferring schools, and missing four months while I did my best impression of a waterspout, I’m about as behind as I can get and still be a senior. Which means if I don’t finish the extra projects I’ve been assigned and pass all my finals, I’m going to be a senior again next year, too. And that is not acceptable, no matter how much Macy would like me to stick around another year. I mean, if Hudson can make up classes after being dead, for God’s sake, I can make them up, too.

			“You know that’s the real reason I’m burying my head, don’t you?” I finally admit. “Because there’s no way I can deal with the ridiculous amount of work I have to make up and try to figure out what to do about Cyrus or the Circle or—” 

			“Your mate?” Macy smiles ruefully and holds up a hand before I can protest. “Sorry, couldn’t resist. But you’re right, as much as I’d wish it otherwise, you seem to really want to graduate.” She walks over and grabs her laptop off her desk. “So, as your self-appointed best friend, it’s up to me to make sure that happens. You’ve got a presentation due for Dr. Veracruz’s class on magical history, right? I heard some other seniors talking about it.”

			“Yeah.” I nod. “Everyone had to pick a subject discussed in class this year, then write and present a ten-page paper about some aspect of that topic we didn’t have time to go over. She says it’s so that we all get a more well-rounded knowledge of the different parts of history, but I think she’s just trying to torture us.”

			Macy climbs back on her bed and types something on her laptop. “I know just the topic for you to research!”

			“Oh yeah?” I ask, rolling over and sitting up.

			“Yes,” she says. “You guys discussed mating bonds, right? I’ve been dying to take this class just for that reason. Well, you’re a walking example of something not discussed in class.”

			I shake my head. “Unfortunately, I missed that lecture, but Flint told me it’s possible to be mated to more than one person in your lifetime. I’m not the only person to ever have more than one mate.”

			Macy pauses her typing and looks up at me, one brow arched. “Yes, but you’re the only one to ever have a mating bond severed by something other than death.”

			“It’s never happened to anyone else?” I repeat, my heart pounding in my chest. “Really?” It seems so hard to believe, but also too terrible to believe. If no one has ever experienced this before, how are we going to fix it? What are we going to do? And why, why, why did it happen to Jaxon and me?

			“No one,” Macy reiterates. “Mating bonds never break, Grace. They just don’t. They can’t. It’s a law of nature or something.” She pauses and looks down at her hands resting on her keyboard. “Except, somehow, yours did.”

			Like I really need to be reminded of that.

			Like I wasn’t there. 

			Like I didn’t feel it snap with a force that nearly tore me in half, a force that nearly destroyed me…and Jaxon. 

			“Never?” I must have misheard that part. Surely I’m not the only one.

			“Never,” Macy insists, deliberately enunciating each syllable even as she looks at me like I’ve suddenly grown three heads. “Not kind of never, Grace. Not almost never. Never never. Like never in the history of our species never. Mating bonds cannot be broken while mates are alive. Ever.” She shakes her head for emphasis. “I mean never. Ever. Nev—”

			“Okay, okay. I get it.” I shake my head in surrender. “Mating bonds never break. Except Jaxon’s and mine did break and neither of us is dead, so…”

			“Yeah,” she agrees with a frown. “We’re in totally uncharted territory here. It’s no wonder you feel so messed up. You are messed up.”

			“Wow. Thanks for that.” I pretend to pull a dagger out of my heart.

			But Macy just makes a face at me. “You know what I mean.”

			“I do,” I agree. “But there’s one part of this whole thing I just can’t figure out. I’ve been thinking about it for days, and it’s why I’m so skeptical about the whole this never happens thing. I—”

			“Never,” she interrupts, waving her hands around for emphasis. “It literally never happens.”

			I hold up a hand again to get her to pause, because I’m really trying to work toward a point here. “But if that’s true, and mating bonds never break, why exactly was there a spell to break mine? And how did the Bloodletter just happen to know it?”
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			Keep Calm and 
Wingo On


			“Hey, do you know what’s for dinner tonight?” I ask as Macy and I make our way down the dragon-sconce-lit hallways to the cafeteria. We both worked up a massive appetite researching mating bonds for the last three hours—although no closer to discovering someone else whose bond had been severed or any mention of a spell to do it. “I forgot to check.”

			“Whatever it is, it will be terrible.” She makes a disgusted face and sighs. “It’s one of the bad Wednesdays.”

			“Bad Wednesdays?” I should probably know what she means, considering I’ve been eating in the dining hall nearly every day for the last three weeks, but I’ve been more than a little preoccupied. Most days, I’m lucky if I can remember to wear my uniform, let alone what the cafeteria is serving…well, except for waffle Thursdays. Those are indelibly imprinted in my brain. 

			Macy gives me the side-eye as we head down the stairs. “Let’s just say I suggest the frozen yogurt—and maybe a dinner roll, if you’re feeling brave.”

			“Frozen yogurt? Seriously? How bad could it be? The kitchen witches are awesome.” I mean, what could they possibly serve to engender this kind of disgust in my cousin? Eye of newt? Toe of frog?

			“The witches are awesome,” she agrees. “But one Wednesday a month, the witches take off early for Wingo nights. And tonight is one of those nights.” 

			“Wingo nights?” I repeat, completely mystified even as my imagination conjures up images of witches with giant raven wings flying around the top of the castle. Then again, how would I have missed that?

			Macy looks shocked that I haven’t heard of whatever this ritual is. “It’s a witchy version of bingo. I can’t wait till I’m old enough to play.” 

			“Old enough to play?” I rack my brain trying to figure out what sort of bingo the kitchen witches might play that would be adults only.

			“Yes!” Macy’s face lights up. “It’s like bingo, but every time they call a number on your card, you have to do a shot from whatever potions they’re serving that night. Some make you dance like a chicken, others turn your clothes inside out… Last month, they even had one that made them walk the entire room roaring like a T. rex.”

			She laughs. “Let’s just say, when you finally score a bingo and win, you’ve totally earned it. The kitchen witches are addicted, even though Marjorie always wins, since she’s such a drama queen. Which then becomes a whole thing on its own because Serafina and Felicity accuse her of charming the balls—”

			“Exactly whose balls are you charming?” Flint asks as all six-foot-whatever of him pops up behind us. As per usual, he’s got a huge grin on his handsome face and mischief in his amber eyes. “I’m only asking because I’m pretty sure it’s against the rules.”

			“Don’t you start, too,” Macy says with a grin and a shake of her head. “I was talking about Wingo and how the kitchen witches get their wands in a twist over—”

			“Wingo?” He stops dead at the bottom of the stairs, his easy smile replaced by a look of horror. “Tell me it’s not Wingo night already?”

			Macy sighs. “I wish I could.”

			“You know what? I’m really not that hungry.” Flint starts to back away. “I think I’ll—”

			“Oh, no. You’re not getting out of it that easily.” Macy loops her arm through his and starts tugging him forward. “If the rest of us have to suffer, so do you.”

			Flint grumbles, but Macy just propels him along even as she agrees with him.

			The two of them whine the whole rest of the way, until finally I say, “Nothing can be this bad. Heck, I survived public school cafeterias, where frozen yogurt wasn’t an option even on the good days.”

			“Oh, it’s that bad,” Macy answers.

			“Actually, it’s worse,” Flint warns me.

			“How? How could it actually be worse? I mean, who’s doing the cooking?”

			They give me identical looks of horror as they both answer at the same time. “The vampires.”
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			Wednesday, 
Bloody Wednesday


			“The vampires?” Not going to lie. I recoil a little as I think about what Jaxon—and Hudson—eat.

			“Exactly,” Flint tells me with a disgusted face. “Why Foster decided to put the vampires in charge on the kitchen witches’ day off, I’ll never know.”

			“Who should have been in charge?” Mekhi asks as he walks up behind Macy. “The dragons? Roasted marshmallows only get most of the student body so far.”

			“At least marshmallows are food,” Flint tells him as he pulls open one of the dining hall doors with a flourish, then gestures for me to go inside.

			“Blood cake is food,” Mekhi shoots back. “Or so I’ve been told.”

			“Blood cake?” My stomach turns over nervously. I have no idea what that is, but it sounds scary.

			Flint shoots Mekhi a smug look. “How are those dragon-roasted marshmallows sounding now, Grace?”

			“Like dinner, if I can add a pack of cherry Pop-Tarts.” I glance around the dining hall, checking to see if the à la carte snack table from breakfast and lunch is still out. But, typical of all the other dinnertimes, it’s nowhere to be seen.

			“It won’t be that bad, I swear,” Mekhi says as he starts shepherding us toward the food line. 

			“How can I have been at Katmere this long and not known about Wingo night?” I wonder, even as a part of my brain is cataloging every dish I’ve ever heard of with blood in it—which, to be honest, isn’t that many. The other part of my brain is busy checking out the cafeteria, trying to spot Jaxon…or Hudson.

			I don’t know if I’m worried or relieved when I can’t find either of them.

			“Because you’ve never been around this many weeks in a row before,” Macy answers. “And I think the last time one of these rolled around, Jaxon was feeding you tacos in the library.”

			My mind boggles a little at the thought that that night in the library was only a month ago. So much has changed since then that it feels like it happened several months ago. Maybe even years.

			“I wish I was eating tacos in the library right now,” Flint grumbles as he grabs a couple of trays and holds them out for Macy and me.

			Macy takes the offering with a sigh. “Yeah, me too.”

			“Don’t listen to them,” Mekhi tells me. “It’s not that bad.”

			“You don’t eat, so you don’t get a vote,” Flint says. 

			Mekhi just laughs. “Fair point. I’m going to grab a drink, and then I’ll find us a table.” He winks at Macy, then heads toward the big orange sports coolers against the back wall of the dining hall. 

			The line is shorter than usual—I wonder why—and moves pretty fast, so it only takes a couple of minutes before we’re standing in front of Katmere’s elegant buffet tables. Usually they are overflowing with food, but tonight the offerings are pretty slim. And none of them is particularly tempting to me.

			Even the salad bar is gone, in its place a giant cauldron of soup that has vegetables floating in it, along with a bunch of dark-brown cubes I don’t recognize. “What are those things?” I whisper to Macy as we pass by several adult vampires—including Marise, who smiles at me and waves.

			I wave back but keep moving down the line as Macy whispers, “Coagulated blood.”

			We pass a black sausage that I don’t even have to ask about—I’ve seen enough British cooking shows to know what gives the sausage its distinctive coloring. And to be fair, a lot of people love it. But I don’t know…the whole vampire thing makes it feel really weird. Like, how do we know for sure that they’re using animal blood and not human blood, since at least some of the vamp teachers here are totally old-school?

			Just the thought has my stomach turning queasy. But up ahead is a huge pile of pancakes, and I’ve never been more relieved in my life to have breakfast for dinner. At least until I get closer and realize that these aren’t ordinary pancakes. They’re a really deep, dark reddish-purple.

			“Tell me they didn’t actually put blood in the pancakes,” I say.

			“They totally put blood in the pancakes,” Macy answers. 

			“It’s a Swedish recipe,” Flint tells me “Blodplättar. And they’re actually pretty good.” He reaches over and puts several on his plate.

			The vamps are watching the line closely, so I grab one of the pancakes. They obviously worked hard on dinner, and the last thing I want to do is hurt anyone’s feelings. Besides, the frozen yogurt station is on the way to the table…

			After dousing my pancake in syrup and filling up a bowl with a mix of vanilla and chocolate yogurt and all the toppings it can hold, I follow Flint and Macy through the crowded dining hall to the table Mekhi chose. Eden and Gwen have already joined him, and I can’t help grinning when I read the front of Eden’s newest purple hoodie: For The Hoard.

			She sees me smiling and winks, right before she reaches over and snags the cherry off the top of Macy’s frozen yogurt sundae.

			Macy just laughs. “I knew you were going to do that.” She reaches in and grabs another cherry. “That’s why I got two.”

			Quick as lightning, Eden snatches that one as well. “You should know by now never to trust a dragon with your treasure.”

			“Hey!” Macy pouts while the rest of us laugh. But once we’re settled, I spoon a couple of the half dozen cherries from my bowl into hers. If being at Katmere has taught me nothing else, it’s the value of being prepared for anything.

			“Best. Cousin. Ever.” Macy beams at me, and I realize it’s the first real smile I’ve seen from her since Xavier died. It makes me breathe a tiny bit easier, makes me think that, while happy is a stretch, maybe she’s beginning to find her way back to being at least okay.

			Conversation flows around me, talk of senior projects and finals and gossip about classmates I don’t know, as I dig into my frozen yogurt. I’m trying to pay attention, but it’s hard when I keep looking around for Jaxon and Hudson. Which is ridiculous, I know. Half an hour ago in my room, I was all I don’t have time to worry about them, and now I can’t stop scanning the dining hall for one, or both.

			But I can’t help it. No matter how out of control things are today, I can’t just turn my feelings on and off. I love Jaxon. I’m friends with Hudson. I’m worried about them both, and I need to know they’re fine, especially since I haven’t had the chance to talk to either of them about everything going on.

			I’m halfway through my frozen yogurt when a hush comes over the dining hall, right about the time the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. I look to see everyone staring at something behind me and I know—even before I turn around—who I’m going to find. 
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			Stale Mate



			Macy, who has already turned around to see what all the fuss is about, elbows me in the side and hisses Jaxon’s name out of the corner of her mouth.

			I nod to let her know I’ve heard her, but I don’t move. I hold my breath, though, as the shivers running up and down my spine warn me that he’s getting closer…and his attention is focused entirely on me.

			Macy squeaks, which tells me everything I need to know about what mood he’s in. She’s relaxed around him a lot in the last few weeks—friendship will do that—but it doesn’t mean she’s forgotten how dangerous he is. And neither has anyone else, apparently. It’s reflected in the faces of every single person around me, in the way they all seem frozen, like they’re just waiting for Jaxon to strike…and want to make damn sure that they aren’t the one he goes after.

			Even Flint is sitting back in his chair, both his pancakes and his conversation with Eden about their physics final forgotten, as he looks right past me. The look in his gaze is a combination of wary and reckless, and it’s worry over Flint—over what he’s feeling and what he might do—that has me turning around before things go to absolute shit around me.

			I’m not the least bit surprised to find Jaxon behind me. I am, however, surprised at just how close he really is. A few weeks ago, there’s no way he’d have been able to get within a few inches of me without my entire body going haywire. All I’ve got now is this shiver down my spine, and it’s not exactly a good feeling.

			After dinner last night, he’d invited me back to his tower to study, but I couldn’t go, since Hudson had already asked me to study with him. I get frustrated just thinking of the mess that ensued, since neither of the Vega brothers could be adults about the situation and let us all study together. 

			I’d ended up studying in my room, alone. And not learning a damn thing because I was too busy being pissed at them. 

			But then I texted Jaxon twice today, and he hasn’t so much as acknowledged I exist. I get that he doesn’t like my friendship with Hudson—but he has to know that’s all it is. Friendship. I apparently have no choice in who I’m mated to, but I’ve shown Jaxon in a thousand different ways that he’s who I choose to love.

			Which is why I’m so annoyed by the cold shoulder he’s given me all day.

			He must feel the same way, because his dark eyes are as cold as midnight.

			As cold as Denali’s summit in January. 

			As cold as they were the very first time we met. No. Colder.

			For what feels like forever, he doesn’t say anything and neither do I. Instead, the silence stretches thin as ice—between us and around us—until Luca finally steps out from behind him and asks, “Mind if we sit with you guys?”

			For the first time, I realize the entire Order is here. I’ve grown used to eating with Jaxon and Mekhi a few times a week, obviously, but it’s rare for all of Jaxon’s friends to join us. Yet here they are—Luca, Byron, Rafael, Liam, all lined up behind Jaxon like they’re expecting an attack.

			“Of course.” I gesture to the empty seats scattered around the table, but Luca isn’t asking me. His gaze is laser focused on Flint. Who, it turns out, is looking right back, a slight flush on his brown cheeks.

			And wow, this is a development I did not see coming. But one I am absolutely here for.

			A glance at Eden tells me she’s watching the whole thing as intently as I am, and the smile on her face makes me wonder if maybe I was wrong about who Flint has been in love with. I thought he meant Jaxon that day on the Ludares field, but maybe he meant Luca all along? Or maybe Luca was the new guy he was referring to? Since our talk, Flint hasn’t mentioned his love life again, and I didn’t feel it was fair to question him about it, either. 

			But whatever he was getting at that day, it’s obvious—right now at least—he is definitely interested in Luca. Who, apparently, is interested right back.

			Flint nods, and Luca crosses over to sit next to him. Before I can even think about where Jaxon is going to sit, Macy has scooted her chair closer to Eden’s, creating an obviously empty space for someone to sit beside me. Jaxon nods his thanks, and seconds later, he’s pulled a chair from another table and is sliding in right next to me.

			My heart jumps as his thigh grazes mine, and he grins just a little. Shoots me a look out of the corner of his eye I’d recognize anywhere. Then very slowly, very deliberately, does it again.

			This time, my breath catches in my throat, because this is Jaxon. My Jaxon. And though our relationship hasn’t felt the same since the challenge, and though I’m so confused I can barely think, I still want him. I still love him.

			“How was your day?” he asks softly.

			I shake my head as the state of my grades, and the precariousness of my graduating, comes back to me. “So bad that I don’t want to talk about it.”

			I don’t mention that him not answering my texts only made the day worse. I can tell from the look in his eyes that he already knows it. And that he doesn’t like this mess any more than I do.

			“How—” My voice breaks, so I clear my throat and try again. “How about you? How was your day?”

			He makes a face, shoves his hand through his silky black hair hard enough to reveal the jagged scar on his left cheek. The scar the vampire queen Delilah—his mother—gave him for murdering her firstborn son. Who is now back. And is now my mate, even though I am still in love with my old mate whose bond with me should never have been able to be broken.

			Just thinking about it makes my head hurt. 

			Talk about a soap opera. I couldn’t make this stuff up if I tried.

			“Pretty much the same,” he finally answers.

			“Yeah, I figured.”

			He doesn’t offer anything else, and neither do I. Around us, the conversation ebbs and flows, but I can’t think of a single thing to say to break his stony silence. It feels strange to be this awkward with Jaxon, when we used to talk for hours about anything. About everything. 

			I hate it so much, especially watching how easy everyone else is with one another. Eden and Mekhi are laughing together, and so are Macy and Rafael. Byron and Liam are talking intensely about something, and Flint and Luca… Well, Flint and Luca are definitely flirting, while Jaxon and I can barely look at each other.

			I start to take another bite of my frozen yogurt but realize I’ve lost my appetite before I so much as get the spoon to my mouth. I drop it back in the bowl and decide: fuck it. If things are so weird that I can’t eat, I might as well go to the library. 

			Jaxon must sense my unease, though, because just as I’m about to get up, he slides his hand over mine. It feels so familiar, so good, that I automatically turn mine over to lace our fingers together even though I’m still annoyed with him.

			He kisses my fingers before placing our joined hands onto his leg under the table, and a shiver of awareness runs through me. It’s moments like these, when we’re touching, that I think maybe we still have a chance. Maybe everything isn’t as screwed up as it seems. Maybe there really is hope. 

			I’m pretty sure he feels the same way, judging by the grip he has on my hand. And the fact that he doesn’t say anything to break the comfortable silence between us, almost as if he’s as afraid as I am to ruin this moment. So we just sit there, soaking in the conversations going on around us. It works, too, at least for a little while.

			And then it happens—every nerve in my body goes on red alert.

			I don’t need to turn around to know Hudson has just walked into the cafeteria, but the way Jaxon’s hand tightens on mine gives me all the added confirmation I need.
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			A Tale of 
Two Vegas


			A second later, it’s like everyone notices him at once. Each person at the table stills as if holding their collective breath even as their eyes dart everywhere—except toward Jaxon and me. Well, everyone except Macy, who’s waving like she’s trying to flag down a bush plane in a snowstorm. And that’s before she slides her chair down to make room for him to join us, moving so far that she’s practically in Eden’s lap. 

			Hudson murmurs a quick “thanks” even as he grabs a chair and plops his tray down next to Macy. There are four slices of cheesecake on it, along with his usual tumbler of blood.

			Macy grins even wider, grabbing one of the plates. “Awww, you shouldn’t have.”

			“I heard it was Wingo night. Thought you might appreciate some of the leftovers,” Hudson says to Macy, but his eyes never leave mine, except for the one brief moment where he tracks the fact that both Jaxon and I have a hand under the table. And even though I know he can’t see us touching, I feel like I’ve been caught doing something wrong. Jaxon must sense my sudden discomfort because he pulls his hand from mine and folds both of his on top of the table.

			Hudson doesn’t say anything to either of us. Instead, he turns to my cousin like he didn’t even notice us holding hands and asks, “Anyone up for chess later?”

			The two of them have been playing chess a couple of times a week. I think Hudson asked her to play with him the first time to take her mind off Xavier, and she accepted because she felt bad that everyone gave him such a wide berth. But lately, I’ve caught her googling chess moves when she thinks I’m not looking, and I know she’s started to really enjoy their friendship.

			“You better believe it,” she replies around a mouthful of cheesecake. “One of these days, I’m going to kick your ass.”

			“Pretty sure you’re going to have to remember how to move your knight first,” he shoots back. 

			“Hey, it’s complicated,” she tells him.

			“Waaaaay harder than checkers,” Eden teases her even as she steals a bite of Macy’s cheesecake. 

			“It is!” Macy pouts. “Every piece does something different.”

			“I’ll play with you, Macy,” Mekhi calls from his spot at the end of the table. “Hudson’s not the only master strategist at the table.”

			“No, but I am the only one with my own chess table,” Hudson tells him.

			Eden snorts. “Not sure that’s something to brag about, Destructo Boy.”

			“You’re just jealous, Lightning Girl.”

			“Damn straight.” She grins. “I want to be able to blow shit up with just a wave of my hand.”

			He lifts a brow. “You mean you can’t?”

			She just laughs and rolls her eyes.

			“Hey, Hudson, hit me up, man,” Flint calls from the other end of the table.

			Hudson glances at Macy, who shrugs, before he slides a piece of cheesecake down the table to Flint. 

			Flint nods his thanks before shoving a huge bite in his mouth. Luca smiles fondly at him before gesturing to the book Hudson put down next to his tray. “What are you reading now?” he asks.

			Hudson holds up the book. “A Lesson Before Dying.”

			“A little late for that, isn’t it?” Flint asks, and after a shocked pause, everyone cracks up. Especially Hudson.

			I want to say something to him—I read that book junior year and loved it—but it feels weird to join in a conversation I’m obviously not included in. Hudson has talked to everyone at the table—everyone—except Jaxon and me. Which isn’t awkward at all.

			Especially not when the conversation continues to go on around us. Every time Flint says something funny, Hudson’s eyes meet mine like he wants to share the joke…then they dart away like he thinks we aren’t supposed to do that anymore. I hate it, just like I hate the weirdness that keeps growing between us. Hudson has done nothing to make me feel guilty for being in love with his brother—in fact, just the opposite. But us being mates (and that Jaxon and I used to be) hangs in the air between us like a bomb about to go off. 

			Add in the way Rafael and Liam keep staring him down because they can’t seem to let go of the past and the way Flint blows hot and cold depending on his mood, and I can’t help thinking Hudson would rather be anywhere but here. But he comes back, every day. He keeps trying, every day, because he wants things not to be awkward between us.

			Unlike me, who won’t even talk to him when Jaxon is nearby.

			Suddenly, it’s all too much, and I tell no one in particular that I need to go study.

			God knows I’ve got more than enough work these days to keep me busy.

			But when I push away from the table, Jaxon pushes away, too. “Can I talk to you?” he asks.

			I want to laugh, want to ask what he could possibly have to say to me when he’s spent the last ten minutes doing anything but speaking to me.

			I don’t, though.

			Instead, I nod and avoid making eye contact with Hudson while I send the group what I know is a really fake-looking smile. Jaxon doesn’t even bother doing that before he turns and heads for the door.

			I follow him—of course I do. Because I’d follow Jaxon anywhere. And I can’t deny the tiny part of me that hopes he’s finally ready to discuss how we can make this work.
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			I Think I Missed 
the Punch Line


			I expect Jaxon to stop right outside the cafeteria doors and say whatever it is that he wants to say. But I should have known better—he’s not exactly into public displays of anything. So when he starts down the hall after holding the door for me, I figure we’re going to his tower. 

			But he turns at the last second, and instead of going up the staircase that leads to his room, he takes me up the one that leads to mine. 

			The lump in my throat is beginning to feel like a bad B movie, except instead of The Tomato That Ate Cleveland, it’s The Sadness That Swallowed a Girl, a Gargoyle, and an Entire Fucking Mountain. We always go to his room—for serious talks, to hang out, to make out. That he isn’t taking me there now tells me everything I need to know about how this conversation is going to go.

			Once we get to my room, I open the door and walk in, expecting Jaxon to follow me. Instead, he stands on the other side of Macy’s beaded curtain, a look of uncertainty on his haggard but beautiful face for the first time in who knows how long.

			“You know you’re always welcome in my room.” I force the words out of my too-tight throat and try to pretend like I’m not choking on them. On everything. “Nothing’s changed.”

			“Everything’s changed,” he counters. 

			“Yeah,” I admit even though everything inside me wants to deny it. “I guess it has.” 

			My breathing turns ragged as a giant stone starts pressing down on my chest—one that has nothing to do with me being a gargoyle and everything to do with the panic churning inside me—and I turn away from him, try to gasp for breath without being too obvious.

			But Jaxon knows me better than I want him to, and suddenly he’s standing in front of me, his big, steady hands holding my own as he tells me, “Breathe with me, Grace.”

			I can’t. I can’t inhale. I can’t talk. I can’t do anything but stand here and feel like I’m suffocating.

			Like the floor is moving beneath my feet and the walls around me are caving in. 

			Like my own body has turned against me, bent on destroying me as surely as the outside forces I’m growing so tired of struggling against. 

			“In—” He sucks in a long, deep breath and holds it for a second. “And out.” He breathes out, slow and steady. When I do nothing but stare at him with wild eyes, his grip on my hands gets firmer. “Come on, Grace. In—” He takes another breath.

			The breath I take in response is nowhere as deep, nowhere as steady—I’m actually pretty sure I sound like I’m choking on a blood pancake—but it’s still a breath. Oxygen rushes into my lungs. 

			“That’s it,” he says, and now his hands are rubbing up and down my arms, my shoulders. It’s meant to be comforting—and it is—but it’s also devastating, because it doesn’t feel like it’s supposed to. It doesn’t feel like Jaxon, my Jaxon, is touching me, at least not like it used to.

			It’s not fast and it’s not easy, but eventually I get the panic attack under control. When it’s over, when I can finally breathe again, I drop my forehead onto Jaxon’s chest. His arms go around me automatically, and it isn’t long before my arms slide around his waist as well.

			I don’t know how long we stand like that, holding each other but also letting each other go. It hurts more than I ever imagined it would. 

			“I’m sorry,” he says as he finally releases me. “I’m so sorry, Grace.”

			I fight the urge to cling to him, to keep my body pressed against his for as long as I can. “It’s not your fault,” I tell him softly.

			“Not about the panic attack—though I’m sorry about that, too.” He thrusts a hand into his hair, and for the first time tonight, I can see his whole face in stark definition. He looks terrible—lost and tormented and in as much pain as I am. Maybe even more. “I’m sorry about all of this. If I could take back that one careless act, that one moment of utter selfishness and naivete, I would do it in a heartbeat. But I can’t, and now…” This time it’s his breath that sounds shaky. “And now, we’re here, and I can’t do a fucking thing about any of it.”

			“We’ll get through it. It’s just going to take some time—”

			“It’s not that easy.” He shakes his head even as his jaw works furiously. “Maybe we’ll get through it; maybe we won’t. But look at you, Grace. It’s hurting you being like this, giving you panic attacks.”

			He pauses, swallows convulsively. “I’m hurting you, and that’s the last thing I ever wanted to do.”

			“So don’t.” It’s my turn to reach out and grab on to him. “Don’t do this. Please.”

			“It’s already been done. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. This, what we’re feeling now…it’s just the phantom pain after you’ve lost a limb. It still hurts, but there’s nothing there. And there never will be again…at least not if we keep on like this.” 

			“That’s all we are to you?” I ask, pain slamming through me like a sledgehammer. “Just something that used to matter?”

			“You’re everything to me, Grace. You have been from the moment I first laid eyes on you. But this isn’t working. It hurts too much. For all of us.”

			“It hurts now, but it doesn’t have to be like this. Our mating bond broke. But that just means mine with Hudson can break, too—”

			“Do you think that’s what I want?” he demands. “I’ve lived two hundred years, and this is the worst pain I’ve ever felt in my life. Do you think I would wish that on you? On Hudson?” 

			His voice thickens, but he shakes his head. Clears his throat. Takes a deep breath and blows it out slowly before continuing. “Every time he sees us together…I know he’s hurting.”

			I shake my head. “You’re wrong, Jaxon. I told you. We’re just friends, and Hudson is fine with that.”

			“You don’t see him when you walk away,” Jaxon insists. “I killed my brother once, because I was arrogant and childish and thought it was the right thing—the only thing—to do. I won’t do it again, not like this. I won’t hurt him, and I won’t hurt you.”

			“What about you?” I ask, even as the pain radiates through me. “What happens to you in all this?”

			“It doesn’t matter—”

			“It does matter!” I shoot back. “It matters to me.”

			“This is my fault, Grace. All of it. I’m the asshole who loaded the gun, and I’m the asshole who threw the loaded gun in the trash. The fact that I got shot is no one’s fault but my own.” 

			“So that’s it?” I ask him on a shaky breath. “We’re breaking up, and I don’t even get a vote?”

			“You had a vote, Grace, and you chose—” His voice gives out, leaving the ghost of what he was going to say hanging between us.

			“But I didn’t!” I try to explain, the words coming out on broken sobs. “I don’t love him, Jaxon. Not like I love you.”

			“You will,” he says, and I know it costs him dearly. “Mating bonds can snap into place when two people first meet, before they even know each other’s names. Look at how it happened between us. But the magic knows. You just have to have faith. Something I should have done.”

			I look away, look down—look anywhere but at Jaxon as my heart cracks wide open—but he’s not having it. Instead of backing away like I’m desperate for him to do, he slides a finger under my chin and tilts my head up until I can’t do anything but look into his dark and heartbroken eyes. 

			“I am sorry that I didn’t hold on to us with every ounce of strength I had,” he tells me in a voice so hoarse, I barely recognize it as his. “I’d do anything to spare you this. Do anything to have my mate back.”

			I want to tell him that I’m right here—that I’ll always be right here—but we’d both know it’s a lie. The chasm between us keeps growing, and I’m terrified that one day, neither of us will be able to find a way to jump across it.

			Tears bloom in my eyes at the thought, and I blink furiously, determined not to let him see me cry. Determined not to make this any worse—for either of us. So instead of sobbing like I want to, I do the only thing I can think of to make this okay…or at least better. 

			I whisper, “You never did tell me the punch line to that joke.”

			He looks at me, baffled. Or maybe like he can’t believe that I’m bringing up something so ridiculous at a time like this. But Jaxon’s and my relationship has been fraught with so many emotions, good and bad, that I don’t want it to end like this. 

			So I force myself to smile just a little bit wider and continue. “What did the pirate say when he turned eighty?”

			“Oh, right.” Jaxon’s laugh is a little watery, but it’s still a laugh so I count it as a win. Especially when he answers, “He says, ‘Aye matey.’”

			I stare at him for a second, openmouthed, before shaking my head. “Wow.”

			“Doesn’t seem worth the wait, does it?”

			There’s so much to unpack in that statement, but right now I’m out of energy, so I just concentrate on the joke. “That’s really bad.”

			“I know, right?” 

			His smile is small but there, and I find myself wanting to hold on to it a little longer. Maybe that’s why I shake my head and say, “So, so, sooooooo bad.”

			He lifts a brow, and not going to lie, my knees tremble just a little, even though they don’t have the right to anymore. “You think you can do better?” he asks.

			“I know I can do better. Why is Cinderella bad at sports?”

			He shakes his head. “I don’t know. Why?”

			I start to answer, “Because she always—” but Jaxon cuts me off before I can deliver the punch line, his mouth slamming down on mine with all the power of the pent-up sorrow and frustration and need that still seethes between us.

			I gasp and reach for him, my fingers aching to bury themselves in his hair one last time. But he’s already gone, the sound of the door slamming behind him the only sign that he was here at all. 

			At least until the tears start to roll—silent and steady—down my cheeks. 
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			Ghosts Don’t Need  
Moving Vans and  
Neither Does My Baggage

			I spend the week after Jaxon breaks up with me making every excuse I can think of not to leave my room except for class and food. I don’t want to chance running into him, can’t stand the way I’m blindsided by pain every time I so much as catch a glimpse of him in the halls. 

			The Order has pretty much given up being in the cafeteria lately, which I think is Jaxon’s way of giving me space. I appreciate it even as it hurts. 

			I’ve also taken to avoiding Hudson, which I know is cowardly of me when he’s done nothing but try to be a friend to me. But I can’t shake that comment Jaxon made about the look on Hudson’s face when I turn to walk away.

			I don’t know if it’s true or not, but I know I’m not ready to deal with it either way. Better to hide until I can think about either of the Vega brothers without wanting to curl into a ball and cry.

			On the plus side, today is the first morning in a week that I haven’t sobbed in the shower. I don’t think that means I’m okay, but it does give me the strength to do something I should have done days ago—leave the safety of my room and brave the library. My Physics of Flight makeup project is due in a few days, and I still need to get it done.

			I wait until after ten at night to go to the library, in the hopes of getting the shelves all to myself. By now, everyone in the school is well aware of the drama surrounding the Vega brothers and me, but I don’t think the news of my breakup with Jaxon has made the rounds yet. 

			He obviously hasn’t said a word and neither have I. 

			For a second, I think about shifting to my gargoyle form—I even go so far as to reach for the shiny platinum string deep inside me. But flying around the Alaskan wilderness isn’t going to make this hurt any less, especially since turning my body to stone doesn’t mean that my heart turns to stone, too.

			I change into a pair of sweats and my most comfortable and faded One Direction T-shirt, then scoop my backpack up from the floor and head out the door. 

			But the universe has obviously given up passively fucking with me and is now actively gunning for me, because the second I walk into the library, I can’t miss that Hudson is sitting next to the window, his face buried in a copy of Helen Prejean’s Dead Man Walking.

			It’s a little too on the nose for me, but Hudson’s always been a bit of a drama queen when it comes to his reading choices. For a second, I think about going over to talk to him, but I’m not exactly up for trading wits tonight. Plus, he’s basically wearing an invisible no trespassing sign, so interrupting him feels…rude. Especially when he makes absolutely no attempt to so much as look at me.

			With someone else, I might just think they hadn’t seen me. But Hudson’s a vampire, with the most acute senses on the planet. No way he doesn’t know I’m here. Especially considering we’re mated. Already, I can feel the invisible string stretching between us, connecting us to each other on a soul-deep level.

			Again, I think about going over to say hello to him. He did save my life, after all, even though it meant taking on his evil father to do it…not to mention getting “cuffed” until graduation—which I’ve since learned means being forced to wear a charmed wrist cuff that prevents the use of any of his powers. 

			But in the end, I chicken out before I can take more than a couple of steps in his direction. I mean, yeah, we’ve seen each other around school and sat at the same table in the cafeteria since we were mated, but there’s always been a buffer between us. We haven’t actually been alone together since those minutes before the challenge when I did the spell to get him out of my head. And judging by the way he always gives me a wide berth even when our friends are around, I’m pretty sure he doesn’t want alone time with me any more than I want it with him. 

			I end up going to sit at a table all the way at the other side of the library. Avoidance is my middle name…

			Determined to ignore both him and my bruised and battered heart, I slip into a chair and pull out my laptop. Then I connect to the library’s wifi so that I can log in to one of the databases that can only be accessed in this room. Less than five minutes of setup, and I’m working on my project on aerodynamics and the mechanics of flight—with an emphasis on the difference between gargoyle and dragon wings/methods of suspension. 

			There is almost no research on gargoyles—considering the Unkillable Beast has been chained for centuries and I’m the only other one in existence for a thousand years, at least as far as anyone knows. Then again, I do have myself for a test subject, so there is that.

			It doesn’t take long before I find my groove, and I spend nearly two hours immersed in both my research and a random playlist on Spotify. But when James Bay’s “Bad” comes on, it jerks me straight out of the article I’m reading and back into my own personal hell.

			My hands shake as the lyrics slam through me like grenades. As he sings about a relationship being so broken that it can’t ever unbreak again, I can’t help but feel each word burn my soul.

			I drag my earbuds out of my ears like they’ve caught fire and shove back from the table so hard that I nearly go over backward in my chair. It takes me a second to right myself, but when I do, I can’t help noticing Hudson staring at me from across the library. 

			Our eyes meet and, even though the damn earbuds are halfway across the table, I can still hear the song. My breath catches in my throat, my hands tremble, and those damn tears are back in my eyes. 

			I tap at the screen erratically, desperate to make it stop, but I must have accidentally hit the output source button instead because now the song is playing from my phone speaker, the lyrics echoing off the walls of the otherwise silent space. 

			I freeze. Shit, shit, shit. 

			Suddenly, Hudson’s long, elegant fingers close over mine, and everything goes still…except the stupid song. And my even stupider heart.
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			Me and My 
Unmentionables


			Hudson doesn’t say anything as he eases my phone out of my death grip. 

			He doesn’t say anything as he turns off the song and blessed silence finally fills the library again.

			And he still doesn’t say anything when he slides the phone back into my trembling hands. But his cold fingers brush against my own, and my already fucked-up heart starts to beat all fast and hard. 

			His blue eyes, bright and brilliant and bold—so bold—stay locked on mine for the length of several painful heartbeats. His lips move just a little, and I’m certain he’s going to say something, certain he will finally break the silence that’s been echoing between us for days.

			But he doesn’t. Instead, he turns away, heads back to his own table without so much as a word to me. And I can’t take it for one more second—the silence that throbs between us like a pounding heart that suddenly forgets how to beat. “Hudson!” Like the song, my too-loud voice echoes through the thankfully nearly empty room. 

			He turns back with a regal lift of his brow, his hands shoved deep into the pockets of his black Armani dress pants, and I can’t help but smile. Only Hudson Vega—with his perfect Brit boy pompadour and even more perfect smirk—would be wearing dress pants and a dress shirt to a late-night reading sesh at the library. 

			His only concession to the growing lateness of the hour is the sleeves of his probably very expensive, very designer shirt, which are rolled up to the middle of his perfect forearms—which, I have to grudgingly admit, only makes him look better. Because he’s Hudson and of course it does.

			I realize I’m staring at him about the same time I realize he’s staring back at me, that endless gaze of his burrowing into my bones. I swallow in an effort to push back the sudden nerves blooming inside me. I don’t even know why they’re there. 

			This is Hudson, who spent weeks living inside my head. 

			Hudson, who saved my life and nearly destroyed our whole world to do it.

			Hudson, who has somehow—despite everything—become my friend…and now my mate.

			It’s that word, “mate,” that hangs between us. And it’s that word that has nerves bubbling up inside me even as I give a small smile and say, “Thank you.”

			His look turns slightly mocking, but he doesn’t say any of the things I can see brewing right behind his gaze. Instead, he just inclines his head in a kind of you’re-welcome gesture before turning and walking away.

			And just like that, my blood boils. Because seriously? Seriously? Jaxon doesn’t want to be with me because he thinks Hudson is in pain, but Hudson can’t even talk to me when I’m clearly upset about a damn song? I know their relationship is complicated—know this whole thing is complicated—but I’m tired of being collateral damage. I mean, who lets their friend avoid them for a week without even trying to find out why? 

			And just as quickly, I’m over it. Completely, 100 percent over it. Throwing my phone onto the table, I shoot after him. “Really?” I say to his broad shoulders as I chase him across the library. His long, rolling stride eats up more distance than my short-legged one does, but my annoyance gives me speed, and I catch up to him before he can sit back down.

			“Really what?” he answers, and this time his gaze is watchful.

			“You’re not going to say anything to me?” My hands are on my hips in challenge, and I just barely fight the urge to stamp my foot. I know what I’m doing—deep down, I know. I’m angry with the world, with the universe, for doing this to all of us. For taking Jaxon from me and then taking my friendship with Hudson, too. I’ve been working through my grief since it happened, but last week Jaxon forced me to give up the denial I’ve been clinging to since our bond was broken. Now I guess I’m fully embracing stage two: anger. And I’m not even a little sad I’m misdirecting it at Hudson.

			“What would you like me to say?” His crisp British accent makes the words, and the look that accompanies them, even colder.

			I throw up my hands in exasperation. “I don’t know. Something. Anything.”

			He holds my gaze for so long, I think he’s going to refuse to speak. But then his mouth curves in that obnoxious smirk that’s driven me wild from the first time he showed up in my head, and he says, “You have a hole in your sweats.” 

			“What? I don’t—” I break off as I glance down and realize not only do I indeed have a sizable hole, but also that it’s in a pretty embarrassing area, providing a decent glimpse of my very upper thigh. And my underwear. “Did you just do that?”

			Now both brows are up. “Did I just do what?”

			I gesture to my pants. “Make this hole. Obviously.”

			“Yes, yes I did,” he answers, his expression completely deadpan. “I absolutely used my fabric-ripping superpowers to disintegrate a hole over your crotch. How did you guess?” He lifts his wrist, and the magical handcuff around it, and waves it in front of my face.

			“I’m sorry.” Heat floods my cheeks. “I didn’t mean—”

			“Sure you did.” His gaze is locked on mine now. “But on the plus side, at least now I know you’re wearing my favorite pair.”

			My blush gets about a thousand times worse as it registers what he’s referring to, that I’m wearing the black lace underwear that he’d dangled from his shoe in the laundry room what feels like a year ago. “Are you seriously looking at my panties right now?”

			“I’m looking at you,” he answers. “That my doing so means I can also see your panties seems like that’s more on you than me.”

			“I can’t believe this.” Annoyance skitters through my embarrassment. “You ignore me for days, and now that I finally have your attention, this is what you want to talk about?”

			“First of all, I believe it is you who has been ignoring me, wouldn’t you say? Secondly, I’m sorry, did you have a different topic in mind? Oh, wait! Let me guess.” He pretends to examine his nails. “How’s dear old Jaxon doing today?”

			With anyone else, I would be apologizing for avoiding them. I’d be making a joke about the panties mishap and explaining that I’m not mad at them; I’m just mad. But Hudson makes it so hard sometimes, especially when it feels like he’s deliberately pushing my buttons. “Maybe you should ask him. I mean, if you can get over feeling sorry for yourself.”

			He stills. “Is that what you think I’m doing? Feeling sorry for myself?” Insult—and injury—drip from his words.

			But that’s fine with me, because I’m feeling pretty damn insulted myself. “Oh, I don’t know. Should we talk about your choice in reading material?” I glare at the book he left open on the table when he came over to help me. 

			For a second—just a moment—his blue eyes turn molten. Then, as quickly as it came, the heat fades away. In its place is his old too-weary-for-words, you’re-a-trial-to-my-very-existence expression, and I think I’m going to scream.

			Yes, I know it’s his defense mechanism, know he uses it to keep anyone from getting too close. But I thought, after what happened the day of the challenge, that we were past all this.

			“I was just doing a little bit of light reading.”

			“With a book about a guy in prison? One who’s been sentenced to death for his crimes? What, was Dostoevsky a little too over-the-top for you?”

			“A little too cheerful, actually.”

			I snort-laugh, because how can I not? It’s the most Hudson response ever to what may be the most depressing book ever written. And my anger drains away, my shoulders sagging.

			He doesn’t laugh with me, though. In fact, he doesn’t even smile. But there’s a gleam in his eyes that wasn’t there before when he glances over my shoulder at the table I’ve been sitting at for the last two hours. “What have you been working on so furiously over there?” 

			“My makeup physics project.” I pull a face. “I need to get at least a B on it, and a B on the final, if I want to have a chance of passing the class.”

			“I’ll let you get back to it, then,” Hudson says with a dismissive nod that hurts more than I want to admit, even to myself.

			“You really can’t even talk to me for ten minutes?” I ask, and I hate the plaintive note in my voice, but I can’t seem to do anything about it. Not today, not here, and most definitely not with him. 

			For long seconds, Hudson doesn’t say anything. He doesn’t even breathe. But eventually he sighs and tells me, “Honestly, Grace. What is there to talk about? You’ve obviously been avoiding me for a reason.” His voice is low, and for the first time, I see the weariness on his face…as well as the hurt. 

			But he’s not the only one who’s tired, and he’s definitely not the only one who is hurting. Maybe that’s why my own sarcasm is on full display when I answer, “Oh, I don’t know. What about that we’re—”

			“What?” he interrupts, even as he stalks toward me with a sudden, predatory intent that has every hair on my body standing straight up in alarm. “What exactly are we, Grace?”

			“Friends,” I whisper. 

			“Is that what you’re calling it these days?” He sneers. “Friends?”

			“And—” I try to give him the answer he’s looking for, but my mouth is as dry and frozen as the Alaskan tundra.

			“You can’t even say it, can you?”

			I lick my lips, swallow. Then force out the word he’s clearly been waiting for. The word that’s been hanging in the air between us from the moment I walked into the library, even though he never so much as acknowledged my existence. “Mates,” I whisper. “We’re mates.”

			“Yeah, we are,” he answers. “And isn’t that just a clusterfuck of epic proportions?”
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			A New Bond 
Experience


			I wince.

			“I don’t know what it is,” I answer him as honestly as I’m able.

			His eyes narrow, and for the second time tonight, I’m reminded that he’s not just the guy who lived in my head for a few weeks, then saved my life. He’s also a dangerous predator. Not that I’m scared of him, but…the danger is definitely there.

			Especially when he growls, “Don’t play with me, Grace. We both know you’re in love with my brother.”

			It’s true. I do love Jaxon. But I don’t say that. I don’t know why I don’t say it—probably for the same reason I don’t tell him that Jaxon broke up with me last week. Because he’ll find out soon enough, and I don’t want to look pathetic when he does.

			Normally, I don’t care what people think of me. But he isn’t people. He’s Hudson, and everything inside me rebels at the idea of him feeling sorry for me. Whatever relationship we have is based on a mutual toughness and respect. I can’t stand, even for a second, the idea of him thinking I need his pity.

			I don’t know why it matters so much with him, and to be honest, I really don’t have it in me to delve into my psyche to find out. This week’s been rough enough without any deep psychological revelations about myself, thank you very much.

			So instead of dealing with the Jaxon statement on the table—and all the baggage that comes with it—I nod toward the towering pile of books he’s got stacked in his work area. “So what have you been doing these last few days, besides reading every ‘light’ and uplifting book you can get your hands on?” It’s a blatant change of subject but one I’m praying he’ll go along with.

			At least until he smirks at me and answers, “Mating bonds.”

			Okay, so maybe Jaxon was the better subject here. Trust freaking Hudson to drop the two-ton purple elephant we’d just avoided right back in the room between us—and not even bother to stand back when it falls.

			Of course, he did it on purpose—to scare me off. I know Hudson, and I know he expects that revelation to make me pack up shop and run. I can see it in his eyes. More, I know how he thinks—I didn’t spend weeks with him in my head not to have figured out some things. But the fact that he’s trying to scare me away only ratchets my determination to stick it out, no matter how uncomfortable the topic. And it definitely makes me more determined not to do what he expects. 

			So instead of running back to my safe little physics project on the other side of the library, I plop myself down at his table and ask, “What about them?”

			And there it is in the depths of his eyes. Surprise, yes. But also the respect he’s always had for me, the respect he’s always treated me with, even when we bitterly disagreed about something. 

			“Mostly I’ve been trying to figure out how they work,” he says as he settles into the chair farthest away from mine on the other side of the table. 

			Which is an interesting choice, considering he’s a badass vampire and I’m “just” a gargoyle. But it’s obvious that he’s wary of me. I can see it in the twist of his lips, the way he’s holding himself, and how he’s awkwardly looking at anything and everything but me. 

			But he’s not backing down, either, and I can’t help wondering if it’s for the same reasons as me. 

			“I thought everyone knows how mating bonds work,” I tell him.

			“Yeah, well, obviously not.” He taps his fingers on the table in the first display of nervousness I’ve ever seen from him. “We know the basics, like that they snap into place the first time people physically touch, but obviously there’s a lot more to it than that or we wouldn’t be in the situation we’re in now.”

			“That can’t always be true, right? I mean, ours didn’t snap into place the first time we touched.”

			“Yes, it did,” he tells me quietly. “You just didn’t feel it.”

			“You felt it?” I repeat as shock ricochets through me. “Really?”

			“Yes.” There’s no sarcasm in the word—or the look he gives me as he waits to see how I’ll react. 

			“How? When?” A terrible thought occurs to me. “Did we—were we mated during those months we spent together?” The months I’m growing more and more desperate to remember.

			“No.” He shakes his head. “While mating is a spiritual thing, it kicks in on the physical plane, and at that time, we weren’t corporeal.”

			Right. Trapped together in spirit isn’t enough to activate the bond. Okay, then. “So when did it happen?”

			He’s watching me closely now, and there’s something in his gaze that makes my skin itch and my mouth go dry all over again. 

			“On the Ludares field. You were a little busy with the near-death thing, but I felt it right away.”

			My eyes go wide as things slide into place, including the way Hudson turned his father’s bones to dust before destroying the entire Ludares arena with a thought. I’d overheard Macy ask him at lunch a few weeks ago why he’d destroyed the arena, and he said it was so that nothing like what happened to me there could happen to anyone else—and I still believe that played a part in it. But understanding now that he knew then that I was his mate, and he thought I was dying in his arms…I’m surprised there was anything left of the whole school when he was done.

			“I’m sorry you had to find out that way,” I tell him, because none of this is his fault—any more than it’s my fault. Any more than it’s Jaxon’s, no matter what he thinks. It just is. And the sooner we accept that, the sooner we’ll be able to figure out what we want. And what we’re going to do to get it. “It must have been awful.”

			“It wasn’t optimal,” he admits with a twist of his mouth. 

			“Are you upset?” I ask, my voice barely a whisper now in the silent library. 

			At first, I don’t think he’s going to answer—he refuses to look at me, and the sudden silence between us grows more awkward with every second that passes. 

			Normally, I’d move on, gloss over the discomfort with easy words that defuse the situation. But instead, I force myself to ignore the awkwardness of this moment and push Hudson for an answer to the question that’s been plaguing me for weeks. The question I’ve always been too afraid to ask.

			“What exactly happened between us during the four months we were trapped together?”
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			Badass Boys Are 
the Best Boys


			His eyes go dark, and something nameless moves in their indigo depths. Something perturbed. Something painful. Something…powerless. It’s strange to think of Hudson that way. Even stranger to realize that I might somehow be responsible. 

			But before I can wrap my head around the pain I’m seeing, let alone think of something to say about it, an underclassman approaches. I’m not sure if he’s a freshman or a sophomore, but he’s definitely younger than sixteen. And he is also definitely a wolf. 

			Which doesn’t necessarily make him bad. Just because Cole and his minions were assholes doesn’t mean every wolf is—look at Xavier. But I’m not sure I’m up to finding out who this kid is or what his intentions are. Not when my heart is pounding like a thunderstorm and I’m already feeling far too vulnerable. 

			Hudson must feel the same way—or at least sense how I’m feeling—because he’s out of his chair in the blink of an eye. More, his focus on the kid is absolute, unwavering, and 100 percent predatory, so much so that the wolf’s eyes go wide, and he stops dead in his tracks. And that’s before Hudson growls, “You’re walking away now.”

			“I’m walking away now,” the wolf repeats, nearly stumbling over his feet in his haste to get away from us. I expect him to turn around and flee, but I forget how finely developed survival instincts are in this place. The wolf moves past us, but he doesn’t take his gaze off Hudson until he’s at the library’s main door. And even then, he only looks away long enough to find the door handle.

			He shoves the door open and flees like a pack of hellhounds is hot on his heels. As I watch him go, I can’t help wondering what he saw in Hudson’s eyes that made him move so fast, without so much as an attempt to stand his ground.

			But when Hudson turns back to me, there’s nothing there. No threat, no anger, no promise of retribution. At the same time, whatever else I saw there a few moments ago is also gone, the anger and the pain slipping away as easily as they had come.

			In their place is a blank slate, sheer as glass and about as deep. 

			“I thought you couldn’t use your powers?” I comment as he settles back down in his chair. 

			The look he gives me is half amused and half affronted. “You do remember I’m a vampire, right?”

			“What? That means your power can’t be grounded? Or—” A new thought occurs to me. “Did you just persuade Uncle Finn into believing he grounded your powers?”

			“And why would I do that exactly?” 

			“Why wouldn’t you do that?” I shoot back. “I don’t know very many people who would just hand over their abilities when they have an actual way to keep them.”

			“Yeah, well, I’m not most people. And in case you haven’t noticed, my powers aren’t exactly easy to live with. If I could get rid of them completely, I’d do it in a heartbeat.”

			“I don’t believe you.” Affront turns to indignation as he continues to stare at me, but I don’t back down. Instead, I just shrug and continue. “I’m sorry, but I don’t. You’ve got way too much power to just walk away from it. Don’t forget, I know exactly how vast it is.”

			He lifts a brow. “Have you ever thought that it’s because I have so much power that I’m so willing to give it up?”

			“Honestly, no. You don’t exactly seem the type.”

			He stills. “And what type is that?”

			“You know, the self-sacrificing, do-gooder, save-the-world type.” I widen my eyes in a deliberate gotcha kind of look. “Besides, if you’ve actually given up your ability to persuade people, how did you get that wolf to run away so quickly?”

			“I already told you.” His voice and expression are all smug satisfaction. “I’m a vampire.”

			“I have no idea what that means.” Except my damp palms say otherwise.

			“It means that baby wolf is quite aware this vampire could separate his arms from his body in a blink if I wanted, with or without my powers.”

			He looks so satisfied that I can’t help taunting, “Oh yeah? You really think you’re that big and scary, huh?” 

			His only response is to slowly blink at me, like he can’t believe I’m actually making fun of him. Or worse, flirting with him. Not as shocked as I am, though, when I realize that’s exactly what I’m doing. 

			I just wish I knew where it came from. I’d definitely be lying if I said there wasn’t something about the way Hudson snarled at the wolf that sent shivers straight down my spine. And not necessarily in a bad way. I clearly have a type.

			Still, it doesn’t mean anything—except that both my human and gargoyle side recognize and appreciate strength when they see it. Right? Hudson is my friend. I’m in love with Jaxon, breakup or no breakup. Any chemistry that is showing up between Hudson and me has to be because of the mating bond and nothing else.

			I know how powerful that chemistry was with Jaxon from the very beginning—before I even knew him, let alone had fallen in love with him. Is there any reason to suspect that it would be different between Hudson and me? 

			Just the thought has me freaking out a little bit. 

			Not to mention, Hudson still hasn’t answered the question I asked him before the wolf showed up, which means I’m pretty much in the dark here. I have absolutely no idea what happened between us or how he feels about me, let alone how he feels about being mated to me. Not that all this uncertainty isn’t scary or anything…

			“Scary enough,” Hudson says so suddenly that I think he must be reading my mind. At least until he flashes a bit of fang, and I realize that he’s responding to my previous comment.

			Since just seeing the tip of his fang sends another shiver along my spine, I realize I might have a serious problem on my hands, even before he asks, “What do you want to know about those four months?”

			“Anything.” I take a deep breath in the hopes of calming the wild beating of my heart. “Whatever you can remember.”

			“I remember everything, Grace.” 
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			Eternal Ambivalence 
of the Spotless Mind


			“Everything?” I repeat, a little stunned at the admission.

			He leans forward, and this time when he says, “Everything,” it comes out as much growl as word.

			And I nearly swallow my tongue and my tonsils in one fell swoop.

			Deep inside me, my gargoyle stirs, raising its wary head, even as I feel its stillness washing through me. I force it back, settling it down with the reassurance that I really am okay, even if I currently feel anything but.

			“I remember what it was like to wake up to your incessant cheer and unwavering optimism,” he tells me hoarsely. “I was sure we were going to die locked in that place, but you were just as certain that we would survive. You refused to think any other way.”

			“Really?” That kind of unbridled optimism feels foreign to me these days.

			“Oh yeah. You were always coming up with someplace you wanted to take me when we got free. Certain if I could just see all the things to love in the world, I wouldn’t be evil anymore, I suppose.”

			“Like where?” It sounds like I’m challenging him more than I’m asking a question, and maybe I am. Because all I can think about is how hard it must have been for him after we finally did make it back. First, me not even knowing he was there and then, when I did find out about him, I treated him with every ounce of suspicion I could muster.

			“That little strip of Coronado you like to haunt when you’re in San Diego. You take the ferry over and then spend all afternoon checking out the art galleries before stopping at the little café on the corner to get a cup of tea and a couple of cookies the size of your palm.” 

			Oh my God. I hadn’t thought of that place in months, and with a handful of words, Hudson brings it back to me so clearly, I can almost taste the chocolate chips.

			“What kind of cookies did I get?” I ask him, even though it’s more than obvious he’s telling the truth. 

			“One was chocolate chocolate chip,” he answers with a grin, and it’s the first real smile I’ve seen from him in ages. One of the only real smiles I’ve seen from him ever. It lights up his face—lights up the whole room, if I’m being honest. Even me…or maybe, especially me.

			Because it’s an uncomfortable thought—an uncomfortable feeling—I ask, “What about the second cookie?” I never tell anyone about this, so I figure I’m safe. 

			But Hudson’s smile only gets wider. “Oatmeal raisin, which you don’t even really like. But it’s Miss Velma’s favorite, and no one ever buys them from her. She always said she was going to stop baking them, but you could see it made her sad, so you started buying one every time you went just so she would have an excuse to keep making them.”

			I gasp. “I’ve never told anyone about Miss Velma’s oatmeal cookies.”

			His eyes meet mine. “You told me.”

			I haven’t thought of Miss Velma in months. I used to visit her at least once a week when I lived in San Diego, but then my parents died, and I just fell apart and never went back. Not even to say goodbye before I left for Alaska.

			We were friends, which sounds silly considering she was just some lady who sold me cookies, but we were. Some days, I would hang around her little shop and talk to her for hours. She was the grandmother I never had, and I was a good stand-in for her grandkids, who lived halfway across the country. And then one day, I just disappeared. My stomach sinks thinking about it—thinking about her, wondering where I went.

			Because I’ve had more than enough sadness lately, I force down my regrets and ask, “What else do you remember?”

			For a second, I think he’s going to push—or worse, start reciting some story I told him about my parents that I don’t think I can handle tonight. But, typical of Hudson, he sees more than he should. Definitely more than I want him to.

			And instead of bringing up something sentimental or sweet or sad, he rolls his eyes and says, “I remember the way you used to stand over me every morning at seven a.m. and demand that I wake up and get moving. You used to insist that we do something even when there was nothing to do.”

			I grin a little at the slight aggravation in his words. 

			“So what did we do? Besides swap stories, I mean.” 

			There’s a long pause, and then he says, “Jumping jacks.”

			So not the answer I was expecting. “Jumping jacks?” I ask. “Seriously?”

			“Thousands upon thousands upon thousands of jumping jacks.” If his expression got any more bored, he’d be comatose. 

			“But how is that even possible? I mean, we didn’t actually have bodies, right?”

			“You shook the whole realm when you jumped. It was completely embarrassing, but—”

			“Oh my God, tell me I was not stone the whole time, was I?” I interrupt.

			“You absolutely were. I tried to convince you to pick up a quieter hobby—skeet shooting, for example, or wooden clog dancing—but you were insistent. It was all about the jumping jacks.” He gives a what-could-I-do? shrug before the laugh that had been trying to force its way out finally escapes. “No, you were in your normal human body, but the marathon jumping jacks…” He winks.

			“But I hate jumping jacks.”

			“Yeah, me too. Now. But you know what they say about hate, right, Grace?” He leans back in his chair and gives me a look so hot that it curls my toes and straightens my hair at the same time. “It’s just the other side of—”

			“I don’t believe that.” I cut him off before he can finish the old saying about hate being only one side of a coin with love. Not because I don’t actually believe it, like I told him, but because there’s a part of me that does. And I can’t deal with that right now.

			Hudson doesn’t call me on my bluff, for which I am intensely grateful. But he doesn’t just move past it, either. Instead, he stays where he is—arm draped over the back of the chair beside him and long legs splayed in front of him under the table—and watches me as the seconds tick by.

			I should go—I want to go—but there’s something in his gaze that keeps me right where I am, pinned to my chair, with my stomach turning flips deep inside me.

			I grow more and more uncomfortable with each second that passes, though, and finally I can’t take it anymore. I’m not ready to deal with this. With any of it. I push my chair back from the table and say, “I need to get going—”

			“You want to know what else I remember?” Hudson cuts me off.

			Yes. I want to know everything he remembers, want to know everything I told him so I can make sure it wasn’t too much, so I can make sure I didn’t give him the power to destroy me. But even more than that, I want to know everything he told me. 

			I want to know about the little boy whose brother was ripped away from him. I want to know about the father who treated him like a trained seal and used him like a weapon. I want to know about the mother who looked the other way at all the terrible things that were done to her son, but who then so easily scarred Jaxon for destroying him.

			“‘Oh, what tangled webs we weave…’”

			“Stay out of my head!” I command, glaring at him. “How can you—”

			“It doesn’t take mind-reading powers to know what you’re thinking, Grace. It’s written all over your face.”

			“Yeah, well, I need to go.”

			“And here I was, just getting warmed up.” He stands when I do, and the mocking tone is back in his voice when he says, “Aww, come on, Grace. Don’t you want to know what I thought of your red prom dress? Or that bathing suit you wore to Mission Beach that one time?”

			“Bathing suit?” I squeak out, my cheeks on fire as I realize which one he’s talking about. A teeny tiny little bikini. Heather had bought it on sale at a local surf shop, then dared me to wear it. Normally, I wouldn’t have taken that dare for anything, but she’d also accused me of being staid, stuck in my comfort zone, and flat-out chicken.

			“You remember,” Hudson prompts. “The purple one with all the strings. It was very”—he draws a couple of tiny little triangles in the air—“geometric.”

			He’s teasing me, I know he is, but there’s something more than just a few laughs kindling in his eyes. Something dark and dangerous and just a little bit hot.

			I lick my suddenly dry lips as I struggle to get words past the giant lump in my throat. “I really did tell you everything, didn’t I?”

			He raises a brow. “How exactly am I supposed to know the answer to that question?”

			He makes a good point, but I’m too far gone to acknowledge it now. “If you saw the bathing suit, then you saw…”

			He doesn’t say anything else, and he certainly doesn’t fill in the blanks for me. I don’t know if that’s a kindness, though, or just another way to torture me. Because there’s no mistaking the heat in his eyes now, and all of a sudden, it feels like my blood is freezing and boiling at the same time. I don’t know what to do, what to say—may even have forgotten how to breathe for a couple of oxygen-deprived moments—but then Hudson blinks, and the heat is gone as easily as it came.

			So easily, in fact, that I wonder if I imagined it.

			Especially when he smirks at me and says, “Don’t worry, Grace. I’m sure you still have plenty of secrets left.”

			“Yeah, well, I’m not so sure about that.” I force myself to answer his smirk with one of my own. “Which sucks, considering I can’t remember if I’ve ever seen you in anything besides your little Armani safety blankets.” I wave an airy hand toward his shirt and pants.

			He glances down at himself, then demands, “What’s wrong with how I dress?” 

			“There’s nothing wrong with it,” I answer, and it’s the truth, because no one—and I mean no one—looks hotter in a pair of Armani trousers than the vampire standing across from me. Not that I’m going to say that to him. His head is big enough already. Plus, admitting it feels like turning the corner on something I’m still not sure I want any part of, mating bond or not.

			His eyes narrow dangerously. “Yeah, well, you may say that, but the look on your face says something entirely different.”

			“Oh yeah?” It’s my turn to lift a brow as I lean in a little closer. “What exactly does the look on my face say?”

			At first, I don’t think he’s going to answer. But then I can see something inside him shift. See something dissolve until the caution he’s been wearing like a shield for the last several weeks morphs into a recklessness I don’t expect from Hudson. 

			“It says that it doesn’t matter what happened between us during those four months. It says that you’re always going to want Jaxon. It says—” He pauses and leans forward until our faces are mere inches apart and my heart is beating like a wild bird in my chest. “That you won’t rest until you find a way to break our mating bond.”

		


		
			13

			Antisocial 
Influencer


			“Is that what you want?” I whisper over the sound of blood rushing in my ears. “To break the bond?”

			He leans back again and asks, “Would that make you happy?”

			His question stirs something inside me, something I’m not ready to face, so I turn to the anger that’s always so much easier between us. “How can I be happy when so much of my life is still a mystery? How can I be happy when you won’t even pretend to tell me the truth?”

			“I have always told you the truth,” he snaps back. “It’s just that you’re usually too obstinate to believe it.”

			“I’m the obstinate one?” I ask, incredulous. “Me? You’re the one who won’t give me a straight answer.”

			“I’ve given you plenty of answers. You just don’t like them.”

			“You’re right. I don’t like them because I don’t like getting the runaround from you. I asked you a simple question, and you can’t even—”

			“There is nothing simple about the question you just asked me, and if you weren’t so busy hiding your head in the bloody sand, you would damn well know that.” Fury crackles in the depths of his eyes, and this time, when he bares his fangs, it’s scary as hell. Not scary because I would ever worry Hudson would hurt me, but scary because I realize just how much the uncertainty of our mating bond is really affecting him.

			Add in his words hitting entirely too close to home, and the anger drains right out of me. Not because I don’t have a point about Hudson’s nonanswer, because I do. But because he’s got a point, too. Which means the truth is probably somewhere in the middle between us.

			It’s that knowledge that has me taking a deep breath and blowing it out slowly. 

			That has me reaching for his hand and squeezing it tightly.

			That has me whispering, “You’re right.”

			His shoulders relax, his own rage draining as easily as mine. He squeezes my hand back, his long fingers sliding between mine and holding tight, even as his face remains wary. “Why do I feel like you’re trying to lull me into a false sense of security?”

			I give him a rueful look. “Probably for the same reason I keep thinking you’re trying to pull one over on me.”

			“And what reason is that?”

			There’s a part of me that doesn’t want to answer the question, but it’s the same part that regrets ever starting this conversation. But I did start it, and I did accuse Hudson of not being straight with me. Which means I need to do better, even if telling him the truth is more than a little embarrassing. 

			“I’m scared,” I finally admit, looking anywhere and everywhere but at his ridiculously handsome face. 

			“Scared?” he repeats, sounding stunned. “Of me?”

			“Yes, of you!” I say, my eyes darting up to his. “Of course of you. And Jaxon. And this entire situation. How can I not be? It’s a mess, and whichever way it turns out, someone is going to get hurt.”

			“Can’t you see that’s what I’m trying to avoid, Grace?” He shakes his head. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

			“So don’t,” I tell him. “Just be honest with me, Hudson, and I’ll be honest with you.”

			“Honesty doesn’t guarantee that you won’t get hurt,” he says softly.

			And that’s when it hits me, really hits me. Hudson is just as confused as I am.

			Just as confused as Jaxon is.

			I don’t know why I didn’t register that before. Probably because he always sounds so smooth and confident and in control, like he always knows what’s happening in any given situation.

			Then again, this is a situation like no other, a situation that no one I’ve talked to has ever even heard of before. And can I just say, I’m getting a little sick of being the test case in all these situations. 

			The first human at Katmere.

			The first gargoyle born in a thousand years.

			The first person in forever to challenge for a seat on the Circle. 

			The first person to have a mating bond break…and then find another mate almost instantly.

			Fantasy novels always describe finding your mate as this wondrous, glorious, amazing thing. But I figure the authors who write about those have obviously never been mated to anyone in their life. If they were, they’d know just how messy and terrifying and overwhelming the entire situation is.

			They’d know that there is no magic wand that just makes a relationship work. Or easy. Or even what you want.

			There’s a piece of me that wants to run away, that wants to do exactly what Hudson accused me of and bury my head until this entire situation goes away or just doesn’t matter anymore.

			But Hudson is watching me, waiting for my response. And he and Jaxon are both immortal anyway—and I’m pretty damn close. Which means this situation isn’t going anywhere until I deal with it.

			So instead of running, instead of hiding away in a desperate attempt to protect myself, I look at Hudson and tell him the only truth I know. 

			“You’re right. Honesty won’t keep any of us from getting hurt,” I say as I think back to my conversation with Jaxon earlier that week. Our talk was as open and honest and devastating as any conversation I’ve ever had in my life, and we both walked away hurting. “But it does guarantee that we’re on the same page. And I think that’s all any of us can hope for.”

			I see the words hit Hudson, see him absorb them like body blows. And that’s when I know that I have to tell him the whole truth, no matter how vulnerable, how exposed, how damaged it makes me feel.

			Which is why I take a deep breath, do a slow count to five, and then blurt out, “Jaxon and I broke up.”
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			Talk to the Stone



			Hudson’s eyes go wide, his face colorless. “You broke up?” he repeats, like he can’t believe what he’s hearing.

			I study his face, trying to figure out what he’s thinking or feeling, but astonishment is the only emotion I can get from him before everything goes blank.

			Which isn’t exactly a surprise. I always thought Jaxon was good at hiding his emotions—if you discount the earthquakes, of course—but Hudson belongs in the World Series of Poker.

			Even knowing that, I can’t help but get nervous as he stares at me with deliberately empty eyes. Which is probably why I start tripping over my tongue trying to explain myself. “We decided to take a break so we could…well, he brought it up, so I guess you could say he decided…but we talked and thought a break might—”

			The more I babble, the more stonelike Hudson’s face becomes until I force myself to stop vomiting words and take an actual breath. As I do, I count backward from ten, and when I can finally think in some kind of coherent fashion, I start again. “He said it wasn’t right… Everyone was in pain…and things, well, things just weren’t…” I trail off, not sure what else to say.

			“What they used to be?” He fills in the blanks. “Yeah, a rogue mating bond will do that to a couple.”

			“It isn’t just the mating bond. We—”

			“It’s the mating bond,” Hudson says, cutting me off. “Trying to pretend otherwise just makes us all look like children. You broke up because of me, which is what I’ve been trying to avoid.”

			“Is that why you’ve made sure you’re never with me alone, at lunch or anywhere?”

			He shrugs. “Yet here we are.”

			“Jaxon and I broke up because everything feels off between us lately,” I contradict him. “Without the mating bond, nothing feels right. That’s not because of you. That’s because of Cole and the godawful spell from the Bloodletter.” I squeeze his hand. “Honestly.”

			Hudson stares at me for a while but doesn’t say anything. Instead, he drops my hand and just kind of shakes his head before he starts gathering up his pens and notebook off the table. 

			“What are you doing?” I ask. “Are you seriously just going to walk away without saying anything? Again?”

			“The library’s closing,” he tells me, even as he nods to someone over my shoulder. “Go pack up your stuff, and I’ll walk you to your room.”

			“You don’t need to do that.” I back away from him, confusion and hurt churning in my belly. I thought being honest was the way to go—we just agreed it was the right thing to do—and now he’s treating me like gargoyle-itis is something he can catch if we have an actual conversation. 

			“I know I don’t need to, but I’m going to.” He steps out from behind the table for the first time since we started talking and begins shepherding me across the room toward my belongings.

			“I’m perfectly capable of walking to my room on my own,” I try, more forcefully this time.

			“Grace.” He sounds weary as he says my name, like everything about me, about this, is too much effort for him. It gets my back up, even before he continues. “Can we skip this fight if I acknowledge that I am aware that you are fully capable of doing anything you put your mind to? And I’m still going to walk you to your room.”

			“Why should I let you do that when it’s obvious you don’t want anything to do with me?”

			His sigh is somehow both exaggerated and impatient. “What I want, at this exact moment, is to finish our conversation in private while I walk you to your room.” His accent turns the words into sharp little arrows that hit with precision. “Is that obvious enough for you, or do I need to be more specific?”

			I stop packing up my backpack to glare at him. He glares right back, mutters something under his breath that I can’t quite catch but which I totally know was all about how tiring it is to put up with me. And I get it. I know my emotions have been all over the place tonight, but I’m trying to get that under control. And even though they are a mess, that doesn’t mean he gets to talk to me like I’m a child. Unless he wants me to actually act like a child. 

			It’s a tempting thought. Wrong, probably, but still so tempting that I can’t resist. 

			I lean back on my heels, cross my arms over my chest, and turn to stone.

			The cool thing about learning to control my gargoyle is that now I can turn to my statue form and still be sentient—which means I get to watch as Hudson’s eyes go big and his mouth literally drops open. And can I just say, turning Hudson speechless is worth every second of not being able to slap back at him while I’m encased in stone.

			Especially when he remembers to close his mouth with a snap but makes sure to leave his fangs on full display this time. Although I’m not sure what he plans on doing with them, considering he’ll need some serious dental work if he tries to take a bite out of me now.

			Amka, the librarian, approaches warily, as if she’s not sure she wants to get involved in whatever this is. Not that I blame her. Of course, this isn’t the first altercation between students with power that I’ve seen, and I’ve only been here a few months. I can’t imagine what she’s seen in her time here.

			Hudson says something to her, but I have no idea what, as it sounds like it’s coming through at least fifteen feet of water—maybe more. She answers him, and whatever she says must not be what he wants to hear, because the anger on his face slowly morphs into something that looks an awful lot like fear.

			It’s not a common emotion for him—the last time I remember seeing it was when his father bit me—so I can’t be entirely sure, but as he steps forward and starts talking urgently to me, I figure it might be time to change back. I wanted to teach him a lesson about being condescending, not actually worry him.

			I close my eyes and reach deep inside myself for the platinum string that lets me shift between gargoyle and human so fast that my fingers brush past another string. It’s the emerald-green string I noticed first in the laundry room, the one something inside me said not to touch. But I don’t have time to consider that accident because another string has all my attention. It’s a brilliant blue that’s glowing brightly. More, it’s shooting off sparks in all directions.

			It doesn’t take a genius to figure out it’s our mating bond. I’ve known it practically from the moment Hudson announced I was his mate—the first thing I did when I got over the shock was look for the string. It didn’t take long to find it, as it was the only string that was glowing so brilliantly at that moment.

			That was the last time it glowed. I’ve been checking it out every day, so I’m certain of it. But now it’s glowing so brightly that it’s practically iridescent, and the only thing I can think of is—

			I gasp, my entire body going on red alert because in the blink of an eye, I can feel Hudson deep inside me. 

			It’s not like before, when we could talk so clearly to each other. I don’t know what he’s saying now any more than I did a second ago, when he was all but shouting at me through the stone. But I can feel him, warm and strong and frantic. All the detachment he was projecting earlier is long gone.

			It’s that knowledge that has me grabbing on to the platinum string and shifting back as quickly as I can. Teaching him a lesson for being a jerk is one thing. Actually scaring him is something else entirely.

			The moment I turn human again, Hudson grabs and pulls me against him in a hug that feels both incredibly relieved and incredibly intimate.

			“What happened?” he asks as he moves away, his hands skimming up and down my arms like he can’t quite believe I’m flesh and blood again—or like he’s checking for injuries. “Why’d you shift?”

			“Because you were being a jerk, and I was tired of listening to it, so I shifted to make sure I didn’t have to listen anymore.”

			His mouth drops open for the second time in as many minutes, and behind us, Amka just shakes her head, chuckling. Hudson is too busy glaring at me to spare her so much as a glance, so she winks and gives me a thumbs-up sign. Apparently, I’m not the only one who thinks guys need to be put in their place when they act like overbearing jerks.

			I have one moment to think to myself that I would never pull something like that on Jaxon, before Hudson is snarling, “Turning yourself to stone is the most immature use of powers I have ever heard of.” Once again, his fangs are on full display, and I can’t decide if he’s trying to scare me or if it’s just because he’s that mad, he can’t control them.

			In the end, I decide it doesn’t matter, that two can play this game. So I finish packing up my stuff, and then I lean forward until our faces are only about an inch apart. Then I tell him, “No, the most immature use of my powers would have been if I’d turned you to stone.”

			Then I pat him on the shoulder—half threat, half reassurance—and sweep right past him. I wave at Amka on my way out the door and leave Hudson to either stew in his own anger or swallow his pride and scramble after me.

			I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want him to pick the second choice.
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			I’m halfway to the staircase, just about convinced he’s let his anger get the best of him, when Hudson catches me. And when I say he catches me, I mean exactly that.

			I’m watching for him, listening for him, and still he moves so quickly and quietly that it’s a shock when he wraps his hand around my wrist from behind and whirls me around. His hold is gentle despite the fact that the whole yank and spin happens so fast that I barely understand what’s going on until I find myself face-to-face with a half-annoyed, half-amused vampire.

			Hudson, however, knows exactly what’s happening as he invades my space, backing me up until I can’t go any farther, until my back is literally against the ancient tapestry–lined wall.

			I think about pulling my wrist free, but he must sense it because his hold gets a little tighter—not tight enough to hurt but definitely tight enough that I feel the cold press of his fingers against the sensitive skin of my inner wrist.

			“You don’t think you’re the only one who can use your powers irresponsibly, do you?” he asks, and there’s just enough arrogance in the question to set my teeth on edge…and, conversely, to make my breath catch in my throat.

			Which makes me feel like such a cliché. Come on. 

			Boy acts like jerk. Girl gets one up on boy. Boy beats his chest and girl falls under his spell?

			Umm, no thank you. It’s going to take more than some random chest beating to get me to fall into line—no matter how attractive and creative the guy doing the chest beating is.

			Which is why I say, “I thought you told me that you didn’t need to use your powers,” in the most bored voice I can muster. “You are a vampire, after all.”

			“That was an observation, not a statement of intent,” he answers, and now he’s so close that I can feel his breath hot against my ear. 

			Shivers that have nothing to do with fear work their way down my spine, and I squirm a little, trying to put some more space between his mouth and my skin—not because I don’t like the feel of him but because I’m afraid that I might like it too much.

			“Bummer,” I tell him when I’ve finally achieved a satisfactory distance from his face. “I was looking forward to you blowing stuff up again.”

			He turns serious, the mischievous glint fading from his eyes. “And here I’ve been working really hard to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

			His voice is as sardonic as ever, but I know Hudson well enough by now to recognize the sincerity running just below the sarcasm. 

			It sneaks past the defenses I’ve had in place all night, and I answer, “Yeah, so have I,” before I even realize I’m going to say it.

			His shoulders slump, and for a second, he looks more defeated than I have ever seen him. “This is a huge mess, Grace.”

			“The hugest,” I agree, right before he lowers his forehead to mine.

			It feels like an intimate position—an intimate moment—and I think about pulling away. But intimate doesn’t necessarily mean sexual. We’ve had plenty of intimate moments—he lived in my head for weeks. And so I tell myself this is just one more. 

			Besides, I think I need his comfort at least as much as he needs mine.

			And so I do the only thing I can do in this situation, the only thing that feels right. I pull my wrist from his now loose hold and wrap my arms around him. The universe might have played one hell of a practical joke on us when it made us mates, but right now we’re just two friends sharing a quiet moment in a fucked-up situation.

			Or at least that’s what I tell myself.

			The embrace only lasts a minute, but it’s enough for me to memorize the feel of his long, lithe body against my own. 

			Long enough for me to feel the super-fast beat of his heart beneath my hands.

			More than long enough for me to…

			“I felt you,” I tell him when he finally takes a step back. “When I was stone. I felt you along the mating bond. You were trying to get to me.”

			And just that easily, annoyance and something else—something I don’t quite recognize—flash back into his eyes. “I thought something had happened to you, that you’d managed to get yourself stuck as a statue again. Or maybe someone had done a kind of spell on you. It freaked me out.” The look he gives me warns me not to do something like that again.

			“Yeah, well, I really didn’t like the way you were talking to me. I’m not a child, and I don’t appreciate you treating me like one.”

			I think I can actually hear Hudson’s teeth grind together, but in the end, all he does is incline his head and say, “You’re right. I apologize.”

			His admission astonishes me, so much so that I say, “I’m sorry, I thought I was talking to Hudson Vega.”

			“Never mind,” he mutters as he pulls away and starts walking again.

			I fall into step behind him, appreciating the way he always keeps his stride short for me so that I don’t have to scramble to keep up. 

			“So you used the mating bond to try to get to me?” I ask as we round a corner. 

			He looks uncomfortable with the subject, and maybe I should lay off, but how am I supposed to know how the mating bond works if I don’t ask questions? These are the kinds of details they don’t cover in my magic class, the kinds of things I don’t think to ask until I experience them.

			“I used it to send you energy, the same way you did to me after the Circle challenge.” He shoots me a look. “You remember. When it nearly killed you.”

			“I’m pretty sure that was your father’s bite,” I shoot back. “And what was I supposed to do, die with your powers still inside me?”

			“Oh, I don’t know. Trust me not to let you die at all?” He sounds so exasperated that I nearly laugh. Only the knowledge that it will aggravate him even more keeps me from cracking up. 

			“I did trust you,” I tell him as we finally reach the stairs. “I mean, I do trust you.”

			The look he gives me is searing, even before he reaches between us and takes my hand. He squeezes it softly before letting it go again.

			“So you saw our mating bond?” he asks as we make it to the top of the stairs.

			“I see it every day,” I answer. “But it looked different today. Like it was all lit up and sparking with energy.” I look at the strings again, and the sparks coming off it are gone, but it is still glowing.

			“I’m pretty sure the sparks were me, trying to get to you.”

			“Yeah, that’s what I figured, too.”

			“Did you notice anything else?” he asks as he steers me into the long hallway that leads to my room.

			“Like what?”

			He clears his throat a couple of times and keeps his eyes facing straight ahead as he says, “Like how different it looked from the bond you had with Jaxon?”

			“Seriously, Hudson? You’re comparing bonds now?” My tone suggests he’s comparing something else.

			“Not like that!” It’s his turn to roll his eyes at me. “But I’ve been reading up on mating bonds, and every single thing I find about them comes to the same conclusion.”

			“And what’s that?” I ask warily.

			“That they can’t be broken. Not with magic, not with will. The only thing that breaks them is death, and—”

			“Sometimes not even then,” I finish for him. “I know, I know. I got the same speech from Macy.”

			“Yeah, but Cole broke your bond with Jaxon—” 

			“I am aware of that,” I tell him with just a hint of my own sarcasm. “I was there, in case you don’t remember.”

			“I know, Grace.” He sighs. “And I’m not trying to hurt you by talking about it. But every book ever written on the subject can’t be wrong. Which got me thinking—”

			“How did the Bloodletter even have a spell to break it?” I ask. 

			He looks surprised, whether that I’ve questioned this, too, or that I keep interrupting him, I don’t know. 

			What I do know is that it bothers me hearing Hudson talk about mating bonds—and especially about breaking them. I don’t know why, but it does, so I plow ahead, determined to finish the thought for him. “If they can’t be broken, how did some old vampire in a cave just happen to have the spell lying around to do the one thing no one else in history has been able to do?”

			“Exactly. Plus…” He pauses a moment, like he’s got to prepare himself for whatever he’s going to say next—or my reaction to it. 

			It’s that thought that has me rolling my shoulders back and bracing for whatever blow is coming, even though I know it won’t be physical.

			“Do you remember what your bond with Jaxon looked like?” he asks. “I only saw it once, in the laundry room, and I didn’t think anything of it at the time. I didn’t realize then…”

			“What?” I ask as my stomach twists itself into knots.

			He sighs. “What a mating bond should look like.”

			“So what are you saying?” I ask in a voice so shrill, I can’t believe it’s coming out of my body.

			“I’m not saying you weren’t truly mated.” Hudson places a soothing hand on my shoulder. “I’m saying something was wrong with your bond with Jaxon. I’m not sure if that was because the spell was already at work or if…”

			“Or if there was always something wrong with it?” I finish.

			“Yes,” he answers reluctantly. “It was two colors, Grace. Green…and black.”

			Turns out I was right to brace for that body blow, because—just like that—my stomach bottoms out and I feel dizzy, one thought circling in my head over and over. 

			If something was always wrong with my bond with Jaxon…it might never be fixable.

		


		
			16

			You Can Run but 
You Can’t Hide


			“I need to go,” I mumble and take off down the hall, hoping Hudson will just let me go. The last thing I want to do today is more soul-searching detective work.

			Up until this moment, I think I still believed this situation could be fixed. That Jaxon and I could be together again. All week, I’d been finally grieving the loss of the mating bond, but breakup or no, I still thought we’d find a way to work things out. Silly me.

			I should have known the magical universe would have one more fuck-you up its sleeve. 

			I just hope Hudson lets me make it back to my room to mourn in privacy the loss of everything Jaxon and I had.

			Hudson obviously doesn’t get the memo, though, because he starts walking with me. Of course. Because why would he actually do what I want him to do, even this once?

			My hands are shaking as I’m fighting the tears threatening to lay me bare, and I wait for him to ask me what’s wrong or, worse, if I’m okay. But he doesn’t. Instead, he just walks silently beside me until, finally, he says, “I understand that news was a bit of a shock, Grace. But really, are you that surprised Jaxy-Waxy couldn’t even get a mating bond right?”

			I stop walking and slowly turn to face him, fury quickly replacing the despair that had been swallowing me whole. “Are you serious right now? Do you even have an ounce of compassion in your entire body?”

			He looks bored again. “I’m a vampire. Compassion isn’t something we actually do.”

			I narrow my eyes at him. “Keep it up, and I’m going to turn you into a pile of rocks.”

			“Ooooh, I’m so scared.” He waves his hands in mock panic. “Oh, wait. Been there, done that, didn’t want the T-shirt.”

			I don’t know if it’s the ridiculous hand gestures or the idea of Hudson in a Vampires Rock T-shirt, but my anger disappears as fast as it came on. This whole discussion is just so absurd.

			Hudson must not think so, though, as he looks totally offended—at least until I look deep in his eyes and see the satisfaction there. And I realize another truth tonight. 

			Hudson picked a fight on purpose. He knew I was devastated, knew I was using every ounce of control I had not to burst into tears right in the middle of the hallway. All the badgering and sarcasm wasn’t because he was being a dick. It was because he was being nice, though I’m sure he’d rather die than admit it.

			It’s not the first time he’s done it, and it probably won’t be the last. But maybe, one of these days, I’ll stop falling for it. Maybe.

			Then again, maybe not. 

			Because something about it, something about the snide comments (on both sides) and the bickering back and forth, sometimes it feels an awful lot like…foreplay. 

			Just the thought has my already queasy stomach flipping and knotting up at the same time. Because foreplay is a lot of things—fun, exciting, sexy—but it usually leads to something else, something important, and I don’t have a clue how I feel about that. Not when it’s barely been a week since Jaxon broke my heart all over again…and just a handful of minutes since I learned it can never be fixed again.

			We finally make it to my room, but before I can dart inside and throw a thanks for a weird evening over my shoulder, Hudson reaches a hand out to stop me. “You okay?” he asks, brows raised and forearm resting against the doorframe. 

			“Yeah,” I tell him, even though I’m not sure it’s true, what with these strange kinds of things happening inside me, things I never imagined I’d feel in response to Hudson of all people. He may be my mate, but he’s also my friend and this moment, this pose, feels distinctly un-friend-like. 

			“I should go in,” I tell him, hating how breathless I sound. Hating even more the way his pupils dilate in response…except, also not.

			“Okay.” He steps back. “But let me know when you really want to get some answers.”

			“Answers to what?”

			“To those questions we keep throwing around. You can’t hide forever, Grace.”

			It’s so close to what I’d been thinking earlier, what I’d sort of told Macy, that it gets my back up. “I’m not weak,” I tell him. “I am capable of dealing with hard things, you know.”

			“You’re capable of dealing with anything. No one doubts that—and if they do, they’re daft, because you’ve proven it over and over again. You’re the most incredible person I’ve ever met.”

			Hudson doesn’t say things he doesn’t mean, which is probably why his words touch me so much. But before I can think of how to respond, he continues. “But you have a tendency to avoid conflict whenever you can.”

			“There’s nothing wrong with not wanting to fight,” I tell him.

			“No, there isn’t. But there is something wrong with hiding from things until they get so big that you can’t ignore them anymore. It’s like people who shove bills in a drawer because they don’t want to face them. They keep stuffing the drawer until no more bills fit—and by that time, their life has gone completely to hell. Yes, things might be bad, and it doesn’t seem like there is an easy solution at first, but after a while, if you wait too long, there are only hard choices left to make.”

			His words hit home. And I can’t help but feel he’s talking about our mating bond. He never said what exactly he’d been researching in the library, but suddenly I have a clue. I haven’t really let myself examine too closely how Hudson might be feeling being mated to me. I wasn’t ready to face any answer he might give—that he wanted the bond or he regretted it. But while I was hiding my head in the sand, Hudson wasn’t. 

			“You said you were researching mating bonds tonight,” I say, my breath barely a whisper above the pounding of my heart. “Exactly what were you trying to discover?”

			His gaze holds mine for several beats before he tells me, “How to break them.” 
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